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ABSTRACT  
The Basques pioneered whaling in Newfoundland waters around 1530 and remained the only 
group to exploit western Atlantic whale populations until 1600, hunting from coastal stations in 
southern Labrador and eastern Québec. In light of recent research on archaeological whale 
remains from Red Bay in Labrador, this paper presents historical data relevant to the numbers 
of whales that were hunted by 16th-century Basques. These data led to an estimate of 13,000 
whales killed, a count lower than those provided by other analyses. Whaling peaked in the 
1570s, then declined sharply around 1579 to low levels for the remainder of the century. The 
Basques primarily targeted the bowhead whale (Balaena mysticetus). As whaling intensified in 
the 1560s, the Basques noticed a second bowhead migration in mid-November and extended 
their hunting season until freeze-up. During this time, the port of Red Bay increased in 
importance until about half of all Basque whaling ships were based there in the 1570s. Basque 
whalers preferred stations in the Strait of Belle Isle for economic and security reasons but also 
because of the late fall bowhead whale hunt.  

RÉSUMÉ 
Les Basques initient la chasse aux baleines à Terre-Neuve vers 1530 et demeurent le seul 
groupe à exploiter les cétacés en Atlantique occidental jusqu’à vers 1600, à des stations côtières 
dans le sud du Labrador et l’est du Québec. En tenant compte des études récentes d’ossements 
provenant de sites de station baleinière, cet article présente des données sur le nombre de 
baleines tuées par les Basques au cours du XVIe siècle. Notre estimation de 13 000 baleines 
tuées est en deçà des estimations précédentes, entre autres en raison des fortes fluctuations que 
nos données mettent en évidence dans l’activité des Basques au cours du siècle. S’intensifiant 
jusqu’aux années 1570, la chasse périclite vers 1579 et stagne jusqu’à la fin du siècle. Les 
Basques ciblent surtout la baleine boréale (Balaena mysticetus), d’abord entre août et octobre. 
Puis, dans les années 1560, ils constatent une seconde migration de cétacés à la mi-novembre et 
prolongent désormais leurs séjours jusqu’au début de l’hiver. La station à Red Bay attire 
bientôt la moitié des baleiniers qui délaissent les ports plus à l’ouest. Les Basques se regroupent 
dans le détroit de Belle-Île pour des raisons d’économie et de sécurité, mais aussi parce que la 
chasse automnale des baleines boréales y est la plus productive. 
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he impact of 16th-century 
Basque whaling on western 
Atlantic whale populations has 

come under scrutiny by researchers 
using historical, osteological and 
genetic evidence, resulting in 
divergent points of view. Historical 
work by Huxley Barkham (Huxley 
1987) and osteological analysis by 
Cumbaa et al. (2002) at the Red Bay 
whaling site in Labrador suggested 
that Basques hunted right and 
bowhead whales in similar numbers, 
targeting right whales in summer and 
bowheads in fall. Recent zoological 
studies of scattered whalebones at 20 
sites, using DNA identification, 
suggest that it was primarily bowhead 
whales that were hunted by Basques, 
both in summer and in fall (McLeod 
et al. 2008; Rastogi et al. 2004). Both 
of these studies have led to broad 

interpretations of historic whale 
population size and distribution and 
of the impact of 16th-century Basque 
whaling on right whale and bowhead 
whale populations.  

By introducing historical data that 
have not been taken into account by 
zoologists and zooarchaeologists, this 
paper places whalebone analyses of 
16th-century Basque whaling sites, 
especially Red Bay, in a more 
accurate historical perspective. It 
focuses on the total number of whales 
killed by the Basques before 1600, on 
the ability of the Basques to 
differentiate among Atlantic whale 
populations and on the role played by 
whaling sites in the Strait of Belle 
Isle, especially Red Bay, in the fall 
bowhead hunt (Figure 1).  

 
Figure 1: Basque whaling sites in the Strait of Belle Isle and Grand Bay

 

T 
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The Debate over 16th-Century 
Whalebones 

Zooarchaeological interest in 
whalebones from 16th-century Basque 
whaling sites grew out of extensive 
underwater and terrestrial fieldwork 
in 1978-1985 at the site of Red Bay, 
Labrador, on the Strait of Belle Isle 
(Figure 1). Initially, Cumbaa (1986) 
conducted taxonomic identifications 
of 17 archaeological whale humeri 
from Red Bay, using osteological 
criteria. He concluded that eight of 
the specimens represented right 
whales and nine were from 
bowheads, but he cautioned that the 
lack of suitable reference collections 
made the identifications difficult and 
tenuous. Ongoing work on whale 
humeri from the Red Bay locality 
eventually brought the number of 
identified individuals to 21 ─ 8 
bowhead whales and 13 right whales 
(Cumbaa et al. 2002). Eighteen other 
humeri were identified only to genus 
(Cumbaa 2007). These identifications 
were taken as evidence that right and 
bowhead whales were hunted in 
similar numbers by Basques in the 
Strait of Belle Isle. A detailed model 
of whale migration and Basque 
whaling strategy was developed 
based on historical data showing that 
the Basques hunted in two distinct 
summer and fall seasons. It proposed 
interlocking migration routes for the 
two species, allowing a summer right 
whale hunt and an autumn bowhead 
hunt at the same location (Aguilar 
1987; Huxley 1987:98-101). This 
model was influential in shaping 
historical thought on whaling in the 
16th century. It also led to ecological 

arguments that 16th-century Basque 
whalers had decimated both right and 
bowhead whale stocks in the western 
Atlantic (cf. Freedman 1995:418-
419). Today, the right whale is 
endangered globally and the bowhead 
is limited to Arctic regions and does 
not inhabit the Gulf of St. Lawrence. 

This model of Basque whaling was 
undermined when species identi-
fication based on DNA analysis 
became possible. Rastogi et al. 
(2004) studied the same afore-
mentioned 21 humeri from Red Bay 
and found that 20 of them represented 
bowhead whales and only one a right 
whale. In addition, the right whale 
bone showed signs of depleted 
genetic diversity, suggesting that 
stocks of this species were already 
low in the 16th century. Rastogi et al. 
(2004) called for a reassessment of 
the impact of 16th-century Basque 
hunters on the western Atlantic right 
whale stocks. In a subsequent 
comment, Romero and Kannada 
(2006) drew attention to whale 
hunting by other nations in the 
western North Atlantic from the 17th 
to the 19th centuries in order to argue 
that the 16th-century Basque impact 
on right whale populations has been 
over-estimated. They also suggested 
that the Red Bay whalebone 
assemblage was too small and too 
localized to be representative of the 
16th-century hunt.  

In response, McLeod et al. (2006) 
reaffirmed the value of the Red Bay 
whalebone assemblage and expanded 
the sample size. Also using DNA 
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analysis, McLeod et al. (2008) made 
species identifications of 218 bones 
from 10 Basque whaling sites. (Red 
Bay provided 141 bones, including 
85 for which stratigraphic data were 
available.) Of this total, 203 bones 
were found to come from 73 
bowhead whales and only one bone 
from a right whale, leading to the 
conclusion that the Basques hunted 
bowheads in both the summer and 
fall seasons. McLeod et al. emphasize 
that their findings show a more 
southerly range for bowheads in the 
16th century than today, perhaps due 
to a cooler climate. They also call for 
a reassessment of pre-hunt bowhead 
and right whale populations on the 
basis of updated estimates of historic 
whale kills. McLeod et al. conclude 
that Aguilar's (1987) estimate of 
25,000 to 40,000 whales killed by the 
Basques in the 16th century should 
not be divided equally between the 
two species but attributed solely to 
the bowhead whale.  

In presenting historical data on the 
impact of 16th-century Basque 
whaling on bowhead and right whale 
populations, this paper seeks answers 
to the questions raised by recent 
DNA research. It reviews the 
Basques' knowledge on Atlantic right 
and bowhead whales, especially their 
ability to distinguish regional stocks 
and to track migration patterns. 
Finally, it seeks to clarify the role of 
Red Bay in 16th-century Basque 
whaling strategies, especially with 
regards to the autumn bowhead hunt. 

Methods 
The data presented here are derived 
from archival material published by 
three historians: Selma Huxley 
Barkham, Jean-Pierre Proulx and 
Laurier Turgeon. I have carried out 
complementary research in the same 
archives. The nature of these sources 
is such that the data presented here 
represent the fruit of many years of 
research and the examination of 
thousands of documents, from which 
data on specific issues have been 
gleaned. In each of the following 
sections, the method used to extract 
relevant information from the 
available data is described.  
 
The Number of Whales Hunted 
by Basques in the 16th century 

The Basques, a seagoing people 
living on the border of France and 
Spain, were the first group to 
extensively hunt whales in the New 
World, beginning about 1530. They 
were also the only group to do so in 
Canada well into the 17th century.  
Until about 1630, whaling was shore-
based and carried out at stations 
occupied seasonally to coincide with 
whale migrations. In order to be 
successful in the long term, whalers 
needed precise knowledge of whale 
populations and their migrations over 
large areas of ocean. From the 15th to 
the 18th centuries, whaling was driven 
by the need for oil in woolen textile 
manufacturing, especially in Castile, 
Holland, Normandy and England. 
Wool needed to be washed prior to 
dyeing, and it was then “regreased” 
with whale, linseed or olive oil so 
that it would flow smoothly through 
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spinning and weaving machines. 
Many secondary uses documented for 
whale oil include lighting, caulking 
and soap-making. In early modern 
times, whaling was also driven by the 
geopolitical ambitions of maritime 
powers. Whaling ships, being among 
the largest of their time, sometimes 
fulfilled a geopolitical role by 
dominating strategic coastlines and 
routes. In the Strait of Belle Isle, 
rivalry between France and Spain 
sometimes pitted Basques against 
Basques, despite their cultural unity 
and cross-border maritime practices. 
Economic and political conditions are 
as important as whale ecology in 
explaining the 16th-century Basque 
whale hunt in southern Labrador. 

The present state of research on 
Basque whaling voyages to Canada 
allows a detailed estimate of the 
number of whales killed in 1530-
1600. Such an estimate is based on 
the number of whaling ships outfitted 
annually and on the quantity of whale 
oil brought back by each ship. Totals 
for French and Spanish Basques must 
be estimated separately. Archival 
records for the two groups are 
different in nature and require 
separate historical research methods, 
and the number of whaling voyages 
by each group varied independently 
over the course of the 16th century.  

Based on very complete records in 
the Bordeaux archives, Turgeon 
(1995, 2000) collected yearly voyage 
totals for most of the 16th century. 
However, the Bordeaux archives 
document primarily the voyages by 

French Basques, which formed a 
minority of all Basque whaling 
voyages during this time. Archives in 
the Spanish Basque country are more 
fragmentary and provide a full 
picture for only about seven non-
consecutive years in the 1560s and 
1570s. Nevertheless, they document 
the greater part of all known Basque 
whaling expeditions.  
 
Study of these records has allowed 
historians to identify the beginning of 
the Basque whale hunt, its uneven 
rise, its sudden decline and its 
stagnation at the end of the century. I 
have broken down these data into 
decadal estimates of the number of 
whaling voyages to Canada. These 
estimates are based on the 
compilations of Turgeon (1995, 
2000), insurance records from Burgos 
(Barkham 1981), as well as available 
notarial and judicial documents 
(Huxley 1987:34, 64; Proulx 1993). 
While individual decadal estimates 
are often uncomfortably broad, two 
lines of independent verification tend 
to support the estimates presented 
here. For two years, 1565 and 1566, 
records are very complete and have 
been studied exhaustively, allowing 
the true number of voyages to be 
closely estimated for the 1560s 
(Loewen 1999:126-127). In addition, 
an English investigator in 1578 
documented 20 to 30 whaling ships, 
all of them Spanish Basque, in 
Newfoundland ports (Parkhurst 
1599). This oft-cited reference is 
generally accepted as representing the 
apogee of 16th-century Basque 
whaling in Canada. These crucial 
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figures for the maxima attained in the 
1560s and 1570s are reliable data 
against which the less well 
documented totals for the remaining 
decades of the period 1530-1600 may 
be compared.  
 
Decadal variations in the number of 
Basque whaling voyages between 
1530 and 1600 were quite significant. 
The 1530s witnessed the tentative 
beginnings and gradual growth of the 
Basque whale hunt. The first 
reference to whale oil, a small 
shipment of 12 barricas (3 tons) 
brought from Newfoundland by the 
Catherine of Urtubie (France), dates 
to 1530 (Huxley 1995:62). The first 
known whaling outfit, a small ship 
named the Serenne of Bourg, can be 
dated to 1539 (Bernard 1968:812-
813). During the decade of the 1530s, 
whaling was a source of extra 
revenue for cod-fishing vessels, and 
voyages specifically devoted to 
whaling were rare. Based on these 
sparse data, the equivalent of one to 
three whaling voyages per year is 
estimated here for a decadal total of 
20.  

This low-intensity hunt continued 
into the early 1540s until a 
specialised, concentrated hunt was 
organised in the Strait of Belle Isle 
region around 1543, by Spanish 
Basques (Barkham 1982, Huxley 
1987:101, 1995; Loewen 1999:122-
123, 254; Proulx 2007). The timing 
of the occupation of this strategic 
waterway by large ships and crews 
may have been in reaction to French 
efforts to colonise the St. Lawrence 

Valley in 1541-1543 (Loewen 
1999:123). Spanish records are rare 
for this early period and an estimate 
of 4 to 8 ships per year is based on 
episodic references and on French 
Basque counts of less than one ship 
per year (Turgeon 2000). The decadal 
total for the 1540s is estimated at 50 
ships. 

The 1550s were dominated by the 
Franco-Spanish war (1551-1559). 
The Strait of Belle Isle, a strategic 
waterway for access to the Gulf of St. 
Lawrence, became a war theatre in 
1554 when heavily armed French 
Basque whalers occupied Red Bay at 
the beginning of the ice-free season 
and drove out Spanish Basque crews 
from their station at East St. Modeste 
(Huxley 1987:64). The Spanish 
Basque retaliation in 1555 took the 
form of a two-pronged corsair 
campaign against the French Basques 
in their home ports and in Canada 
(Azpiazu 2006). Boosted by the war 
effort, French Basque whaling outfits 
spiked to 12 ships in 1554, compared 
to between one and six ships annually 
for the other years of this decade. The 
years from 1549 to 1560 represent the 
peak of French Basque whaling in the 
16th century (Turgeon 1995). The 
number of Spanish Basque voyages, 
while difficult to estimate for the 
1550s, appears to have surpassed the 
number of French Basque voyages by 
a ratio of as high as 2 to 1. This 
decade witnessed a general growth in 
the number of whaling outfits, but 
this growth was irregular and often 
unequal between French and Spanish 
Basque ports. Numbers were about 
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double those of the 1540s, ranging 
between 5 and 15 ships per year for a 
decadal total of 100 ships. 

Following the peace of Cateau-
Cambrésis in 1559, Spanish Basques 
became dominant in the Labrador 
whale hunt as the number of French 
Basque voyages dropped to about one 
per year. An exhaustive census is 
possible for two years in the mid-
1560s, showing a total of 18 whaling 
ships in 1565 and 15 ships in 1566 
(Loewen 1999:126-127). Of the two 
Spanish Basque coastal provinces, 
Gipuzkoa sent the greatest number of 
ships during the 1560s, as ports in 
Bizkaia rarely if ever outfitted more 
than five annually. Based on these 
figures, I estimate an annual average 
of 15 ships for a decadal total of 150 
voyages. 

The peak in 16th-century Basque 
whaling occurred in the 1570s. Based 
on fairly complete data that show 
more than 20 ships for certain years, 
historians agree with the English 
captain Anthony Parkhurst who, in 
1578, estimated the number of 
“Spanish” ships whaling in 
Newfoundland as between 20 and 30 
(Parkhurst 1599). Parkhurst's interest 
in Spanish Basque whalers stemmed 
from the growing rivalry and tension 
between Spain and England. In 
addition, Basques had begun 
exporting whale oil to England 
around 1565 and by 1578 the rise of 
the English market closely paralleled 
the increase in Basque oil production 
in Labrador. Closely following 
Parkhurst's report, on 1 February 

1579, England abruptly closed its 
ports to Spanish whale oil. The 
embargo was timed to cause 
maximum disruption, as cargos 
transhipped in the Basque ports were 
already en route to England. It caused 
huge financial losses to Gipuzkoan 
outfitters and generated a crisis from 
which the Basque whaling industry 
never recovered. In 1579, the number 
of Basque whaling vessels dropped to 
five or fewer. The following year, the 
Spanish crown requisitioned all large 
Basque fishing and whaling ships for 
the Indies route, to compensate for 
the loss of Spanish shipping to Dutch 
and English attacks (Chaunu 
1977:244-245; Huxley 1987:143; 
Loewen 1999:125). Based on nine 
years with 25 ships on average and 
one year with 5 ships, the decadal 
total for the 1570s is estimated at 230 
voyages. 

During the 1580s and 1590s, some 
Spanish Basque vessels continued to 
hunt in Labrador, although their 
numbers fell to pre-1550 levels. 
Turgeon (1995) identified no 
specialised whaling outfits at all from 
French Basque ports after 1579. He 
also shows that smaller French 
Basque ships outfitted for mixed 
fishing, whaling and fur-trading 
began sailing for the St. Lawrence 
estuary after 1581, at an average rate 
of one per year. Systematic records 
for the Spanish Basque ports are 
absent for these decades and Proulx 
(1993) has found documentation for 
only 13 Spanish Basque whalers in 
the Strait of Belle Isle for the entire 
decade of the 1580s. Huxley 
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Barkham (Huxley 1987:143) has 
shown, however, that legal opposition 
by Basque outfitters to the Spanish 
royal requisition of ships dragged 
into 1585 and, during this time, the 
crown refused passes to ships 
requesting leave for Labrador. 
Subsequently, requisitions for the 
Indies route and preparations for the 
Grand Armada of 1588 prevented the 
recovery of Labrador whaling. Based 
on available yearly totals, the level of 
activity is estimated at 3 to 5 outfits 
per year or about 40 per decade for a 
total of 80 voyages from 1580 to the 
end of the century.  

While historians agree that Basque 
whaling in Labrador decreased 
significantly after the 1570s, the rate 
of decline and its cause have long 
been debated. Overhunting, climate 
change, Spanish naval defeats, the 
redirection of whaling ships to the 
Indies route and decreased profit 
margins have all been invoked to 
explain the decline (Barkham 1977; 
Hacquebord 1987; Huxley 1987:143). 
The English embargo on whale oil in 
1579 clearly tipped the Spanish 
Basque whaling industry into a 
financial crisis but other political 
factors combined to prevent a 
recovery in the 1580s (Loewen 
1999:125). Spanish Basques in 
particular stayed away from Canada 
and, in their absence, French Basques 
began in 1583 to hunt inside the Gulf 
of St. Lawrence, especially at the 
Saguenay River and at Chaleur Bay 
where they targeted smaller species 
and combined whaling with trading 
activities (Turgeon 1995).  

Based on these decadal estimates, the 
total number of Basque whaling 
voyages to Newfoundland during the 
period 1530-1600 is estimated at 630. 
About 380 of these voyages (60%) 
occurred during the 1560s and 1570s, 
making this twenty-year period the 
apogee of the 16th-century Basque 
whale hunt in Canada.  

These data indicate that the Basque 
whale hunt expanded less steadily 
and contracted more abruptly than 
has been assumed by some authors 
(Aguilar 1987). When translated into 
ship's tonnage and the number of 
whales killed, the number of voyages 
allow us to revise previous estimates 
of the impact of 16th-century Basque 
whaling on western Atlantic whale 
populations. The average capacity of 
a whaling ship was about 400 tons, 
bringing the total capacity of the 
16th-century Basque whaling fleet to 
about 252,000 tons. Whalers 
measured oil in terms of casks called 
barricas that held about 225 litres 
each; four barricas took up a full ton 
of a ship's cargo capacity. On 
average, whalers returned home with 
a partial load of 3.06 barricas per ton 
of ship's capacity (Proulx 2007: 45), 
which would bring the total whale oil 
in the 16th century to about 194,000 
tons. Period documents indicate that 
one bowhead whale yielded about 60 
barricas or 15 tons of oil (Proulx 
2007:73). These numbers suggest that 
Basques killed about 13,000 whales 
off eastern Canada between 1530 and 
1600.  
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This estimate falls well short of that 
advanced by Aguilar (1987) of 
25,000 to 40,000 whales killed during 
the period 1530-1610. Other recent 
work has also questioned Aguilar's 
figure. In a revised estimate, Cumbaa 
(2007) suggested a figure of 18,000 
to 19,000 whales killed by the 
Basques in Labrador from 1530 to 
1600. His estimate did not consider 
variation in hunting efforts over the 
course of this period.  

At 13,000 whales killed, the impact 
on local stocks would have been 
noticeable. The impact was heaviest 
at the end of the twenty-year period 
from 1560 to 1579 during which 
7,800 individuals are estimated to 
have been killed, following the 
approximately 3,500 whales killed 
from 1530 to 1559. Basques in the 
1580s realized that their industry had 
greatly reduced the whale population 
in the Strait of Belle Isle (Barkham 
1977). For this reason, as well as to 
gain geopolitical advantage, French 
Basque whalers moved into the Gulf 
of St. Lawrence in the early 1580s 
where they may have targeted smaller 
species, especially in the Saguenay 
and Chaleur Bay areas. Subsequently, 
after about 1630, they set up stations 
along the coasts of southern and 
western Newfoundland and eastern 
Québec. Pelagic and shore-based 
whaling by Basque outfits continued 
into the 1730s. Canadian, English and 
New England crews continued the 
hunt well into the 19th century 
(Carpin 1995; Fitzhugh and Gallon 
2002; Lalande 1989; Niellon and 
McGain 1987; Staniforth 2005; 

Turgeon 1995). As recently as the 
1930s, a whale-rendering plant 
operated at Sept-Iles.  

Basque Knowledge of Whales 
Various historical data show that the 
Basques accurately distinguished 
whale species and their regional 
populations and adapted their hunting 
strategies according to the status of 
regional stocks and the migration 
patterns of whale populations. Bakker 
(1995) has shown that 16th- and 17th-
century Basque whalers recognized at 
least nine types of whale including 
the bowhead whale (Balaena 
mysticetus), the right whale of the 
western Atlantic (Eubalaena 
glacialis), the right or Biscay whale 
of the eastern Atlantic (called 
Eubalaena biscayensis in some 
historical literature) and the grey 
whale (Eschrichtius robustus) whose 
Atlantic population became extinct in 
the 17th century. Geographic 
occurrence was a factor in the naming 
of a whale. The Basques gave the 
name of Gran Baya to the bay 
enclosed by eastern Québec and 
western Newfoundland (Egaña Goya 
1992a, 1992b); their name for the 
bowhead whale population that 
migrated between Gran Baya and 
Baffin Bay was granbaiako balea. 
This name suggests that the bowhead 
carried unique significance for the 
Strait of Belle Isle fishery. Similarly, 
the Basques also distinguished 
between the eastern and western 
Atlantic right whales. Eusko balea, or 
the Basque whale, was the population 
they knew from the Bay of Biscay, 
whereas sarda designated the 



12 LOEWEN  

 CANADIAN ZOOARCHAEOLOGY 26 (2009) 

population they encountered off of 
Canada (Bakker 1995). Sarda is a 
generic Basque term for a large group 
of fish or animals, as in “sardine” 
(Miren Egaña Goya, pers. comm., 

2008). It has no specific regional, 
economic or biological connotation, 
which may indicate that the western 
Atlantic right whale carried no 
particular meaning for the Basques. 

 

 
Figure 2: Migration routes of the Baffin Bay-Davis Strait population of bowhead whale
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Basque knowledge of regional whale 
populations included familiarity with 
their migration routes. According to 
custom, when whales became scarce 
in one region, Basques would follow 
the remaining individuals in order to 
discover their other seasonal feeding 
grounds. One traditional account 
recalls that when the Biscay whale 
became rare in the 14th century, the 
Basques set out to find its new 
feeding grounds, leading them to 
discover Newfoundland in 1372 
(Cleirac 1647:153; Delamare 1705; 
Ducéré 1911; Loture 1949; Milne-
Edwards 1841:259; Valin 1760; van 
Beneden 1886). This can not be 
corroborated by any period document 
and it should be recalled that the 
Biscay whale's migration route would 
have led the Basques north rather 
than west. In fact, the Basques were 
whaling off of Ireland in 1353 and 
continued to do so until at least 1561 
(Azpiazu 2000). Following the 
migration route further northwest, in 
1412 twenty ships set up whaling 
stations at Grundarfjördhur in 
western Iceland (Croizier 1905). In 
the 17th century, the Basques returned 
to hunt in western Iceland, setting up 
shore stations and interacting with the 
local population (Edvardsson and 
Rafnsson 2006). They compiled a 
Basque-Icelandic vocabulary which 
shows that they called the right whale 
found near Iceland eusko balea, or 
the Basque (Biscay) whale, and not 
sarda (Bakker 1995). These region-
specific names suggest that the 
Basques knew that eastern and 
western populations of North Atlantic 
right whales and bowhead whales 

were distinct, followed separate 
migration routes and had different 
group habits. The names may also 
underlie a consciousness that eastern 
and western populations did not 
intermingle and thus could be 
depleted independently. Finally, they 
suggest that the Basques turned their 
primary attention from the right 
whale to the bowhead whale in the 
context of their 16th-century Labrador 
hunt. 

Whale Migrations and Their 
Pre-Hunt Numbers 

Archaeologists and historians who 
study Basque whaling in the 16th 
century often refer to Aguilar (1987) 
for information on the geographic 
distribution and migration habits of 
right whales and bowhead whales, 
both of which had separate eastern 
and western populations in the 
Atlantic Ocean. Aguilar describes the 
present range of the remaining stocks 
of these species. While whale 
distribution in the 16th century may 
have differed due to larger 
populations and a cooler climate, 
Aguilar's work remains a starting 
point for understanding the range of 
the right and the bowhead whales. 

Of these two species, the right whale 
(E. glacialis) presently has a more 
southerly range and a longer 
migration route. In the eastern 
Atlantic, its northerly summer range 
covers the coasts of Norway, the 
British Isles, Iceland and eastern 
Greenland. Its southerly winter range 
extends from the Bay of Biscay as far 
as Morocco and Mauritania. 
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Therefore, when the Basques hunted 
the right whale in the Bay of Biscay 
in the Late Middle Age, they did so 
in winter. The size of the eastern 
Atlantic population prior to its human 
exploitation is unknown. In com-
parison, in the western Atlantic, the 
right whale migration route is shorter 
and its summer feeding grounds more 
southerly. Its summer range extends 
from the Gulf of Maine and the Bay 
of Fundy to Newfoundland and as far 
north as the Strait of Belle Isle. 
During the winter season, this 
population migrates south to Ber-
muda, Florida and the northern coast 
of the Gulf of Mexico (Aguilar 
1987). The population of the western 
Atlantic right whale circa 1530 is 
generally estimated at 12,000 to 
15,000 individuals (Cumbaa 2007; 
Romero and Kannada 2006). 
According to Huxley Barkham 
(1987), Basque whalers in the 16th 
century intercepted this population in 
its northern summer feeding grounds 
in the Strait of Belle Isle. This idea 
has been refuted by DNA research, 
lending added credence to historical 
whale-name data which suggest that 
the Basques did not maintain a 
particular interest in the western right 
whale. It appears that the right whale 
was less abundant in the western 
Atlantic than previously thought. 

The bowhead (B. mysticetus) is also 
divided into eastern and western 
Atlantic populations but has a smaller 
and more northerly range. The 
eastern population lives in the coastal 
waters east of Greenland and north of 
Iceland as far as Jan Mayen, 

Spitsbergen and the Barents Sea, 
staying near the edge of the ice pack. 
Today reduced to fewer than a 
hundred, its pre-hunt population is 
estimated at 25,000 individuals 
(Aguilar 1987). The Basques 
encountered this whale in the early 
15th century when they hunted off 
Iceland (Crouzier 1905). In its 
western range, the bowhead today is 
restricted to Davis Strait, Baffin Bay 
and the northern part of Hudson Bay 
(Figure 2). In winter, it generally 
remains about 1,000 km north of the 
Strait of Belle Isle, although Aguilar 
(1987) believes it moves south as far 
as Newfoundland in cold winters. 
Pre-hunt numbers for the western 
Atlantic bowhead are not given by 
Aguilar but are estimated elsewhere 
as 18,000 to 37,000 (Braham 
1984:51; Freedman 1995:419). The 
bowhead's abundance in its former 
southern range explains why Basque 
whalers named it the granbaiako 
balea. In the 18th and 19th centuries, 
Dutch and English whalers targeted 
this stock and its numbers were down 
to about 12,000 when Davis Strait 
whaling intensified in 1825-1850 
(Aguilar 1987).  

The identification of mostly bowhead 
bones at Basque whaling sites in 
southern Labrador and eastern 
Quebec indicates that this whale's 
present range is smaller and more 
northerly than it was in the 16th 
century (McLeod et al. 2008; Rastogi 
et al. 2004). This large geographic 
difference may reflect over-hunting 
or climate change. For example, a 
widely documented cool period 
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between 1450 and 1850, with the 
most extreme winters recorded from 
1690 to 1740, may have extended the 
ice pack southward and, with it, the 
bowhead range (Lamb 1995; McLeod 
et al. 2008). 

As for the over-hunting hypothesis, 
historical data shed some light on the 
impact of Basque and later whalers 
on regional bowhead numbers. The 
total number of right and bowhead 
whales in the western Atlantic circa 
1530 is estimated at about 50,000, of 
which 75% to 80% were bowheads. 
This number is four times greater 
than the total number of whales that 
Basques appear to have killed in the 
period from 1530 to 1600. However, 
considering that estimates of whale 
kills are in turn used to estimate pre-
hunt populations, a downward 
reassessment of 16th-century whale 
kills also brings down estimates of 
pre-hunt populations, although to a 
lesser degree. Moreover, estimates of 
pre-hunt populations have often been 
calculated using Aguilar's estimate of 
25,000 to 40,000 whales killed by the 
Basques in the 16th century, divided 
evenly between bowhead and right 
whales. New estimates are needed to 
account not only for lower numbers 
of whales captured in the 16th century 
but also for a higher proportion of 
bowhead whales and a lower 
proportion of right whales.  

Despite these uncertainties, it is safe 
to say that the Basque hunt had a 
significant impact on the overall 
population of the western Atlantic 
bowhead. The regional impact was 

even greater on the Gulf of St. 
Lawrence whale bands. Whales 
divide into regional bands, called 
“tribes” by historical whalers 
(McLeod et al. 2008), and not all 
groups necessarily migrated through 
the Strait of Belle Isle. As many as a 
third of the western Atlantic 
bowhead's pre-hunt numbers were 
killed during the course of the 16th 
century, and bands wintering in the 
Gulf of St. Lawrence were especially 
impacted. Socialisation and migration 
patterns of today's bowhead whales, 
while limited to a more northerly 
range, show some degree of sub-
grouping according to regions and 
age-sex cohorts.  

The present Baffin Bay-Davis Strait 
bowhead population does not migrate 
south of Hudson Strait (Figure 2) ─ 
that is, about 60°N (COSEWIC 2005; 
Heide-Jorgenson et al. 2003, 2006). It 
leaves its southern range in May or 
June, returning in October or 
November. It follows a counter-
clockwise route along the Greenland 
and Baffin coasts, with lengthy stays 
at regular feeding areas (Finley 
1990). The extent of maximum 
southward migration is variable, with 
some groups wintering off Greenland 
at 65-67°N and others in the Davis 
Strait at 60°N. The age-sex groups of 
adults, adolescents and mother-calf 
pairs tend to travel separately and halt 
for different periods (Braham 1984). 
Age-sex segregation is caused by a 
non-annual reproduction cycle that is 
offset from the migration cycle. 
Females begin breeding at about 20 
years of age. Conception occurs in 
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March and calving 14 months later in 
May, at intervals of 3 to 4 years 
(Braham 1984; COSEWIC 2005). 
Regional and age-sex groups may be 
the “tribes” observed by historical 
whalers.  

In the 18th century, the bowhead still 
migrated south along the Labrador 
coast. Data compiled by Reeves et al. 
(1983) show a November bowhead 
hunt in 1771-1803, peaking in 1793, 
on the Labrador coast as far south as 
55°N. In subsequent years, only stray 
bowheads were recorded off of 
Labrador; the last sighting occurred 
in 1848. However, 19th-century 
whaling lore also placed the bowhead 
in a much more southerly context. 
Nantucket whalers called it the 
“River St. Lawrence whale” (Reeves 
et al. 1983:55). Some thought that the 
bowhead “leaves Davis Strait about 
the month of November, and 
produces young in the St. Lawrence 
River, between Québec and Camaroa 
[Kamouraska?], returning again in 
the spring to Davis Strait” (Brown 
1868:545, in Reeves et al. 1983:55).  

These data suggest the bowhead may 
have disappeared from the Gulf of St. 
Lawrence as late as the 19th century. 
They also suggest that the two 
Basque whaling seasons may have 
targeted different age-sex groups, as 
adults, adolescents and mother-calf 
pairs moved through the Strait at 
separate times. If so, the summer and 
fall hunts impacted the bowhead 
population in different ways. 

Autumn Whaling in the 16th 
Century 

Huxley Barkham (Huxley 1987:98-
101) has published historical data 
showing that the Basques initially 
hunted in the Strait of Belle Isle from 
mid-August to mid-October. They 
eventually learned that another 
migration wave passed through the 
Strait in late fall, offering a second 
hunting season for those who braved 
the harsh seasonal weather. The 
hiatus between seasons lasted one 
month, as the fall hunt began in mid-
November and continued until freeze-
up. The Basques began staying in the 
Strait for the later whaling season in 
the 1560s, as the summer hunt grew 
less productive and provided ships 
with only a partial load of oil. As 
crews stayed later into the winter, 
they risked being caught in the Strait 
as pack ice drifted in, and some ships 
were trapped and crushed. 
Unforeseen over-winter stays with 
some loss of life occurred in 1574-
1575, 1576-1577 and 1603-1604 
(Bernier and Grenier 2007; Huxley 
1987:101, 104). Even more revealing 
of the pressure to hunt in icy 
conditions was the frequency of 
voluntary over-winter stays to avoid 
returning to face creditors with a half-
empty hold. Some stays were even 
planned to gain a strategic advantage 
over rival outfits (Proulx 2007:74). In 
1562-1563, an intentional wintering 
by French Basques from Saint-Jean-
de-Luz was marked by deaths, with 
the survivors violently ousted in the 
spring by a Bilbao crew that found its 
station usurped (Loewen 1999:230).  
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Examination of the pattern of ice 
formation in the Strait of Belle Isle 
helps us understand the timing and 
location of autumn bowhead whaling. 
During a 19-year study period from 
1979-80 to 1997-98, the Strait was 
encumbered by drifting sea ice at 
different dates over the 51-day period 
from 12 December to 31 January. In 
ten of these years, drift ice closed the 
Strait during an 8-day interval 
between 31 December and 7 January, 
and in 16 winters within a 21-day 
interval from 23 December to 15 
January. Only twice did the Strait 
close before Christmas and only once 
before 23 December (Enfotec 1998). 
Given such a high degree of 
predictability in freeze-up dates, we 
may infer that 16th-century Basques 
could plan their resource use and 
departure date with a fair degree of 
precision. It is not known when 
freeze-up typically occurred in the 
1560s and 1570s, when the climate 
was cooler. While some crews would 
occasionally spend Christmas in 
Labrador (Barkham 1976), records 
show that most ships would leave 
before mid-December. In the mid-
1560s, ships typically began to 
unload their oil in the Basque country 
by 15-23 January, following a return 
voyage of 35-40 days (Loewen 
1999:135; Proulx 2007:74). They 
likely cleared the Strait of Belle Isle 
within the two-week period of 5-19 
December.  

The autumn window for hunting the 
bowhead whale was relatively short. 
This species migrates south in the 
fall, at the edge of advancing sea ice. 

Today, ice closes Hudson Strait in 
early December and blocks the Strait 
of Belle Isle in early January. New 
ice forms later in the Gulf of St. 
Lawrence. Freeze-up on the northern 
Gulf shore, between Cape Whittle 
and Blanc-Sablon, occurs in mid-
January. Waters along western 
Newfoundland remain ice-free until 
late January (Environment Canada 
2003). Even though freeze-up 
possibly occurred earlier in the 
1570s, it followed a similar pattern. 
Bowheads entering the Strait as late 
as December would still find open 
waters in the Gulf and could move 
southward along the coast of 
Newfoundland. Whalers chose their 
late fall positions in order both to 
intercept the first whales coming 
westward and to observe the ice 
building up at the eastern end of the 
Strait so as to time their exit into the 
Atlantic more accurately. In this way, 
the trend toward autumn whaling in 
the 1560s and 1570s accentuated the 
importance of the Strait stations at 
Chateau Bay, East St. Modeste and, 
above all, Red Bay.  

The Significance of Red Bay in 
the Basque Whale Hunt 

Red Bay came to be the most 
important Basque whaling station in 
Canada during the second half of the 
16th century. In the 1570s, it was the 
destination of about half of all 
whaling voyages (Tuck and Grenier 
1989). Its name was labelled on early 
maps as Les Butes by Pierre 
Desceliers in 1546, as Butus by 
Petrus Planchus in 1592 and as 
Boytus by Denis de Rotis in 1674 
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(Huxley 1987). These names became 
Buttes on 18th-century French maps, a 
form that has crept into scholarly 
usage (Barkham 1984). They all 
appear to stem from an original 
Spanish name used by the Basques in 
the 16th-century. In many Spanish 
Basque archival records, Red Bay is 
called Buitres or Buytres, a common 
name for the vulture that somehow 
came to be associated with this 
whaling station (Loewen 1999:4). 
The Basques may have hunted 
marine birds at Red Bay, where a 
disc-like instrument, still used today 
as a decoy for hunting birds in the 
Basque Country, was recovered. 
(Thrown from a headland above a 
flock of migrating birds, the disc 
causes the startled flock to dive 
downward into netting suspended 
from high posts.) It is possible that 
the place name had a more profound 
cultural meaning. One Pyrenean 
vulture, the alimoche, is migratory 
and its springtime arrival in the 
Basque region coincided with the 
season when cows were herded up to 
mountain pastures. In Basque 
mountain folklore, the alimoche is 
called the “white lady of the cattle 
trail” (Dendalotxe 1997:18-19). Pope 
(2004) has suggested that this place 
name, perhaps associated with white 
marine birds, may symbolise the 
Basque whalers' migratory lifestyle, 
closely attuned to the whale's own 
migration cycle.  

Despite its importance in the 16th-
century whale fishery, Red Bay does 
not appear regularly on early maps. 
Chateau Bay, East St. Modeste 

(Samodet) and several places near 
Blanc-Sablon are shown more 
frequently, suggesting that the appeal 
of Red Bay as a whaling destination 
was short-lived. Its role as a 
landmark for navigation, halfway 
along the Strait of Belle Isle, was 
relatively minor (Barkham 1977b; 
Huxley 1987:90-96). 

The brief but intense Basque 
occupation of Red Bay has left a 
well-preserved archaeological site 
with extensive remains. Excavations 
have unveiled the organisation of the 
whaling station on Saddle Island and 
the adjacent mainland (Grenier 1988; 
Grenier et al. 2007; Tuck 1984, 
1985). At least 15 ovens for 
transforming whale blubber into oil 
have been located. Each oven was 
associated with its own warehouse 
and lodging and was probably 
operated by the crew of a single ship. 
A few installations in the Saddle 
Island industrial village were shared 
by all the crews, including a ramp for 
hauling whales ashore, a pond for 
fresh water and a cemetery. 
Archaeological evidence shows Red 
Bay to be at its peak development in 
the 1570s when up to 15 ships and a 
thousand crewmen used the port 
annually.  

Among Basque whaling stations, Red 
Bay witnessed the greatest upsurge of 
activity during the 1560s and 1570s, 
as well as the most dramatic 
subsequent decline. Several factors 
led whalers to concentrate their 
activities in a few stations during 
these later decades. Recurrent 
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Franco-Spanish hostilities and 
occasional raiding by English corsairs 
encouraged Basques to stay within 
sight of each other for mutual 
security. The less experienced 
captains that joined the hunt during 
these decades congregated in larger 
harbours rather than choose smaller, 
more isolated inlets where a veteran 
captain might prefer to work. Basque 
whaling outfitters, faced with greater 
competition and decreasing profit 
margins in the 1560s and 1570s 
(Uriarte Melo 1995), sent several 
ships to the same port in a bid to pare 
down overhead costs and create 
economies of scale. Compared to 
other Strait harbours, Red Bay was 
commodious and safe, with good 
protection and few reefs. It was close 
to open water, reducing the distance 
that whales had to be towed into port 
and that hunting chalupas (shallops) 
had to be rowed to sea, while 
minimizing the threat from ice in fall. 
All of these factors heightened the 
attractiveness of Red Bay to Basque 
whalers during the 1560s and 1570s, 
when autumn bowhead whaling was 
at its peak. As a result, the most 
numerous and most accessible 
whalebones may date from this 
period. 

Conclusion 
Previous assessments of the number 
of whales killed in the western 
Atlantic by 16th-century Basques 
appear to have over-estimated the 
number and regularity of whaling 
voyages. The peak that occurred in 
the 1560s and 1570s came after two 
decades of intermittent growth, and 

the collapse of Basque shore-based 
whaling in Labrador circa 1579 was 
not followed by any meaningful 
recovery during the 1580s and 1590s. 
Basque impact on regional whale 
populations, while significant, was 
less than that of pelagic whaling in 
later centuries when most species 
were driven to near extinction. In the 
16th century, whaling outfitters 
expected high profit margins. When 
regional whale populations declined, 
outfitters shifted to other sectors of 
maritime capitalism rather than 
exploit low-profit residual whale 
populations as was done in later 
centuries.  

Examination of the Basques' ability 
to distinguish whale species and their 
regional populations indicates 
extensive knowledge of whale 
ecology. The peak in Labrador 
whaling during the 1560s and 1570s 
may have been associated with the 
strategy of intercepting bowhead 
whales on both legs of their migration 
route. However, the heightened risk 
of closing ice in the Strait of Belle 
Isle led whalers to concentrate the 
bowhead hunt in the more easterly 
ports, especially Red Bay but also 
Chateau Bay and East St. Modest. As 
a large, safe port, Red Bay was also 
preferred by less experienced whalers 
who came to Labrador during the 
1560s and 1570s. These factors 
created a short-lived boom at Red 
Bay, and the archaeological deposit 
of whalebones found here no doubt 
reflects this brief, specific situation 
created by diminishing whale 
populations, increasing numbers of 
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whalers and the risky strategy of 
staying as late into winter as possible 
in order to exploit the southward-
migrating bowhead. 

Following Cumbaa's (1986) 
identification of right and bowhead 
whales in roughly equal proportions 
at Red Bay, historians and 
archaeologists incorrectly assumed 
that the whalebone deposit at this site 
represented right whales killed in 
summer and bowhead whales killed 
in autumn. Recent DNA-based 
studies (Rastogi et al. 2004; McLeod 
et al. 2008) have changed many 
aspects of our understanding of 16th-
century whaling. By revealing the 
complete dominance of bowhead 
whales in archaeological 
assemblages, the findings call for a 
reassessment of historical data on 
Basque whaling practices. The 
bowhead's disappearance in its 
former southern wintering area has 
not been fully explained by available 
data on climate change and 
overhunting. These remaining 
questions call for more detailed and 
context-specific studies of whaling in 
the Gulf of St. Lawrence. 
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