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ABSTRACT Mainland Portugal is not renowned for having been a whaling
nation of significance. However, preliminary studies have brought to light
enough historical references to suggest that whaling occurred from at least the
13th century, and the present work identifies 38 historical sources docu-
menting whale use or whaling on the Portuguese coast between 1201 and
1728. A peak of whale-related sources occurred during the 13th and 14th
centuries, and almost all Portuguese accounts are contemporary to those
found from the French and Spanish Basque countries, such that the begin-
ning of the whaling activity seems to be coeval. No geographical cluster of
whaling activities can be established—they seem to have been unevenly scat-
tered along the entire coastline. Nor can a chronological north–south move-
ment of coastal whaling activities be discerned. The geographical and
chronological patterns give support to the assumption that whaling was not
introduced to Portugal by the Basques, who are known to have spread west-
ward from the French Labourd (11th century), via Golf of Biscay, to Asturias,
and southward to Galicia (14th century). Rather, Portuguese whale use seems
to have originated independently of Basque influence. Several of the sources
specify “black whales” as the target species. This is consistent with modern
knowledge about the distribution and migration patterns of North Atlantic right
whales during Basque medieval and early modern whaling. The Portuguese
sources are not clear as to numbers of whales taken, nor to the whaling tech-
nology used, but the activity was sufficiently well organized and developed to
warrant the levying of tithes in the feudal system of 13th-century Portugal.
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Whaling has emerged wherever human beings have encoun-
tered whales. The first western people to hunt large whales in an
organized and intentional manner were the Basques, and they

became the paradigms of early occidental whaling, establishing the way
the industry would be characterized for hundreds of years (Ellis 2002;
Fontaine 2007). The Basques pursued whales in small, open boats, at-
tacking them with hand harpoons and lances. This basic technique, which
began in the 1050s (Reguart 1791; Ciriquiain 1979; Aguilar 1986; Reeves
and Smith 2006) was used for many centuries. This was a highly
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 specialized and dangerous activity and was conducted from the Basque shores (Huxley 2000).
The Basques hunted mainly the Biscay right whale (also known as the Black right whale,
Eubalaena glacialis), so called because of the early location of whaling in the Bay of Biscay
(Aguilar 1981; Fontaine 2007).

The Basques ventured to distant regions across the Atlantic Ocean, where they set up per-
manent or semi-permanent shore stations for processing whales (Zubizarreta 1878; Aguilar
1986; Huxley 2000; Fontaine 2007). But before that, a local and regional expansion occurred,
since its early beginnings along the shores of Bay of Biscay in the north of Spain (Azpiazu 2000;
Huxley 2000). As shown by Aguilar (1986), Basque historical sources indicate that whaling
started in the Basque French country and followed on over the years to the south and west,
through a process of information and technology transfer. Along the French and Spanish Bis-
cayan coasts there are several towns and villages whose seals and coats of arms depict whale-
fishers. Ancient whaling bases have been discovered along the length of this coastline, which
also encompasses the provinces of Santander, Asturias, and Galicia (Ellis 2002).

In contrast, mainland Portugal is not renowned for having been a whaling nation of signif-
icance. In the 20th century, there were two periods when short-lived enterprises operated
whaling shore stations on the mainland and used modern, Norwegian-type whaling technol-
ogy (Brito 2007). Apart from the important presence of land-based whaling from the archipel-
agos of Madeira and Azores, also mainly during the 20th century, no other significant episodes
of whaling are historically recognized for Portugal. However, preliminary studies have brought
to light enough historical references to suggest that this activity has occurred since at least the
13th century (Brito 2009a). At that time, several whale products started to be utilized in differ-
ent Portuguese fishing villages (Castro 1966; Calado 1994). Also, the Portuguese shoreline is,
and most certainly was, favored by good tides, temperate climate, and an abundant and di-
verse marine fauna, and was amenable to several different fisheries and to marine salt ex-
traction. Consequently, it is not surprising that medieval Portuguese populations turned to the
exploration of local marine resources following a probably much longer tradition (Castro 1966).
The same is true for the exploitation of large whales and small cetaceans in the inshore wa-
ters of mainland Portugal, which seems to be significantly older than expected. 

The objectives of the present study were to establish if medieval and early modern  whaling
occurred in Portugal, when it started, its temporal and geographical span, and the species
 captured. 

Methods
In order to understand what occurred historically on the continental shores of Portugal, an ex-
tensive search for Portuguese sources was conducted. An investigation was carried out mainly
at the National Library (Lisbon), where important references on the history of Portugal, as well
as for the history of fisheries, were consulted. Research was also conducted in some regional
archives, such as those at Nazaré, Sesimbra, and Faro, where old village books and church
documents were studied. As a result, the present work identifies 38 historical sources docu-
menting whale use (scavenging of stranded whales) or whaling on the Portuguese coast be-
tween the years 1201 and 1728 (see Appendix 1). Primary sources are presented whenever
they were directly consulted. All secondary sources consulted and referred include verifiable
primary sources and do not merely reflect the opinions of the authors concerned. 

A review of Basque whaling in published scientific and historical bibliography was also
 undertaken and a comparison with the Portuguese sources is presented. The research on
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Basque whaling sources was limited to the beginning of the activity in northern Spain and how
this evolved in the Bay of Biscay and adjacent shorelines, as this was the main historical ma-
terial to compare with possible Portuguese data. No information was compiled regarding the
migration of Basque whalers and expeditions to northern European seas and across the At-
lantic to North America (for a review, see du Pasquier 2000). Also, Portuguese influence on
transatlantic and overseas whaling (coast of Brazil and some tentative offshore voyages) is
not explored in this paper. The paper concentrates on the beginning of the activity of whaling
or whale use in mainland Portugal and documents the available sources.

Results
Basque Whaling Sources
A compilation of Basque sources (Aguilar 1986) shows the evolution of the number of whal-
ing references for that region, starting earlier in the French Basque Country (Figure 1) and mov-
ing west and south along the northern shore of the Iberian Peninsula. A peak in whaling
sources emerges in the 13th century for the French Basque country and later on during the
16th century for Galicia, where whaling activities only began in the 14th century (Table I).
 Following this known migration pattern of Basque whaling, it would be expected that whaling
in Portugal started from the 15th century onward, and if so, the main historical sources would
be found for during and after that period. A very comprehensive review of the history of  whaling
and of cetaceans in Galicia and Spain, covering the period from the Middle Ages (13th  century)
up to the present time, is given by Hansen (2010).

Figure 1. Map of Iberian Peninsula and geographical localization of French Basque
Country (1) and Spanish Basque Country (2) where early Basque whaling occurred,
and Galicia (3), the last stronghold of Iberian Basque whaling.
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Table I. Location of Basque whaling through number of historical sources (n), period
of its occurrence, and peak of the activity within the respective period (data compiled
from Aguilar 1986).

Location n Period Peak

French Basque Country 22 11th to 16th centuries 13th century

Spanish Basque Country 77 12th to 18th centuries 14th to 16th centuries 

Santander 54 12th to 18th centuries 16th to 17th centuries 

Asturias 38 13th to 18th centuries 16th to 17th centuries 

Galicia 33 14th to 18th centuries 16th to 17th centuries 

Figure 2. Percentage distribution of historical written sources related to whaling/whale
use operations in Portugal mainland over time: 50-year periods, starting in 1051 and
ending in 1850 (n = 38)

Portuguese Whaling Sources
For Portugal it is known that fish (which also includes shellfish), dolphins, and whales, were
 exploited, exported, and internally traded since the medieval period (Castro 1966), but no
study has ever been dedicated to just whaling. My extensive review produced a compilation
of Portuguese primary and secondary sources with whaling related references (Appendix 1),
and the evolution of the number of these references, from the 13th to the 18th century, is
 presented in Figure 2. 

A total of 38 references and historical sources were found regarding whale use (scaveng-
ing of stranded whales) or whaling in mainland Portugal between the years 1201 and 1728. A
peak of whale-related sources appears referring to the 13th and 14th centuries, and almost
all Portuguese sources (92%) are contemporary to what can be found for the French and
Spanish Basque countries. Whale hunting also seems to have occurred in several places along
the Portuguese shores (Figure 3) and to have been unevenly scattered along the entire coast-
line. Also, there is no temporal continuity along the coast as would be expected if a transfer
of techniques had occurred from the Bay of Biscay and Galicia to the north of Portugal. Rather,
Portuguese whale use and whaling clearly seem to have been activities originating independ-
ently of Basque influence.
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Portuguese whaling references are not as detailed as the Basque sources when referring
to applied techniques and species captured (both on species identification and number of in-
dividuals). It can only be assumed that very simple technology was used: probably lookouts
on land, open boats travelling close to shore, and hand harpoons, considering this was typi-
cal for the Basque whaling (Reguart 1791). These were the same techniques transferred to the
Azores (Ribeiro 1998) and Brazil (Ellis 1969) by early settlers (Brito 2009b).

Also, referring to captured species, there is one historical source cited in Castro (1966) re-
ferring to the “black whale” that could be caught off Pederneira, Nazaré, west central Portu-
gal (see Appendix 1). This generic name probably refers to North Atlantic right whales
(Eubalaena glacialis). Some of the historical sources considered here also refer to the capture
of dolphins (“toninhas,” “delfins,” and “golfinhos”) or other small odontocetes, so we can as-
sume that, alongside whaling, dolphin hunting also occurred, using several distinct methods
(from harpoons to nets and other fishing gear). This traditional fishery was also common in the
north of Iberia (Galicia and Bay of Biscay) since medieval times until the 19th century, both using
opportunistic and direct methods (Hansen 2009). 

Importance of Whaling in Portugal
Whaling or whale use must have assumed some relevance in certain coastal areas. At the 600-
year-old St. Leonardo Church at Atouguia da Baleia (situated in the central west coast), a left
baleen whale jawbone, reportedly some 500 years old, is still on display (Figure 4)—an iconic

Figure 3. Map of Portugal and distribution of some Portuguese whaling sources
along the coastline, showing years of respective historical references in each
 geographical location.
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Figure 4. Left baleen whale mandible on display at S. Leonardo Church (Atouguia da
Baleia, central west Portuguese coast).

presence and showing its importance to the village. In the 13th century, the king ordered the
payment of a debt to a monastery, with the money obtained from whale oil and fish captured
in that region, and in the 14th century special benefits were given to local fishermen (sometimes
referred to as whalers) (Castro 1966; Calado 1994): the whalers of the region obtained from the
king the annulment of a previous tax, which was substituted for another so that the thirty row-
ers of the region were not obliged to offer their services to royal whaling [activities].

In medieval Portugal, taxes were obtained and revenues were paid from the communities
occupied with marine activities, such as fishing and salt-extraction. Along the entire coast,
maritime products were subjected to different taxes which were to be paid to the individual or
institution entitled by feudal law, sometimes to the king, or to a monastery, cathedral, or mili-
tary order, or even to a land-holding aristocrat (Castro 1966). This occurred both in the small
villages of the littoral, as well as in more highly developed areas. In addition to custom duties
paid at port and tithes and other taxes levied upon the transactions of these products, such
as by the monger and price-fixer, there was also a tax that was paid directly by the fishermen.
This tax was quite high and could even reach half the value of the fish and salt obtained, ini-
tially paid as a percentage of products in-kind, and later, as society evolved, it was converted
into monetary payments (Castro 1966).

Besides the levying of tithes on captured whale and fish, there are also references to tithes
being levied on stranded or captured whales in this region. Frequently, the whales stranded on
the sea shore were included in the feudal right to the “sea spoils” specified in detail as “ship,
boat or anything with its merchandise, or a whale and everything else the sea throws away”
(Calado 1994). In Atouguia da Baleia and several other coastal locations, the king kept his
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royal rights on whaling and whale products, including stranding remains, instead of ceding it
to the land owners (Castro 1966). Again, this testifies to the economic importance of the ac-
tivity and the value of the products obtained from it. This is a feudal-law practice consistent with
similar feudal regulations in Europe and with medieval customary maritime law applicable to
wrecks and “royal fish.” The whale was a magic and symbolic “monster” that soon became a
mundane animal (Szabo 2008). In fact, as in other parts of Europe, whales were an exploitable
marine resource, and early strandings and captures were of great interest and of significant
economic value to distinct social groups of medieval Portugal.

Discussion
The economic realities of medieval life demanded the exploitation of all available protein re-
sources, including whales (Szabo 2008). Though archival or archaeological sources are scarce,
methods to obtain whale products may have involved scavenging of stranded whales or of
whale carcasses found floating dead in the sea (Barthelmess 1999; 2003). Like the Basques,
medieval Portuguese sought to supplement a limited supply of plant and animal protein from
the land with protein from the sea (Castro 1966; Fontaine 2007).

For the Basque country, hundreds of documents, acts, contracts, drafts of law suits, and
so on, have been found, that shed light on the importance of early shore-based whaling and
of Basque maritime traffic and expertise-transfer across the Atlantic (Huxley 2000; Fontaine
2007). For Portugal, fewer written sources are available, but their character—many legal
texts—testifies to a certain economic importance of coastal whaling and related activities.

Historical sources strongly suggest that early whaling occurred off mainland Portugal. This
activity did not emerge chronologically as a geographical displacement from the French and
Spanish Basque countries along the coast of the Iberian Peninsula to the south, but rather as
an activity contemporary to early Basque whaling. No geographical cluster of whaling activi-
ties can be established. Nor can a chronological north–south movement of coastal whaling ac-
tivities be discerned. The absence of geographical and chronological patterns gives support
to the assumption that whale use and whaling were not introduced to Portugal by the Basques,
which are known to have spread westward from the French Labourd (ca. AD 1000), via Biscay
(11th century), to Asturias, and from Cape Finisterre southward to Galicia (14th century).
 Portuguese early whaling probably emerged as an activity in its own right as a result of the
 capacity to exploit available marine resources.

In later periods, especially after the 16th century, Dutch, British, and other non-Basque
entrepreneurs and whalers may also have been involved in the whaling trade from European
ports and their overseas territories (du Pasquier 2000). However, the Basques and, probably,
the Portuguese were pioneers in undertaking whaling off their local shores, as well as in the
expansion of this activity across the world. Basque navigators had shown the way on whal-
ing enterprises and, for a long time, Basque whalers and pilots were employed on many ships,
transferring the experience gained during their heyday (Fontaine 2007). For instance, once in
Brazil, during the 17th century, Portuguese settlers started a shore whaling business, but a
Basque crew was recruited for the first couple of seasons (Ellis 1969). 

Sources specify “black whales” as the possible target species in early whaling off mainland
Portugal. It is generally accepted (Aguilar 1981) that the North Atlantic right whale was the tar-
get species for the Basque whalers, and so this species was most probably targeted off Por-
tuguese shores. This is consistent with modern knowledge about the distribution and migration
patterns of this species during Basque medieval and early modern whaling (Aguilar 1981). The
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recent appearance of a right whale off the coast of Portugal is evidence of the potential pres-
ence of the species in the area (Martin and Walker 1997) in medieval times. Even though right
whales dominated the catch, it is possible that other large whales, for example sperm whales,
may have been caught as well (Graells 1889). Several documents mention that toothed whales,
from the head of which several barrels of oil could be extracted, were hunted by Basque
whalers (Fontaine 2007). So for Portugal, we can assume the capture of right whales, but
 cannot exclude other whale species and even small cetaceans.

The Portuguese sources are not conclusive as to the number of whales taken, nor to the
whaling technology used, but the activity was sufficiently well organized and developed to
warrant the levying of tithes in the feudal system of 13th century Portugal. 

Whaling and the presence of whales off the Basque shores has created a typical iconog-
raphy and culture in that region, over the centuries (Azpiazu 2000; Huxley 2000; Barthelmess
2009), and again this is not found in mainland Portugal—this is one important aspect to be
considered in the future. Further research on the economy and culture of medieval and early
modern whaling in Portugal may not only result in a more complete picture of this activity, but
may also shed light on the species exploited and the intensity of exploitation.
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