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A PICTURE STUDY OF AN AMERICAN WHALING OPERATION 
By F. Bruce Sanford* 

The whaling industry, long a romantic tradition in America, still exists in this 
country. This paper presents a pictorial study of modern inshore whaling opera
tions. 

For some years, there was an American whaling station at Fields Landing near 
Eureka inNorthern California. The station closed down, however, as the result of 
a fire in 1951. Since that 
time it has not been used 
for processing whales 
(fig. 1). At the time this 
article was written (Sep
tember 1956), the only ac
tive whaling operation in 
the United States was cen
tered at Point San Pablo 
in Richmond, Calif., on 
San Francisco Bay. The 
reduction plants at Point 
San Pqblo form an iso
lated community that long 
has been devoted to the 

Fig. 1 - Site c:4 whaling station at Fields Landing. This planr bumed down twice, 
the last time in 1951. The building that was destroyed now las been replaced by 
one of metal construction, as is shown on the right. The plant is operated by the 
Hunter and Foland Company for the reduction of crab shells into meal and is not 
used presently for the reduction of whale. 

reduction of fish (fig. 2). The processing methods are, in general, similar tothose 
presented in Fishery Le aflet 126 (Butle r 1949) . 

The present whaling operation at Point San Pablo inv.olves four separate organ
izations: the first catches and lands the whales; the s~cond processes the whales 

Fig, 2 - Point San Pablo at Richmond, Calif. View showing some of the plams, 
~ere ~ge ~t1es of sardines formerly were processed. Owing to the 

into meat; the third distrib
utes the meat to animal 
feeders; and the fourth rend
ers into oil and meal the 
parts of the whale not used 
for animal food. 

The whales caught for 
this operation are mostly 
humpback (Megaptera lon
gimana or nodosa), with 
only a small number of 
sperm whales (Physeter 
c.atadon) being taken(5 per
cent) . 

ecline m the sardine fishery, a number of the companies at Point San Pablo 
a~ no .longer in operation. The machinery, for example, in the Red Rock 
FISheries building shown in the foreground, is being removed, and the build
~ being converted into a warehouse. The whale processing plants are 

at the far end of the road. Th h b k hal e ump ac w e 
frows to a length of about 50 feet. Those used in the operation at Point San Pablo 

C~ernist, Fishery Technological Laboratory, Branch of Commercial Fisheries, U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Seattle, 
ash. 
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Fig. 3 - Truck with cut-up baleen. 

Sperm whales feed in deep
er water and onlarger animal 
life than the humpback whales. 
The main food of the sperm 
whale is large squid. In con
trast to the humpback whale. 
the sperm whale has teeth(fig. 
5). The male sperm whale 
attains a length of about 60 feet 
and the female attains alength 
of about 38 feet. Only male 
sperm whales are found in this 
region. 

The whales, at present. are 
taken by two catcher boats, the 
Donna Mae and the Dennis Gayle 
(figs. 6 to 9). Each boat has 

are taken on the coastal banks 
around the Farallon Islands. 
of the humpback whales inhabit 
this area only in the summer, 
but some are found throughout the 
year. The humpback whale is a 
baleen whale: that is, it has 
horny plates of baleen. or whale 
bone, in the mouth where the 
upper teeth would be. These 
plates form a dense fibrous mat 
that acts like a large sieve th 
which the whale strains enor
mous quantities of small pelagic 
shrimp and schooling fish (fig. 3 
and- 4). 

Fig. 4 - Close up view of baleen. 

Fig. 5 - Mouth of a sperm whale. 
Note the teeth in contrast to the 
baleen in figures 3 and 4. Note 
also that there are teeth on the 
lower jaw only. The indentations 
in the upper jaw are tooth 
into which fit the teeth on the 
lower jaw. 

mounted on the bow a gun 
that shoots a heavy har
poon (figs. 10 to 14). T 
tip of the harpoon is arm 
ed with an explosive bolD 
which usually kills the 
whale immediately (figs. 
15toI7). 
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Fta. 6 • Stern of the Dennis Gayle. Note that this vessel is 
also fIDed for trawnng:-

Fig. 8 - Bow of the Dennis Gayle. showing the harpoon. 
This vessel. like aie'nOnnat;rae, is seldom In port, 
being at sea most of tTie1IiDe -m search for whales. 

Fta. 10 • Mounting of the harpoon gun on the ~ Gayle. 

Fig. 7 • Mounting of the harpoon gun on the Allen 
~. --

Fig. 9 • The Allen Cody at Fields Landing. This catcher 
boat recentiYliiS oeen brought from Peru. It is not 
used presently in the Point San Pablo whaling operation, 
but may be used in the operatinn next year. 

Fig. 11 - Views showing the bow of the AIlen~. In the back
ground is the Hunter and Folland Plant at Fields Landing, where 
bottom fish, crab. and shrimp are processed. 

3 
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Fig. 1" - Harpoon In 8J.III. Wbalthe Iwpooo flIDn the wIWe, !be rope 
lashing Is shoved off the claws, which open and securely fasten the 
harpoon. When the gun Is fired, the llght line that secures the fore
goer and cable is broken. Occasionally , even the cable breaks under 
the tremendous force with which the harpoon is propelled. 

Fig. 18 - BoIriI, Mace die Ihreada tpd the empry shell, which, wba! 
ready for use, Is fUled with 1 to It pounds of black powder . 

Fig. 17 - Pans of the fuse. The fuse ha" a plunge.r, which Is ~ s:' 
part at the center of the engineer's band. When the gun Ps , 
Jar knocks the plunger against a cap at the bottom of the cytinder :tbe 
the engineer 's thwnb of his r tgbI hand), which Iglutes the PO~ 5 to 

plunger and in the be.ld of the fuse. Tbis po.roer requu'es :!:'d wtuch 
10 seconds to burn. It then 19!1ites the powder lD ~e bo~ th iuse on 
explodes and kllls the whale. Note the method of lDsertllll! e 
the harpoon in front of the engineer. 
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The dead whale is drawn by 
cable and winch to the vessel, 
where the body cavities are pump
ed with air to keep the whale a
float. It then is secured to the 
bow of the vessel by a chain a
round the flukes and is towed to 
the whaling station (figs. 18 and 
19). Here it is drawn into the 
station tail first (figs. 18 to 21). Fig. 18 - Del Monte Fishing Company. showing the Dennis Gayle with 

the sperm whale that it Just has brought to port. ---

Fig. 19 - Sperm whale. Only a few sperm whales are 
processed here; most of the whales are of the hump
back variety. 

Fig. 21· TaU of th 

Fig. 20 - Making ready to pull the whale into the station. 
Note the cable in the foregrotmd. The small rowboat is 
named the Moby Dick. Jr. 

The whale is cut up as follows: 

1. Strip off the blubber from both 
sides of the whale with the aid of a 
winch (figs. 22 to 26). 

2. Remove the jaw bone. 

3. Remove, from one side, the 
long loin that runs from the shoulder 
to the tail and then turn the whale 
over so that it lies on its back. 

4. Strip off the belly blubber. 

5. Remove the head (fig. 27). 

6. Remove the other long loin. 
Notethe' '. e sperm whale after a part has been removed. 7 R h ld . 
the InClSlOns on the body of the whale. These incisions arefor • emove a s ou er, exposlng 

remoVal of the blubber. as will be shown in later photographs. the belly cavity. 
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Fig. 22 - Making incision In the sperm whale preparatory to removing 
the blubber. 

Fig. 24 - One of the 
winches employed 
in handling the 
whale. By use of 
this winch. the 
blubber is peeled 
from the whale 
like the skin from 
a banana. 

Fig. 25 - Removing 
blubber from the 
head end of the 
whale. 

Fig. 23 - Cable-block. At the end of the cable in the 
worker's hand and hidden by the Jaw of the whale is 
a block of wood. 10 removing a strip of the blubber, 
the worker chops a small hole in the end of the strip, 
which has been peeled from the whale for a sbon dis
tance. The cable shown in the worker's hand !spass
ed through this hole, and the block of wood at the end 
keeps the cable from going on through. The cable 
then is attached to a winch.. 

Fig. 27 - SaWin 
Saw is Sirni!a g the headbone of 
chain is being r ~":fne emploYed ~~d<...".. The 

. r. A clipper 
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8. Remove the entrails (figs. 28 and 29). 

9. Remove the two small loins thatex
tend from the belly cavity to the tail (fig. 30). 

10. Pull the vertebrae away from the 
other shoulder. 

11. Remove the meat from the shoulders 
and the ribs (fig. 31). 

12. Cut up the bones. 

Fig. 29 - Cutting fat from the entraUs. 

Fig. 28 - Taking meat from the vertebrae of a 
humpback whale preparatory to removing the 
entrails. 

Fig. 31- Cutting meat from the shoulders and the ribs. 
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Fig. 30 - Cutting meat from the small loin. 

The meat is made into animal food by 
cooling, grinding (figs. 32 and 33), bagging, 
and freezing; and the resulting product is 
sold to animal feeders. Parts of the whale 
not made into animal food are rendered in
to oil and meal in a dry-rendering process 
(fig. 34). 
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Fig. 34 - Rendering pLmt . where parts ci 
the whale not made into animal food are 
converted into oil and meal. 
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