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Twice Round the Loggerhead, The Culture of Whaling |
in the Azores, by Lance R. Lee and Bruce Halabisky,
with illustrations by Yvon Le Corre. Star Lake Media and
Leete’s Island Books, Stony Creek, CT, 1999, 128 pages,
illus., $35.00.

Long after the last whale-oil lamp and spermaceti
candle were extinguished, whaling continued in the
Azores. It continued until 1987. It had begun in the 1830s,
and accelerated after the events of 1862, when some
Yankee whaleboats survived the destruction of nine New
England whaling ships in the western Azores, victims of
the Confederate commerce raider ALABAMA. The whale-
boats became the property of Azoreans, and the Azoreans
were already experienced whaling hands aboard New
England vessels. Because the Azores lie in the path of
sperm-whale migrations, and because the extraordinar-
ily fine oil produced by these whales remained in demand |
through the 20th century to lubricate delicate machin-
ery, the hunting of sperm whales from island ports and
dogholes became an industry and, as this book makes
clear, a culture.

It was shore-based whaling, with lookouts posted on
the heights and with a scramble to a given village’s boats
when the lookout saw whales. Villages and islands com-
peted not only for whales but for the perfection of boats.
The original Yankee whaleboats, already highly devel-
oped, evolved further in these islands. Because they did
not need to hang in davits or be stowed on the housetops
of whaling ships, new Azorean whaleboats could be longer
and proportionately beamier. They could get 1)1gger—
typically 40" long, compared with 30" long for a New
Bedford whaleboat. Bigger was better in the sea condi-
tions around the islands, and with six men at the oars,
singled-banked, three to a side, instead of the typical five
rowers of the original New England boats, new Azorean
boats had more oar-power. What evolved in the 1890s in
the Azores was the long, slim, lightweight, fine-ended,
sweet-sheered, exquisitely constructed perfection of the
whaleboat—a type that Uffa Fox judged to be, after sail-
ing one for years, “...the most perfect watercraft ever
devised.”

This book is an explanation and celebration of all
that—the whaling and its culture, the Azoreans of the
1990s and the patriarchs and heroes of the whale fishery




so recently ended, the boats and their particulars, the
contrast between old, earthy ways and thoughts and an
emerging European Community culture. The book’s
focus, above all, is a new Azorean whaleboat built for
American Dan Thorne in 1996 by island boatbuilder Joao
Tavares with the help of Bruce Halabisky and Adam Stone
of Lance Lee’s Rockland Apprenticeshop in Maine. Other
Azorean whaleboats survive in the islands—four of them
at the headquarters of the Sociedad dos Baleeiros (the
Society of the Whalemen on the island of Pico), but Dan
and Alexandra Thorne’s BELA VISTA (see WB No. 146)
is the first new boat since 1952. Its traditional construc-
tion is carvel, batten-seam planking of 15! pitch pine on
a pine keel and 88 sawn frames of locust, with copper riv-
ets and roves as fastenings.

The book is a collaboration of talents and energies.
Dan and Alexandra Thorne’s Star Lake Media produced
it in association with Leete’s Island Books. Lance Lee
wrote the background text that puts BELA VISTA in per-
spective and gives us the uncomplex, creative culture of
these islands, along with its message of living with the
forces and gifts of nature. Bruce Halabisky wrote a sweet
and detailed account of his and Adam Stone’s experi-
ence building BELA VISTA as acolytes of Jodo Tavares—
an exercise that began with cutting locust trees up in the
hills for framing stock. Finally, the book was decorated—
and, in fact, exalted—by the pencil drawings and water-
colors of Breton artist Yvon Le Corre. The watercolors
are bright, loose, wonderful—a lively conversation in
pencil lines and wet-brush color. Le Corre’s art is sup-

plemented by archival photographs of Azorean whale- |

boats in action and at rest. All of these ingredients have

been perfectly packaged in a 9" x 12", 128-page book |

designed plainly and to the point by Barbara Marks and
printed with care in Italy.

I don’t know of another book like this one. There are
valuable books of commentary and photographs explain-
ing yachts and traditional small craft—everything John
Gardner and Uffa Fox ever wrote, survey books published
by Chatham in England and Chasse-Marée in France—
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but this one concentrates on one type and how it came |

to be, and delivers its visual and verbal information with
style, just enough of it.

It would be a geat thing if every worthy boat had such

a book. Itis to the credit of everyone involved with Twice
Round the Loggerhead that the whaleboats of the Azores
have this one.

Joseph Gribbins is the publications divector of Mystic Seaport.
He wrote about the quest for powerboat speed in WIB Nos. 154
and 155.

‘ Astory has it that when William Bunting was selecting

photographs for A Day’s Work: A Sampler of Historic
Maine Photographs 1860—1920, he and his Tilbury House
editor, Jennifer Elliott, went over to the nearby Arlington
Grange Hall. That building’s many long tables, originally
designed for laying out Saturday night bean suppers or
for accommodating Thursday night games of whist, would
provide sufficient horizontal space to spread out pictures
in sequence so the pair could see exactly what was in
hand. It was there they discovered not only enough mate-
rial—collected by Bunting over many years from indi-
viduals and institutions—for a first volume, but a second
one as well. This was good news for lovers of Bunting’s
previous books. As we eagerly pored over the vastly inter-
esting pictures combined with the author’s illuminating
commentaries in Volume I, our pleasure secemed more
than doubled by the prospect that in the very near future
we would be doing it all over again. Now with Volume II
| published, T am happy to report that the pleasure
| remains the same. Not surprisingly, given Bunting’s high
standards and vast store of knowledge, there is not the




