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late February and you will see a number of excursion perhaps not again on the trip. Yet, as brief and fragmentary

vessels and half-day fishing boats that sometimes as such contact may be, it provokes an intense excitement
appear to be wandering about, and at and satisfaction among whalewatchers
other times meandering slowly south at that is almost primordial, and brings

a leisurely pace, roughly following the OI M‘ales them back as customers year after year.

L ook out to sea on any given day between November and whale may be repeated in two minutes, twenty minutes, or

thirty fathom line. On weekends, their Whalewatching is a significant economic
numbers are swelled considerably by & Men activity. The four largest companies that
smaller pleasure craft tagging along in offer whalewatching cruises from San
loose packs. On every boat, people are FROM THE HELM Diego utilize sixteen boats and make

up on deck, usually in the bow, with about 550 trips per season, supplemented
binoculars trained and cameras ready. by Ray Ashley by smaller companies and countless

The object of their attention comes and private boats.

goes in a matter of seconds: a steamy, Though whalewatching has been a
cloud-shaped blow, perhaps a glimpse of flukes, and then— common wintertime activity in the waters off San Diego since
except for a slick spot on the water called a footprint—it’s the early 1970s, the involvement of local people with whales
over. This momentary appearance by a California gray is an ancient one. In prehistoric and early historic times,

p
Whale-killing may seem a far cry from v
whalewatching, but both show our age-
old connectness with the “Leviathan”
of the Bible. Here, the 1912 Aberdeen
moves a finback carcass into place
among others, probably at Akutan in the
Aleutians.

Courtesy Kendall Whaling Museum,
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the Kumeyaay people of this region processed for food the
carcasses of whales which chanced to wash ashore, and may
have actually hunted them from their nimble reed boats.! As
you will see in this issue of Mains’l Haul, at different times
in our past whaling was a significant West Coast economic
activity, as it was in San Diego when this was a fledgling
settlement whose links to the rest of the world were virtually
all maritime. In the papers which follow, we explore the ways
such linkages were forged by the natural histories of cetacean
species and the diverse cultural histories of those who pursued
them from stations along the shore—some of the same places,
in fact, from which whalewatching boats set out today.

The difference, of course, is that today’s activities are less
consumptive of natural resources and more consonant with
ethical sensibilities that place value on ecological stewardship
and respect for fellow creatures (or at least fellow creatures
we find attractive). The continuity of our involvement with

1 Florence C. Shipek, Kumeyaay Culture and History (manuscript in
~ preparation). The Kumeyaay word for whale is ‘ehpank. Ted Couro and

whales, however, highlights the reason why it will always be
impossible to consider the natural history of whales from a
strictly biological perspective isolated from human contact

or influence: history and geography have interwoven the
stories of whales and maritime peoples inextricably. Or, as the
greatest author of whale stories once wrote, the relationship
between humans and whales “has begotten events so
remarkable in themselves, and so continuously momentous in
their sequential issues, that whaling may be regarded as that
Egyptian mother, who bore offspring themselves pregnant
from her womb.”? To Melville, the behaviors of whales and
men were determined reflexively, each responding to the
other. The quest and combat, too, were ingredients essential
to illuminate culture’s epic confrontation with insurmountable
forces of nature. Today, we are more likely to see nature
withering before insurmountable cultural pressures, and for
that story also the fatal quest for the white whale provides a
powerful and evocative metaphor, and a warning for ourselves
and future generations.

- Chistina Hutcheson, Dictionary of Mesa Grande Dieguerio (Banning:
- _ T
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A dead whale, or a stove boat”

The History and Archaeology of the
Ballast Point Whaling Station

Ronald V. May

The shout in the title above may have
echoed off Pt. Loma’s cliffs as whalers
shoved off. The San Diego Union
reported in 1871 that “The cry, “There
she blows!” is to them the signal for bend-
ing to their oars and starting in instant
pursuit. Not a moment is lost, everything
being in entire readiness, in expectancy
of the welcome call.”

San Diego Union, 11 January 1871; paint-
ing by Jay Wegter, courtesy Fort Guijarros
Museum Foundation

smudge rising from just inside the mouth of San Diego Bay. Coastal

breezes often wafted the smell of burned whale flesh and rotting
blubber, while amidst the dark haze at the distant shore of Ballast Point,
seabirds wheeled in large flocks. Life at the Ballast Point whaling station
was lived on the periphery of San Diego society, but entered the senses of
all San Diegans.

The distant blast of a harpoon gun often broke the morning quiet,

as whalers attached a line to their quarry off the Point Loma kelp beds.
After the enraged whale had tired itself, the echo from the detonation of
a bomb-lance usually signaled a successful kill, and the bustle of activity
that followed on the shores of San Diego Bay brought excitement and
commerce to the sleepy town during the 1860s. Curious journalists and

F or nearly twenty years, citizens of San Diego woke up to a black
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sightseers ventured to viewpoints on Point Loma to watch oarsmen strain

to pull their twenty-eight-foot wooden whaleboat through whitecapped

seas, towing the carcass of a California gray whale or a humpback.
Elsewhere in California, a reporter exulted over the spectacle of

their work:

Quick as thought...thunders the Greener’s gun, while the whaleline tears
over the boat’s gunwale. A flash, a splash, and a hole in the water tells
where the whale had been. For a second, all is quiet, as the hurt Leviathan,
with its deadly harpoon deep in his flesh behind the left flipper, sulks at the
bottom of the bay. Scant time has the crew for a hasty ‘hurrah’ and wave
of the caps, when, stung by the rankly barb, the alarmed monster tears
away, towing the boat behind him at more than race-horse speed. East,
west, north and south he dashes in mute endeavor to free himself from the

harmful harpoon and its ominous attachments.!

Once ashore, the carcass was stripped of its blubber, which was
rendered, or “tried out” into oil, in 150-gallon cast-iron cauldrons called
trypots. The carcass was then abandoned. “And there it remains, an
annoyance to them, until some tide may happen to carry it off to another
point,” observed a prominent San Diegan in 18G1; “I must confess the
smell on the shore...was anything but pleasant.”

uch scenes were a seasonal tradition in San Diego for almost thirty

years beginning in 1857, when the Packard brothers arrived to

establish shore whaling operations. San Diego had been visited by
whaleships en route to the gray whales’ calving lagoons in Baja California
since the 1840s, but the Packards came to stay, attracted by the Bay’s
position along the whales” migration route. Prince William Packard and
his twin brother Alphaeus brought all the implements of their trade,
including whaleboats, Greener guns, bomb lances and several trypots. The
twins, seasoned forty-two-year-old mariners, also brought with them four
centuries of whaling traditions.

The Packards were dark-complexioned, blue-eyed men of Portuguese

Pipe-shaped
Ballast Point
juts from inside
Point Loma on
this 1853 map.

La Playa
lies just to
the north.

“The whalers, some of them, were busily
employed stripping the blubber from the
carcass,” reported an 1871 visitor. The
author believes that this image shows oper-
ations on North Island, not Ballast Point as
its 1887 caption suggests.

From the 1887 Album of San Diego and
Coronado Beach, San Diego Historical
Society Research Archives
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The stone foundations of tryworks
emerge from the earth. Archacology is vital
to understanding the lives of California’s
19th-century shore whalers, for little other
evidence survives. The author records data
at right.

Photo by Michael Nabhbolz, courtesy Fort
Guijarros Museum Foundation

Ronald V. May has been Director of
Archaeology Programs for the Fort Guijarros
Museum Foundation for two decades. He was
rewarded by Spain with the title of Knight's
Officer, Order of Civil Merit, for uncovering the
1796 Spanish fort on Ballast Point. Following
25 years as an archaeologist and historian
with San Diego County and federal and state
agencies, he is today Senior Project Manager
at Pacific West Archaeology, and Principal
Investigator for Legacy 106.

descent, born into the whaling culture of New England, the offspring of
generations of Portuguese whaling families from the Azores Islands who
resettled in Massachusetts. They shared Portuguese blood with the majority
of nineteenth century California shore whalers, among them the Packard
Whaling Company’s harpoon-gunner, Thomas Lambert, also a New Englander
by birth. In all likelihood, they carried on the Portuguese fisheries tradition of
co-investing family funds and sharing in a traditional lay system, in which each
investor owned one or more “lays,” or shares, in the final financial net of the
season.

In 1858, the Packard Company moved from La Playa to the eastern tip of
Ballast Point, closer to the entrance of the Bay, where they were joined by a
family of Anglo-American whale hunters. Captain Miles A. Johnson, of New
Bedford, operated shore whaling stations in Baja California at Cabo Colonet
and Isla San Martin. Cousins James and Henry James Johnson owned lays in
the Johnson Whaling Company, which occupied a large building close under
the lee of Point Loma.

he Packard brothers lived in a “little shack about the middle of Ballast
Point,” according to a contemporary. An 1896 U.S. Army Corps
of Engineers map shows a small square footprint labeled “whaler’s
shanty” at this location, adjacent to a blacksmith shop. These shanties may
have been approximately twelve by twelve feet in size, the dimensions of the
floor of a structure from the whaling period, located
at the eastern tip of the point, which archaeologists excavated.
This floor was paved with broken Spanish tile bricks scavenged from
nearby ruins, and it had one door and a few glazed windows, the latter revealed
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by broken glass recovered in the 1988
excavation season.

The eastern tip of Ballast Point was
a small “island” several acres in size that
was connected to Point Loma by a spit
of land which was frequently washed by
waves and high tides, making it a less
desirable place to live than where the
Packards and Johnsons resided. To the
east of this tile-floored structure stood
two long warehouses built to house
barrels of whale oil, where archaeologists
unearthing a trash deposit recovered
artifacts such as blouse buttons, jewelry,
and toy marbles, which indicate that
families resided there through the
mid-1880s. West of the tile floor,
archaeologists uncovered the foundation
and double fire-pit of the tryworks
ovens. Atop this foundation had stood a
pair of trypots, surrounded by bricks.

an Diego’s earliest-known Chinese community coexisted with these

Portuguese and Anglo-American whalers, making the whaling station

a truly cosmopolitan settlement. An 1867 U.S. Army visitor reported
that, “on Ballast Point, there are at present a few old huts occupied by whalers
and Chinamen.” The 1870 Census noted three Chinese houses on Ballast
Point, and recorded that Ah Low served as cook for the Packard Company.

While archaeological investigations failed to locate remains of their houses,
trash pits revealed numerous objects used by the Chinese. Along with Asian
ceramics were found food remains, including large quantities of cattle, pig,
sheep and wild animal bones and thousands of pismo (7ivela stultorum)
clam shells, together with several hundred shell fragments from wild bird eggs.
There were also dozens of limpets (Irzcessa notoacmeay), a species which,
while not eaten themselves, live exclusively on feather boa kelp, which might
have been harvested as a food item. Intriguingly, charred whalebone found
among domesticated livestock bones suggests the possibility that someone at
the Wgaling station, most likely Chinese, was consuming some of the whale
meat.

The whalers’ shanties, other buildings associated with wharves and moored
boats, and repair yards and workshops were scattered along the eastern shore
of Point Loma from Ballast Point north to La Playa. At various times, the
Packards and Johnsons were joined by other whaling outfits, and sometimes
hunted their prey alongside ship-based whalers. On Ballast Point, the Tilton
Company, Flanders Company and Price Company came and went. Daniel
Flanders and Levi Tilton were both from Massachusetts, while William Price
came from Ireland and worked at the Point Loma lighthouse until the lure of
profits from whale hunting drew him to the sea.

Profits there were, at least intermittently. By February 1858 the Packards
had already stored $2000 worth of oil in their warehouses. At a time when
most men earned less than $700 a year, the whalers’ success placed them
high in the local economy. Oil from their efforts fueled the Point Loma
lighthouse and lamps throughout San Diego, but most was shipped by sea to

A reconstruction of the tryworks, under
excavation in the photo at left.

“The whalers,” reported a visitor, “were fir-
ing up and stirring the mass of the blubber
as it sizzled and snapped in the pot.”

San Diego Union, 8 January 1873; painting by
Jay Wegter, courtesy Fort Guijarros Museum
Foundation

Fragments of “double happiness” bowls
used by the Chinese who lived alongside
the whalers.

Photo by Jobn Wright, courtesy Fort Guijarros
Museum Foundation
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A sloop-rigged whaleboat like the Packard
brothers’ New Hope, in a Baja California
lagoon.

From Charles Scammon’s 1874 Marine
Mammals of the North Western Coast of North
America

San Francisco. The Civil War drove the
price of whale oil up to $1.45 a gallon,
and each barrel could y

bring as much as $390.

Times were not always good, as
evidenced by a number of lawsuits for
failure to pay bills. When Louis Rose
sued the Packard Company in 1865
for failure to pay a $743.22 meat bill,
Sheriff James McCoy arrived to serve
them with papers, only to find the
camp deserted. After Rose filed a second
complaint, the Sheriff seilzsed forty-three
barrels of oil in payment.

erhaps unknown to Rose and

P McCoy, the strategy employed

by these shore whaling
companies involved the establishment of a string of whale hunting camps over
several hundred miles of coastline. The Packard Whaling Company operated
additional stations at Punta Banda and Santo Tomas in Baja California. When
not working on Ballast Point, the twins inspected their other stations and
brought back barrels of oil aboard the little twenty-eight-foot sloop-rigged
whaleboat New Hope, or one of the other vessels from their growing fleet.

After the Civil War, the owners who leased Ballast Point to the whalers
lobbied Congress to establish a U.S. Army post there, in hopes of selling the
land. In 1870, however, a federal court ruled that the Point had always been
public and military property and voided private ownership, clearing the way
for the establishment of Fort Rosecrans and the eviction of the whalers.

The court action came when San Diego’s whale hunting industry was most
successful. Between the stations at Santo Tomas, Punta Banda and Ballast
Point, the Packard Whaling Company co-ventured with the Tilton Company
to bring in a record 550 barrels of 1gg)il in 1871, and recent investment had
improved their business prospects. To survive the legal threats, the operators
invested more heavily in their Baja California stations. When evicted in 1873,
they simply dismantled their operations and sailed south to Santo Tomas
or scattered around the Bay, principally to North Island, where whaling
continued until 1886.

hen U.S. Army construction crews arrived in 1873 to begin
g K / construction of an artillery battery, the Ballast Point whaling
station remained only as a ghost town. The Chinese
fisher folk probably stayed through the early 1880s, as evidenced by
ceramics and glass from that period in trash pits. Sketches and photographs of
Ballast Point made between 1886 and 1890 show the shanties and boathouses
gone, with only two warehouses and a gne-room kitchen still standing as
reminders of life at the whaling station. By that time, whaling had ceased in
San Diego, ending an extraordinary chapter of the region’s maritime history,
and of the rag-tag and loosely-knit subculture it supported.
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NOTES

1 Edward Berwick, “Offshore Whaling in the Bay of Monterey,” The Cosmopolitan 29

(May 1900): 633.

2 Benjamin Ignatius Hayes, Pioneer Notes From The Diaries of Judge Benjamin
Hayes, 1849-1875 (Los Angeles: privately printed, 1929), 557.

3 Charles M. Scammon, The Marine Mammals of the North-Western Coast of
North America, Described and lllustrated, Together with an Account of the
American Whale Fishery (San Francisco: John H. Carmany & Company, 1874).

4 See also Ronald V. May, “Dog-Holes, Bomb-Lances and Devil-Fish: Boom Times for
the San Diego Whaling Industry,” Journal of San Diego History 32, no. 2 (Spring

1986).
5  Description of Prince William Packard from “Great Registry of Voters,” 1894, San

Diego Historical Society Research Archives (hereafter SDHS); regarding their ancestry

see Lucy Wentworth, “Notes,” p. 4, SDHS. The source for the Packards’ initial
financial backing is unclear, though circumstantial evidence suggests a link to John

Pope Davenport, who invested in California shore- and ship-based whaling beginning

in the 1850s. Among the vessels in which he invested was the schooner Sovereign,
which in 1857 sailed from Monterey to Mexico via San Diego to engage in whaling,

and could plausibly have left the Packard Company in San Diego. See Ronald V. May,
“The Maritime Tradition of Shore Whaling: Research Implications From Ballast Point

In San Diego Bay,” Fort Guijarros Quarterly 3, no. 1: 9-10.
6 Lambert’s ethnicity is known from District Court Case 108, #387, SDHS. His

birthplace of Martha’s Vinyard appears in the 1868 “Great Registry of Voters,” SDHS.

7 Mrs. Alonzo Horton quoted in Winifred Davidson, “Loma Lore,” San Diego
Scrapbook, n.d., SDHS.
8 Ibid.

9  Ronald V. May, “A Preliminary Report on the Summer-Fall 1988 Archaeological Field
Season at Ballast Point, San Diego, California,” Fort Guijarros Quarterly 2, no. 3:

13-14.

10 These warchouses were sketched in 1886 by Edward Harvey Davis and photographed

in 1890. Ronald V. May, Field Director’s Field Notes, Archacological Resource
Protection Act Permit Application, Fort Guijarros Museum Foundation, Building
127, U.S. Naval Base Point Loma, 1991.

11 Lt Thomas H. Handbury, letter report to Brigadier General B.S. Alexander,

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, 1867, Record Group 77, U.S. National Archives,
Washington, D.C.

San Diegans inspect operations at
“Whaler’s Bight,” North Island.
Makeshift tryworks stand under a ramada
just above this gray whale’s back. Tourists
visiting Ballast Point years before “relished
muchly everything except the intolerable
stench arising from the decomposing car-
casses of whales and boiling oil.”

San Diego Union, 7 January 1869; 1880s photo
courtesy UCLA Library Department of Special
Collections
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12 Artifacts recovered from trash deposits in 1991 include rice bowls and spoons,
Japanese food-grinding bowl fragments, fish hooks and evidence of dried kelp.
Mixed in the deepest deposit among broken sherds of Chinese double-happiness and
bamboo-style bowls were pieces of English pearl ware, blue shell-edge plates from the
mid-1850s. This raises the possibility that Chinese cooks at the station may have used
Western ceramics as well as their own. Additional artifacts recovered in the Chinese
trash pit seem to indicate that the Chinese practiced Western-style barbering. A large
Asian plate features a notch intentionally chipped into its edge, a shape similar to
Japanese barber bowls used by English surgeons for bloodletting. Masses of thin fibers
were identified by the County of San Diego Sheriff’s crime lab as cut Caucasian hair.
The trash deposit also yielded dipped blue-banded pearl ware bowls, aqua-colored
American patent medicine bottles, dark green English wine/ale bottles, light green
and aqua English mustard bottles, blouse buttons, and toy marbles. Ronald V. May,
1998, “Ethnic and Economic Investigation of the Ballast Point Whaling Station and
its Chinese Component (CA-SDI-12,953), San Diego, California,” paper presented at

A bomb-lance the Society for California Archaeology Annual Meeting, April 11, 1998.
head discovered in 13 May, Dog—holes, 76_- '
the whalers’ trash 14 Frances Diane Robotti, Whaling and Old Salem (New York: Bonanza Books,
deposit. 1962), 84.

15 May, “Dog-holes,” 80.
Photo by Jobn 16 Ronald V. May, “Schooners, Sloops, and Ancient Mariners: Research Implications of
Wright; courtesy Fort Shore Whaling in San Diego,” Pacific Coast Archaeological Society Quarterly
Gul']‘ﬂ;”ms Museum 21, no. 4 (1985). In addition to New Hope, the operation at its height included the
Foundation

schooners Summer Cloud at Ballast Point, Toccao at Punta Banda and Emma
Hayne at Santo Tomas.

17 Ronald V. May, “The Fort That Never Was on Ballast Point,” Journal of San Diego
History 31, no. 2 (Spring 1985): 122-123.

18 May, “Dog-holes,” 84.

19 May, “The Fort That Never Was,” 122-123.

20 May, “Field Director’s Field Notes.”

Victorian-era Californians were fascinated by the opportunity to
encounter whales -- dead or alive.

“On Sunday last the San Diego whalers caught the first whale of the
season,” wrote a reporter in 1873, “the signal for the organization of a
picnic party to visit the scene of the ‘trying’ operations and to view the
carcass of the ‘monster of the Deep.”

San Diego Union, 8 January 1873; photo of North Island courtesy San Diego
Historical Society Photograph Collection
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“THE SAN DIEGO WHALERS--

...The last and largest whale cap-
tured this season made an inter-
esting chase. Her blowing was
observed by the crews of the four
boats almost simultaneously. The
moment she was seen the orders
came quick and sharp from the
boatswain in command, and at once
the men bent to their oars with a
will, making their boat bound over
the water with such speed as would
astonish a green hand. The whale,
however, seemingly unconscious of
the close proximity of its would
be destroyers, at regular intervals
sounded and returned to the surface
to blow, evidently enjoying itself
hugely.

Soon the boats were up with the
“mammoth of the deep,” and nearly
in reach of its ponderous flukes.
Having pulled their craft into such
position as would allow the har-
pooners to take good aim, and to
dart their lances with accuracy,
the boats’ crews lay on their oars

Museum Foundation

from San Diego’s

THE DAILY UNION.

Thursday....January 11, 1872

awaiting the signal to discharge
the lances. Soon it was given, and
one bomb and three other lances
were simultaneously discharged at
the whale.

If the speed of the boats when
only impelled by the oars of the
crew seemed immense, it now was
almost startling. No sooner had the
harpoons darted than off dashed the
whale at a furious rate. Stout lines,
however, towed the boats after it,
and soon the fury of the wounded
whale subsided, and it lay upon the
surface of the water, an inanimate
carcass.

After the death of the whale, the
danger and accompanying excite-
ment being over the work (no play
work, but real, genuine labor) must
be performed by the boat crews. It
is necessary to secure the carcass,
and to do this it must be towed to
some sheltered place where it may
be cut up. The San Diego whal-
ers have chosen Ballast Point for
this purpose, its close proximity to

San Diego’s whalemen
puffed on these pipes,

shown actual size.

Courtesy Fort Guijarros

the mouth of the harbor and shel-
tered position rendering it the most
advantageous point on the bay.

After towing in the whale and
dragging it as far on shore as pos-
sible, the labors of the boat crews
are finished. They then seek the
kelp again, to lie in wait for more
whales.

As soon as the captured whale
has been brought inside the point
and made secure, it is taken charge
of by a force [of] 34 men employed
for the purpose of trying the oil
from the blubber. These men are
divided up into gangs, some of
which are employed in stripping the
blubber, others in carrying, some
attending to fines, etc.

Two large vats or pots with a
capacity of 150 gallons each are
constantly filled with blubber
from which the oil is rendered. The
fuel used is principally remnant
blubber, which makes a fine heat
and a villainous stench. The blubber
after being stripped into pieces of

el P’""'.J_?“"‘m..,f'r"':"“""“ 4

from 13 to [1]6 inches is carried
to these vats and thrown into them
in such quantities as will nearly
fill the vessels. The fires below are
carefully watched and not allowed
to burn too fiercely. Two men
stand by with long poles, whose
duty it is to stir the boiling mass of
blubber, and keep it from burning,
thus insuring a good quality of oil.
At each pot is also a man with a
large strainer, whose business it
is to fish out the pieces of blub-
ber as fast as they are sufficiently
“browned,” and throw them into
a vessel. From this they are taken
to a machine and subjected to
a pressure which compels them
to yield all the oil left in them.
When the vats contain a sufficient
quantity of oil it is then taken out
with large pot ladles and poured
into casks to cool. From these
casks it is drawn off into others
for shipment to San Francisco...”
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Nineteenth-Century Whalin
on California Shgllr{c}s, >

Georgia Fox

‘Whalemen swarm over a California
gray whale at Cojo Viejo, near Pt.
Concepcion.

Like many Portuguese whalers, Capt.
Frank Anderson had anglicized his name
(actually Anasio). Beginning around 1870,
he and about 40 men shared profits from
the blue, bowhead, grays, and right whales
they killed. In 1895, he left for Greenland,
where whales remained plentiful. Note the
block and tackle with which the carcass
was turned.

Courtesy Lompoc Valley Historical Society

ost nineteenth-century California shore whaling stations have been
M obliterated from the landscape, as well as from memory. Recent

scholarship, however, and archaeological investigations by Ronald
May at San Diego’s Ballast Point, have shed light on this little-known industry,
its participants, and its significant place in California’s maritime and ethnic
history. Along California shores, the men who rowed out in small boats to
intercept whales were some of the last practitioners of a form of whale hunting
far older than ship-based whaling.

California shore whaling can be divided into three distinct periods: Early
(1854-1900), Early Modern (1918-1950), and Late Modern (1956-1971).!
During the early years, whales were hunted for their oil, which lighted homes
and provided a fine lubricant for machinery of all kinds.> The blubber of
California gray whales and humpbacks, the most commonly hunted species
along the coast during this period, yielded a good grade of oil. Whale
oil’s gradual replacement by cheaper kerosene for lighting, along with the
decimation of gray whales, ended shore whaling until technological advances
led to its revival in the twentieth century.
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California shore whaling began in 1854 with the establishment of the
Monterey Bay Whaling Company by Captain John Pope Davenport. From
that time, at least eighteen whaling stations came and went along the
California coast, the most active period being between the 1860s and 1880s.
In addition, extensive shore-based operations were conducted at lagoons in
Baja California, to which gray whales migrate in winter to calve.* With the
exception of the operations at San Diego and Monterey, most nineteenth-
century whaling stations were small, ramshackle affairs, comprised of one or
two buildings that served as storage and shelter for the whalers.

his California industry was made possible by two inventions: the

Greener gun and the shoulder-fired bomb-lance gun. The Greener

gun, developed by Englishman William Greener in 1837, became the
weapon of choice for California shore whalers. “Were it not for the utility of
Greener’s gun,” wrote whaleman Charles M. Scammon in the early 1870s, “the
coast fishery would be abandoned, it being now next to impossible to ‘strike’
with the hand-harpoon” because of the skittishness of the quarry.* Mounted
to a swivel on the bow of a small whaleboat, the Greener gun fired a harpoon
attached to a line, with an accurate range of thirty yards or better.” The
shoulder gun was hand-held like a rifle, with the ammunition being a lance
carrying an explosive “bomb” which killed the whale, or stunned it sufficiently
to enable whalers to lance it by hand. Most shoulder guns were iron, weighed
about twenty-five pounds, and were manufactured in New England.

There were several advantages to shore-based whaling operations. It was less
financially risky than deep-sea whaling expeditions, requiring relatively little
capital. Also, because theirs was a seasonal activity, shore whalers could farm
or work other trades, diversifying their incomes. On the other hand, the work
was dangerous. Although profits were to be made, whalers were sometimes
injured or killed during the hunt.

Drawings in this article are from Charles
Scammon’s 1874 Marine Mammals of the
North-Western Coast of North America

John and Ellen Davenport, about 1852.
This deep-water New Bedford whaler came
to Monterey and pioneered West Coast
shore whaling in the 1850s. Family tradi-
tion says that he promised Ellen he would
not take any long whaling voyages in order
to make her agree to marry him.

Courtesy Museum of Art and History, Santa
Cruz

Georgia Fox is an anthropologist, specializing
in maritime archaeology andcultures, material
culture studies and artifact conservation. She
received her Ph.D. from Texas A&M University
in 1998. Her interest in archaeology stems
from reading National Geographic during her
childhood, and trips to the New Jersey shore.
Fox now lives in Santa Barbara, California.
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These photos show whalers at
Portuguese Bend—near today’s wealthy
community of Palos Verdes. On this
page, men “flense” carcasses, cutting away
strips of blubber. At right, a racially-mixed
group of men tend the trypots, rendering

oil from the blubber.

Courtesy Photo Archives, Los Angeles
Maritime Museum




"5'9':; an

ne

- s

- Mains’] Haul




An  Azorean  whaler. Jacinto
DeAmaral whaled in the Monterey
area for decades. He later worked
for a Japanese-owned abalone company,
where he appears in the photo on page
20.

Courtesy the DeAmaral Family

unemployment, high taxes, and lengthy
compulsory military service in the
Azores. Following their time aboard
New England whalers, many of the
young men settled in New England
or California. By 1860, California’s
Portuguese population had grown
to 1,550 residents, with over eighty
percent being Azorean, and they
were an important presence along the
coast into the twentieth century. The
relationship between Portuguese coastal
settlements and shore-based whaling
operations was significant, as in the
Monterey area, where Azoreans formed
a permanent settlement to work at the
whaling station.®
Whalers worked on the lay system,
whereby they received a share of the
business rather than regular salaries.
Each investor or member of the crew owned one or more “lays” which would
be divided at the end of the season; skilled crewmen such as harpoon gunners
owned several. In a good year, a shore whaler could earn a respectable income.
Profits were based on price-per-barrel and the amount of oil a whaling station
produced each season. For example, a single gray whale could yield between
twenty-five and forty-five barrels of oil, which sold from $27 to $40 a barrel in
1855. Quantities and price-per-barrel varied annually, depending on seasonal
catches and the market. In a given year, a large whaling operation such as the
one at Monterey Bay could produce over 800 barrels, while a smaller station
like Goleta might only yield 450 barrels.’

Remnants of a Vanished Industry

ue to the lack of information in both the archival and archaeological
D records, investigations into California shore whaling in this period

are challenging. Fortunately, long-term excavations by Ronald May
beginning in 1981 at Ballast Point in San Diego has shed light on daily life at a
California whaling station.” His work is the exception, although the Whaling
Station Museum at Point Lobos State Reserve in Carmel is also instructive. To
date, the best archaeological parallels to compare with California shore whaling
operations come from excavations at Red Bay, Labrador, and in Southern
Australia and New Zealand."

Today, most of the former shore stations are all but obliterated. In Santa
Barbara, for example, construction of the Ward Memorial Highway entrance
to the University of California campus caused the destruction and burial of
the remains of the whaling station just below the cliffs. To the north, at Cojo
Viejo, changes in beach configuration, plus the poor preservation of wooden
structures, has left no archaeological trace. The twentieth-century stations, too,
have nearly all vanished; at Field’s Landing near Eureka, only a sorry lot of
broken-down pilings and strewn lumber offer vague reminders of a thriving,
large covered station with a ramp and hoist. Fortunately, rare photographs like
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those reproduced here give some hint of the importance, and the fascination,
these operations held for nineteenth-century Californians.

The End of An Era

eminiscing about his days at Portuguese Bend, near Los Angeles, an

old whaler remarked that the men “were afraid of the whales, but they

kept at the business until so many things got smashed that it didn’t
pay.”? Nineteenth-century shore whalers were a persistent and hardy lot who
endured dangerous and unpleasant working conditions, and at times literally
saw their profits sink to the bottom of the sea. Yet, in the end, it was not
hardships that brought about the demise of open-boat shore whaling. Instead,
the birth of the petroleum industry in 1859 and the subsequent introduction
of cheaper kerosene lighting and petroleum lubricants, together with the
decimation of migrating whales, closed this fascinating chapter in California’s
maritime history.

These men seem slightly resentful at the
photographer’s request that they pose inside
a trypot at Portuguese Bend. The crude-
ly-finished structure behind them typifies
whaling station architecture.

Courtesy Photo Archives, Los Angeles
Maritime Museum
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Tending the trypots at Portuguese Bend.

Courtesy Photo Archives, Los Angeles Maritime Museum

Implements used in trying-out blubber.
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A California gray whale.

From Charles Scammon’s 1874 Marine

NOTES Mammals of the North-Western Coast of North

N

America

Thomas Leo Nichols, “California Shore Whaling: 1854 to 1900” (master’s thesis, California State
University, Northridge, 1983), iii.
California shore whalers infrequently harvested baleen, the cartilaginous filter-feeding plates of
balaenoptera (non-toothed whales). Incorrectly termed “whalebone,” this flexible plastic-like material
was used for numerous products, including corset stays. The low-grade baleen of the gray whale and
humpback had little value, and only on rare occasions when a right whale was taken was its baleen
marketed by shore whalers. For example, see Monterey Gazette, 23 February 1866.
Dates of operation for some of these stations remain unknown. Many of the following dates are not
conclusive: Monterey area (1853-1886, 1896-1900); Crescent City (1855-?); San Diego (1857-1886);
Bolinas Bay (1857-?); Dead Man’s Island, San Pedro Bay (1860-1866); Half Moon Bay (1860-
1880s); Humboldt Bay (1855-2); Carmel (1862-1884); Pigeon Point (1864-1900s); San Simeon
(1864-1892); Portuguese Bend (1864-1884); Soquel (1866-1867); San Luis Obispo (1868-1888);
Goleta (1867-1880); Cojo Viejo (1879-1886); and Point Sur (1877-1879). Dates for 13 of the above
follow Nichols, while Ronald May has documented San Diego’s dates, and Sandy Lydon has done
likewise for Monterey; see their articles in this issue. Humboldt Bay’s dates are based on Robert C. G.
Dickens, “Portuguese Shore Whalers in Nineteenth-Century California” (master’s thesis, East Carolina
University, 1998), 60. Goleta’s dates are based on the author’s research, but are also not conclusive.
Charles M. Scammon, The Marine Mammals of the North-Western Coast of North America (San
Francisco: John H. Carmany & Company, 1874), 248.
loc. cit.
For a detailed discussion of whaling technology, see Thomas G. Lytle, Harpoons and Other
Whalecraft (New Bedford: Old Dartmouth Historical Society, 1984).
Regarding the possibility that oil was shipped from some whaling stations to the East Coast, the March
22, 1859 Sacramento Daily Union quotes the San Diego Herald that

“The class of whales taken in this vicinity [San Diego] are denominated gray backs,

and produce a fine quality of oil, which is being shipped to the Atlantic states, as the San Francisco
dealers will only pay about forty cents per gallon when it will readily command sixty
or sixty-five in Boston or New York markets.”

8
9

10

11

12

Dickens, 122-123.

Nichols, 73, 150. Nichols provides an extensive discussion on output for each whaling station,
allowing for comparisons.

Ronald May has published many articles on his findings; see for example “Discovery at the Ballast
Point Whaling Station: Archaeological Exposure of a Tryworks Oven in California,” (Tucson: Society
Jfor Historical Archaeology and Council on Underwater Archaeology Proceedings, 1990):
119-125.

Shore whaling by Euro-Americans began with Basque operations in Labrador. Shore whaling in

the Pacific began in Tasmania in 1806, followed by stations in Australia and New Zealand. J.

A. Tuck and R. Grenier, “A Sixteenth-Century Basque Whaling Station at Red Bay, Labrador,”
Scientific American 11 (November 1981): 180-190; Susan Lawrence and Mark Staniforth, eds.,
The Archaeology of Whaling in Southern Australia and New Zealand (Canberra: Australasian
Society for Historical Archaeology and the Australian Institute for Maritime Archaeology, Special
Publication no. 10, 1998).

The Passing of the Whaling Fleet,” Pacific Fisherman 6, no. 12 (December 1908): 23, 27.
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JapaneseWhaling
at Point Lobos,
California

Sandy Lydon

A cross-cultural enterprise. Several
Azorean ex-whalers, including Jacinto
DeAmaral at far right, stand aboard con-
verted whaleboats in a Japanese-owned aba-
lone diving operation at Pt. Lobos in 1905.
Gennosuke Kodani leans forward at center.

Courtesy Roy Christian

reader screen. I was scrolling through the 1900 manuscript census for

Monterey County looking for the familiar names—Silva, Machado,
DeAmaral, Vierra, Victorine—of the Azoreans who had been working as
whalers around the Monterey Peninsula since the 1850s.! They were there,
all right, but in 1900 they identified themselves as farmers, merchants, or
saloonkeepers. The only persons who gave the census taker the occupation
“whaler” were four young men born in Japan. Living together at Point Lobos
on the south shore of Carmel Bay, they represent part of an unusual cross-

T he words “whaler” and “Japan” almost jumped through the microfilm-

cultural collaboration between the older Azorean immigrants and their more
recent Japanese counterparts. Between 1898 and 1900 the two distinct shore
whaling traditions intersected beside the small indentation that, appropriately,
now bears the name “Whalers Cove.” The figure of the Azorean whaler is well
represented today in the museum beside the cove, but the Japanese whalers are
not, a testament not only to the brevity of their presence there, but to their
rarity in the history of the Japanese in California.
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Sandy Lydon is emeritus historian at Cabrillo
College in Aptos, California. Author of Chinese
Cold: The Chinese in the Monterey Bay Region,
and The Japanese in the Monterey Bay Region:
A Brief History, he is currently co-authoring,
with Kurt Loesch, Voices From the Cliff of the
World: Reclaiming the Human History of Point
lobos, for publication later this year.

Japanese immigrants to California
between 1885 and 1907 are usually
categorized as agricultural workers who
came to replace the Chinese, whose
own immigration was truncated by the
Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. This
characterization does not reflect the breadth
of intellectual and technical experimentation
that was sweeping Japan at the time. Some
of these early Japanese immigrants were
“Meiji men,” imbued with the spirit of innovation and
modernization of the reign of Emperor Meiji (1868-
1912).
Otasaburo Noda was one such Meiji man.> Born in 1866 in
Saga Prefecture on the island of Kyushu, Noda came to California in 1885.
After ten years of working in agriculture and land reclamation, Noda arrived in
Monterey in 1895 and organized the first Japanese commercial fishing business
in central California. Noda was a visionary, an entrepreneur, and a one-man
business incubator; today we would call him a venture capitalist. While living
in Monterey, he noticed the abundance of abalone offshore, and in 1896
he contacted the Agriculture and Commerce Department of the Japanese
government. Noda suggested that there was a great opportunity in Monterey
for the establishment of a Japanese abalone diving company. At that moment
the Japanese abalone industry was in dire straits due to an unusual die-off of
coastal kelp, and the government quickly responded to Noda’s suggestion by
sending Gennosuke Kodani to Monterey in 1897.
odani, an experienced abalone company manager from Chiba
Prefecture, surveyed the Monterey coast and found Noda’s assessment
to be correct—the offshore abalone beds were virtually untouched.
Chinese immigrants had been harvesting abalone commercially along the
coast since 1854, but since they did not dive, the abalones beyond the lowest
tide line were flourishing.? Kodani immediately recognized the potential
for an abalone diving operation, and after arranging a rental agreement
with Alexander M. Allan, the owner of Point Lobos, he brought in a small
crew of Japanese free divers. The abalone were well within the range of the
experienced divers, but their cotton diving clothes were no match for frigid
Northern California waters.* So in 1898, Kodani brought in hard-hat diving
suits and pumps from Japan, and the modern abalone diving industry on

Entrepreneurs like Otasaburo Noda, found-

er of the Japanese whaling operation at Pt.
Lobos, show how small the Pacific had
become by the late 19th century.

Courtesy Sada Onoye
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Pt. Lobos in the early 1870s.

With “Whalers Knoll” behind them,
Azoreans heave round a capstan to haul
in a whale. To turn the carcass while they
stripped its blubber, they used a gantry
originally built to load schooners with stone
quarried from the hillside behind. The try-
works smoke at right.

Drawings on these pages from Charles
Scammon’s 1874 Marine Mammals of the
North-Western Coast of North America

the Pacific Coast of North America was born.’ Key to the Japanese abalone
industry in California was their ability to harvest the abalone and then dry the
meat before it spoiled. And, just as the Chinese shipped the bulk of their dried
abalone products to China, Kodani sent most of his catch to Japan. Finally,
in their landlord, A.M. Allan, the Japanese had a supportive Anglo-American
partner and ally who would be helpful when anti-Japanese sentiment began to
heat up in the first decade of the twentieth century.

Kodani built his bunkhouse and abalone drying operation on the east side
of the small, sheltered cove at Point Lobos and adapted two old whaleboats
as dive boats. Across from the Japanese, on the west side of the cove, was a
stone quay and overhead frame that had been used years before by a company
of Azorean whalers. Kodani could not have known it in early 1898, but by
the end of the year he would be joined on the cove by a company of his fellow
countrymen operating a shore whaling station.

Mains’l] Haul! Winter 2001



Shore Whaling at Point
Lobos

alifornia’s

commercial shore

whaling industry
began at Monterey in
1853, and for most of the
nineteenth century, it was
dominated by immigrants
from the Azores. Organized
into traditional-sized crews
of seventeen men operating
on shares or “lays,” the Azoreans hunted migrating whales for their oil. Because
of the seasonal nature of whaling and the vagaries of the price of whale oil,
most were part-time farmers and part-time whalers, just as they had been in
the Azores.

In 1862 a company of Azorean whalers from Monterey set up their trypots
at nearby Point Lobos, and for the next seventeen years they pursued whales
when price and availability made the business attractive. The rest of the
time they farmed on the terraces overlooking Carmel Bay. The Point Lobos
whaling station was unique among those along the California coast because
the whalers had the advantage of a stone wharf alongside which they could
roll the whale carcass to strip off the blubber. At all the other stations, the

pUTLINES OF A }&UMPBACK,

The “swarthy, hirsute and muscu-

lar” Azorean Jose Pedro poses with a
p

Greener gun.

From The Cosmopolitan, October 1900
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Jose Pedro prepares to dock one of his two boats during the Monterey

revival of Azorean whaling.

From The Cosmopolitan, October 1900

whale carcass was processed on
the beach, requiring that the
carcass be rolled using block and
tackle.¢

During the 1860s and 1870s
the price of whale oil dropped
steadily in the face of the new
petroleum distillate, kerosene.
Eventually the financial return
no longer justified either the
effort or risk of chasing the huge
animals through the sea. The
Point Lobos whaling company
went bankrupt in 1879, while
the last whalers at Monterey
finally called it quits in 1886.7

Once whaling stopped,
whales immediately returned
to the Monterey coastline, and
in October, 1886 one observer
noted that “Humpbacks,
sulphur-bottoms, etc. are daily
seen sporting inside [Monterey
Bay] and play the mischief every
now and then by ‘catching on’
to the fishermen’s lines.” That
same year a local newspaper
declared, “Whales have been
so thick in the bay of late as
to make fishing exceedingly
hazardous.”™
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A Brief Revival, 1896-1898

onterey shore whaling was revived in early 1896 by local
M businessman Louis Schaufele in partnership with Azorean harpooner

Jose Pedro. At a cost of $2,000 the new company outfitted two
whaleboats and assembled a crew of seventeen Azorean whalemen. The
plan was to strip the blubber from the whales, try-out the oil and ship it to
New York. It is not clear for what use the oil was intended, but whaling
resumed in January 1896." For the next two years, Pedro and his men killed
and processed several dozen whales annually. Most of the whales killed were
humpbacks, but they also took an occasional gray, several orcas, and a dolphin.
Pedro, described as a “born whale-killer,” was a commanding figure with an
“immense physique, swarthy, hirsute and muscular.”" He and his operation
were quite an attraction for both locals and visitors staying at the Hotel Del
Monte. One reporter observed, “Tis quite fashionable at this time to ‘go to
see the whale.” Those interesting monsters of the deep now being caught by the
whaling company attract much attention.””

The company may have been popular, but it was not financially successful.
Hurt by the death of President Louis Schaufele in December 1896, it only
managed to clear a few hundred dollars in 1897 despite Captain Pedro’s
continued success in killing whales. By spring, 1898, the Monterey whaling
company was out of business.”” There were still plenty of whales coming
close to shore, however, and Otasaburo Noda believed that he saw another
opportunity for Japanese technology and expertise—this time in shore whaling.

The Japanese have been shore whaling for over a thousand years, and the
use of whale products is an integral part of Japanese tradition.™ By the time
Noda arrived in Monterey, the major difference between Japanese shore
whaling and that practiced by the Azoreans was in the use of the animal.
While the Azoreans killed for the oil and discarded the remainder of the
carcass, the Japanese used all of the whale, primarily for food. A Japanese

The Japanese have been shore whaling
for millennia. The Japanese wood-block
prints on these pages, from 1832, show
right whales. The species was occasionally
taken by Monterey-area whalers.

From the Isana-tori Ekotoba, courtesy
Kendall Whaling Museum, Sharon, Mass.
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entrepreneur seeking to invest in Japanese-style whaling in California, however,
faced a significant obstacle: the market was in Japan, but unlike abalone, which
could be shipped in dried form, most whale food products could not survive
the long ocean voyage without spoilage. There was only a small local Japanese
market for whale products, and the declining value of whale oil had already
pushed the Azoreans from the business.

Japanese Whalemen on Point Lobos

n the summer of 1898, with the backing of what a newspaper identified
I only as a “rich Japanese syndicate from New York,” venture capitalist

Otasaburo Noda purchased the whaling equipment at Monterey, and that
December he rented the old whaling dock from A.M. Allan and moved the
company to Point Lobos.”

Don Pedro’s company had operated near the heart of Monterey, where
local newspapers gave it a lot of attention. Once Noda transferred its
operations to Point Lobos, the local newspapers seemed to lose interest. It is
only through several offhand references that we know that it operated at all.
In February of 1899, for example, an article about Point Lobos mentioned
that “The whaling company is stationed there, and also the Japanese abalone
fishermen.”® Later that year, another newspaper published a lengthy article
about A. M. Allan and Point Lobos: “In [Point Lobos’] sheltered bay, the
largest vessels of the sea can find anchorage, while nearby are the whale and
abalone fisheries, also objects of great interest.”” Landowner A. M. Allan
himself hardly mentioned their presence; his journal entry for January 29,
1899 reads simply, “Cutting up whale.”®

A newspaperman revealed the composition of the traditional seventeen-man
crew that same November: “The Japanese whaling company at Carmel have
commenced operations for the season. They employ ten white whalers and
seven Japanese. The whales are now going south and will be in these waters
until the middle of January and some big catches may be looked for.” The
whaling company was owned and managed by Japanese, but the majority of
the company members were white, and no doubt Azorean whalers. This kind
of cross-cultural collaboration was familiar at Point Lobos, for Gennosuke
Kodani often employed ex-whalers to work on his abalone dive boats.”

Who these seven Japanese men were is unclear, but the home of most of the
Japanese fishermen then living in Monterey was the Wakayama Prefecture
coastline, where whaling had been practiced for millennia.

The only other glimpse of the whaling company comes in the 1900 U.S.
census. The census taker counted four young Japanese men living at Point
Lobos in June 1900—aged eighteen, nineteen, twenty-eight, and twenty-
nine—who gave their occupations as whalers.?! Interestingly, the Azoreans
living in and around Point Lobos listed themselves only as farmers. Even that
“born whale killer,” Captain Jose Pedro, had metamorphosed from being a
whaler to a saloonkeeper.”
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The End of
Point Lobos Whaling

eferences to the
whaling operation
at Point Lobos

disappear after the summer
of 1900, and in September,
1901, a local newspaper
refers to “old whalery”
buildings at Point Lobos.?
The Japanese whalers are
not mentioned again in
the local press, and the
four Japanese men listed as
whalers evidently moved
on, for they do not appear
in Monterey County’s 1910
manuscript census.

What happened to the
Japanese whaling company
at Point Lobos? We can
only speculate. Certainly
the market for whale oil
would not have been any
better for the Japanese
than it had been for their
immediate predecessors.
And even though the
Japanese were much more efficient in their use of the animals, the local market
for whale-derived food products was very small; in 1900 there were only 960
Japanese living in the entire Monterey Bay Region.

ne thing is certain, however: the Japanese did not stop whaling
O because of an absence of whales. Complaints about whale damage to
fishing equipment and the fisheries themselves escalated throughout

the first decade of the twentieth century. By 1908, one Monterey newspaper
was calling for the state to offer a financial incentive to rid the region of them:
“A bounty on these useless mammoths might make it worth while to kill them,
and would undoubtedly be the means of doubling the catch of the smaller
fish in the seasons.” Several days later the editor declared the whales to be a

» «

“nuisance.” “...A Maxim rapid fire gun would do some good in stopping [the
whales] from ruining the fishing.”> Whaling, in its modern industrial form,
did resume in the Monterey area in 1918, with one small Japanese element;
enterprising local Japanese had a contract to purchase the tails, which they
sliced, pickled and exported to Japan.?

The passing of the Japanese whaling operation at Point Lobos left behind
only two small legacies. In 1902, for the Fourth of July parade held in
Pacific Grove, Otasaburo Noda and a group of fellow Japanese built a large

wooden replica of a whale. They rigged a device to shoot water out of the top,

The Japanese whaling company at
work on Pt. Lobos, 1900.

A gantry like that with which they are
here rolling a carcass had stood at the
site for decades, and appears in the
drawing on page 22.

Courtesy Helen Weiss
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The last project of the Japanese whalemen
of Point Lobos.

Charles Willis Collection

simulating a spout, and then climbed inside the contraption and propelled it
along the parade route, resembling, according to one newspaper account, a
group of “Oriental Jonahs.””

The other legacy was the skeleton of a ninety-four foot finback whale that
was put on display at Point Lobos in 1901. According to most accounts, the
animal drifted into Point Lobos already dead. A. M. Allan was very aware
of the public interest in whaling and whales, so he instructed the Japanese
living at the Point to clean up the skeleton. They stripped away as much meat
as possible, and then buried the bones in a nearby field. Four months later
they dug up the now-clean bones, put them in a horse-drawn wagon and
carted them up to a picnic area and reassembled them.” The whale skeleton
became a major visitor attraction at Point Lobos, and decades after the Allan
family sold the property to the state of California in 1933, the whale skeleton
continued to attract visitors. Today, a century after it was put on display, the
finback’s skull and few remaining bones are on display beside the Point Lobos
museum, a quiet reminder of the brief moment when Japanese whalers worked
the shores of California.
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Though the Azores Islands were part of Portugal and emigrants from there technically were
Portuguese citizens, they preferred (and continue to prefer) to be called Azoreans. See Robert
Santos, Azoreans to California: A History of Migration and Settlement (Denair, California:
Alley-Cass Publications, 1995).
Correct Japanese name-order would be Noda Otasaburo, with the surname placed first. This
article, however, will follow English practice and place the surname last. Sandy Lydon, The
Japanese in the Monterey Bay Region: A Brief History (Capitola Book Company, 1997),
33-34.
The key reason abalone flourished was the decimation of the sea otter population which fed
on them, by fur hunters in the 1840s.
There is a 15’ Fahrenheit temperature difference between the Pacific Coast of Japan and Point
Lobos.
Toshio Oba, “The Centennial History of Diving Apparatus Fishery in Japan.” Rakusui 710
(20 April 1980): 5-10. Mr. Oba is the leading abalone diving historian in Japan and has written
extensively on the subject. This and all his publications are in Japanese.
Thomas Nichols, “California Shore Whaling: 1854-1900” (master’s thesis, California State
University, Northridge, 1983), 125.
Monterey Californian, 22 April 1879; Monterey Argus, 16 October 1886.
Monterey Argus, 16 October 1886.
Monterey Cypress, 9 August 1890. “Sulphur-bottoms” are known today as blue whales.
Salinas Index, 23 January 1896.
Edward Berwick, “Offshore Whaling in the Bay of Monterey,” Cosmopolitan 6, no. 29,
(October 1900): 632.
Salinas Index, 17 April 1896.
Salinas Democrat 26 July 1898.
Arne Kalland and Brian Moeran, Japanese Whaling: End of an Era? (London: Curzon Press,
1992), 65-74. There were many whaling companies on the Japanese coast, particularly in Chiba
Prefecture, the home of Gennosuke Kodani, and in Wakayama Prefecture.
Salinas Democrat, 26 July 1898; Monterey Cypress, 26 November 1898. Economic pressure
on Japan’s whaling industry from the depression following the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-95
may have helped make this overseas venture attractive.
Pacific Grove Review, 4 February 1899.
Monterey Cypress Souvenir Edition, 1899, n.d.
A. M. Allan, diary, private collection.
Monterey New Era, 8 November 1899.
Seizo Kodani, interview by author, 15 May 1984.
The census taker recorded (and distorted) the names of the four as follows:
“Head of Household: Oshimato, Nag. Male, 28 yoa, single, came to US in 1884,
speaks English, whaler. Living in Household. Tagonasha, Oma. Male, 18 yoa,
single, came to US in 1891, does not speak English, whaler. Living in Household.
Tamanashi, Tona. Male, 19yoa, single, came to US in 1896, does not speak
English, whaler. Living in Household. Manogoshi, Akiyagu. Male, 28 yoa, single,
came to US in 1885, speaks English, whaler.”
Manuscript census, Monterey County, 1900, U.S. Bureau of the Census.
Ibid.
Monterey New Era, 25 September 1901.
Monterey Cypress, 10 April 1908.
Monterey Cypress, 12 April 1908.
Bill Lehman, interview by the author, 22 June 1983. Mr. Lehman worked as a flenser at the
Moss Landing station.
Monterey New Era, 9 July 1902.
I recently asked two marine biologists with experience in assembling whale skeletons whether
such an assembly would require a special knowledge of whale anatomy, thinking that the
assembled skeleton might be evidence that the Japanese whalers were still at Point Lobos in 1901.
Both said that whale skeletons were relatively easy to put together, and that extensive or direct
knowledge of whale anatomy is unnecessary. Frank Perry, Santa Cruz City Museum; Steve
Webster, Monterey Bay Aquarium, personal communication January 2001.
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Industrial

Shore Whaling

on the West Coast
1905-1972

Robert Lloyd Webb

The Orion’s gunner stands by his
weapon at Sechart, B.C., in 1906.
It was the gunner who directed

the chase from the bow, and his job
could be a dangerous one.

Photo attributed to Charles Robert
Patterson, courtesy Kendall Whaling
Museum, Sharon, Mass.

“Modern” whaling has always been an industry of statistics and technology.
Its lengthy tables of catch arranged by nation, by station,
by species, and by tons of products produced bears little resemblance
to the whaling of Herman Melville’s day. Moby-Dick’s victorious struggle had
its basis in fact: by accident, or through the malevolence of the
whale, men were often overpowered by the very creature they hoped
to kill. Whaleboats were swamped, or overturned, or smashed; and whalemen
were crushed, or drowned, or, like Ahab, wrapped in the
coils of their industry and hauled into the deep. After 1870 steam power
re-balanced whaling in favor of the whalemen, and replaced the glamour of the
contest with the presumption that any whale could be quickly processed for
profit.
f course, modern whaling tells its own lurid tales: of whales powerful
enough to tow a hundred-ton catcher boat in their wake, of whaling
gunners washed overboard, or killed by the recoil of their own
weapons. There are even accounts of steam catcher boats driven so hard in
pursuit of whales that they capsized at speed and sank, taking their crews
with them. But the ordinary business of whaling, which had formerly meant
an unpredictable chase of a fifty-foot animal in a wooden boat half its size,
became in the twentieth century a statistical matter of how many were caught,
how much product was produced, and how much was paid in bonuses that
were distributed according to the value of the species killed. As long as those
three indicators ran high, everyone was satisfied.
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The prototypical modern whaling
station was created by Svend Foyn
(1809-94) opposite the Norwegian town
of Vadse. Foyn harnessed steam tech-
nology to catch and process whales.

Courtesy Kendall Whaling Museum,
Sharon, Mass.

Until 1905, whalemen aboard sailing ships and at pre-industrial shore
stations sought sperm, right and gray whales, and profited from their oil
and baleen, or “whalebone.” But they also saw thousands of other whales,
particularly the rorqual, or “pleated-jaw” species: the blue, finback,
humpback, and sei whales, some of which exceed ninety feet in length and
weigh as much as one hundred tons. Ahab’s disciples ignored these animals as
uncatchable, rendered immune from hunting by the limitations of the whaling
appliances. They swam too fast, fought too hard, and when they died, their
bodies sank like stones.

atching rorquals became the goal of Svend Foyn, an enterprising

Norwegian seal hunter. In the mid-1860s Foyn replaced rowed

whaleboats with a steam-powered catcher boat, and exchanged the
hand harpoon for a powerful harpoon cannon. Each harpoon weighed more
than a hundred pounds and was fitted with an exploding projectile point.
To keep the carcass afloat, Foyn adapted the vessel’s engine to run an air
compressor. Using a long tube punched-through with holes, the whale was
inflated like a gigantic balloon. At his prototypical shore station, carcasses were
hauled up an inclined slipway by a steam winch, and many processing tasks
were mechanized for the first time.

Foyn patented his inventions, and remained in control of them well into
the 1880s. When his patents began to expire, other Norwegian entrepreneurs
quickly introduced the new technology around the world, establishing limited-
stock companies in each new region.

So-called “modern whaling” made its debut in North America in 1898,
when the steam-powered catcher boat Cabot towed a whale into the harbor of
St. John’s, Newfoundland.' Six years later, Foyn’s blueprint reached the Pacific
coast in the hands of another sealer, George Washington (Sprott) Balcom.
Balcom had left his native Nova Scotia for Victoria, British Columbia in 1892,
lured there by the rich North Pacific fur-seal industry. During 1904 and
1905, he and a few colleagues established the Pacific Whaling Company, and

applied to the Canadian government for a license to erect a shore station.?

Sprott Balcom pioneered West Coast
whaling. His son Harry, standing, was
a gunner who died of acute appendicitis
aboard a catcher boat in 1918.

Courtesy Vancouver Maritime Museum
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Stock sales financed modern whaling. This certificate was issued in 1911, during the
expansion and reorganization of the Pacific Whaling Company.

Courtesy Barthelmess Whaling Collection, Cologne, Germany, no. 129

Plans for a catcher.
The square sail on Orion’s
foremast

was probably installed for
her passage

around the Horn,

and was not intended for
use when whaling.

Courtesy Aker Engineering
A/S, Oslo

Ottawa moved quickly to regulate
this new business, hoping to avoid the
debacle that was destroying whaling in
Newfoundland. There, first successes
had drawn too much competition, so
that the catch increased approximately
tenfold in the first seven years. The
press lauded the “wonderful whaling by
steam,” but despaired of the aggressive
greed of rival companies; “the gradual
extermination of the herds is inevitable,”
one observer wrote, “and the killing out
of the rorquals as of the northern [right]
whales will surely be the outcome.”™
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Whaling in the Pacific Northwest Inflated Humpack carcasses float in front
of Bay City’s large slipway and multi-sto-
ried bunkhouse in 1912. The vessel is a

fter a long period of indecision Ottawa issued a license to the Pacific small towboat.

Whaling Company, for a site at Sechart, in Barkley Sound on
Vancouver Island’s west coast. For a catcher boat, Sprott Balcom was Author's collection
obliged to turn to Norway; no Canadian shipyard knew how to build a steam
whaling vessel. Experienced shipwrights at the Aker Mekanisk Verksted in
Christiania (now Oslo) built him a ninety-four-foot catcher, christened Orion.
Balcom’s brother Reuben took delivery, and a Norwegian crew helped bring
the boat to Victoria by way of Cape Horn.
Like most Norwegian whaling enterprises, the Pacific Whaling Company
operated as an aktieselskapet (A/S), or limited-stock company. The secret
to investing was to get into the game quickly, because the introduction
of whaling in a new area inevitably produced a “bubble” that meant huge
returns for the first shareholders. The Orion began whaling in the summer
of 1905, and despite delays and some leaky barrels, at the first annual meeting
the company’s preferred stock earned an astonishing twenty-three percent
dividend.*

Sprott Balcom promptly requested, and received, licenses to build a
second station north of Sechart, at Kyuquot, and a third on Page’s Lagoon,
north of Nanaimo on the island’s east coast. He hoped to keep his company
in operation year-round; the latter station was built to employ his men when
they were driven from the open Pacific by autumn storms. Balcom expected to
catch humpback whales that wintered in the Strait of Georgia, but there were
too few to sustain operations, and the Page’s Lagoon station soon closed. In
1910, while the company was being restructured as Canadian North Pacific
Fisheries, Ltd., its machinery was moved north to a station under construction
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Sleek, Norwegian-inspired lines show to
good effect on the Moran, just before her
launching in Seattle.

Courtesy Puget Sound Maritime Historical
Society, Williamson Collection

at Rose Harbour, in the Queen Charlotte Islands.

ose Harbour was followed in 1911 by a station even farther north, in
R Naden Harbour. At the same time, a group associated with Sprott

Balcom erected the first modern whaling station in the United States,
in Gray’s Harbor, Washington, at a site known anecdotally as “Westport” or
“Bay City.” It also opened in 1911, under an appropriate subsidiary name:
the American Pacific Whaling Company. Because American law forbade
the use of foreign-built hulls in coastwise commerce, two catcher boats
were constructed by Moran Shipbuilding Company of Seattle. Moran had
already built the Tyee Junior for the Tyee Company of San Francisco, whose
principals in 1907 erected the first modern whaling station on American
territory, at the southern end of Admiralty Island in the Alaska panhandle.

The catchers for Bay City, named the Moran and Paterson, were

completed in 1911. During the following year they were joined by the
Aberdeen and Westport, built by the Seattle Construction and Dry Dock
Company. This company was also building catchers for a Norwegian
entrepreneur, Peter Bogen, of Sandefjord. Bogen had raised $3 million to
finance his United States Whaling Company and its shore station on Baranof
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Island. Located at Port Armstrong, the station soon earned the nickname
“Smellstrong.™

Another Norwegian concern, styled the Alaska Whaling Company, began
at the same time. Whaling manager Lars Christensen, also of Sandefjord, built
his station on barren Akutan Island in the Aleutian archipelago. He, too, met
disappointment. High operating costs and the unfamiliar environment crippled
the effort, and whaling was suspended after one season. At the company’s
annual meeting, shareholders agreed to transfer management to an American-
born insurance broker, William Schupp.*

n Canada, federal whaling regulations were diluted to favor Sprott

Balcom’s Pacific Whaling Company. Although a law that forbade

establishment of two whaling stations within fifty miles of each other
was extended to one hundred miles, another statute that limited each station
to one catcher boat was rewritten to permit a company to operate as many
catchers as it had licenses, without respect to location. This apparently
insignificant change allowed Balcom to shut down unprofitable stations, and
move his catchers to wherever whales were most numerous. The result, as in
Newfoundland, was a precipitous decline in the catch.” The company tumbled
into receivership and its assets were soon acquired by Schupp, whose Seattle-
based American Pacific Whaling Company operated Akutan and Bay City.
He reorganized the Canadian operation as a subsidiary, Consolidated Whaling
Corporation.®

He immediately cut staff, sold older catcher boats, and trimmed expenses,
but he would never solve the problem of seasonal unemployment. Each
spring Schupp had to transport men by ship to isolated sites, where they
spent a six or seven-month work season far from civilization, living in close
quarters in bunkhouses and working tiring hours amid whale blubber, oil
and viscera. Monotony and boredom ashore led to gambling, quarrelling,
illicit intoxication, and depression. When the autumn gales closed in, these
men were paid and let go; many disappeared into the boarding houses and
brothels of Victoria, from which Schupp had to round them up each spring.
Inevitably, some had disappeared, while others had found work and did not
return to whaling.

In British Columbia, an informal but rigid hierarchy placed Norwegians
and Canadians aboard the catcher boats, and Japanese in favored jobs on
shore. Chinese employees filled less-skilled positions at the stations, and at sea,
by tradition, worked only as cooks. Cultural distinctions that separated the
nationalities carried through the whaling experience: caucasian, Japanese, and
Chinese men not only worked in segregated gangs, but ate, slept, and passed
the time in separate bunkhouses.’

On To California

ome industry observers argued that the problems of more northerly

whaling--seasonal scarcity of whales, bad weather, and irregular

employment patterns--could be resolved by moving to California. There,
a milder climate and a reported abundance of rorquals seemed to support year-
round operations.' Frederick Kristian Dedrick, another Norwegian seafarer,

Japanese workers held many of the
best-paying jobs at British Columbia shore
stations. This unidentified man was photo-
graphed at Rose Harbour

in the 1930s.

Courtesy Kendall Whaling Museum, Sharon,
Mass., Lewis L. Robbins Collection

Robert Lloyd Webb lives in Maine. He is
the author of On the Northwest: Commercial
Whaling in the Pacific Northwest 1790-1967,
and Ring the Banjar!: The Banjo in America from
Folklore to Factory, and has just completed a
biography of the Anglo-American sailor-painter
Charles Robert Patterson. His interests extend
to sea songs and sailors’ shanties; his latest CD
of seafaring music can be sampled at www.
bobwebb.net
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moved modern whaling south. Dedrick had served

as mate on West Coast schooners in the 1880s, was
made master about 1899, and later established a ship
chandlery in Gray’s Harbor, not far from the Bay
City station." His association with Sprott Balcom is
difficult to document, but in 1912, a year after Bay
City opened, Dedrick helped to form the West Coast
Whaling Company, which proposed a $300,000
combination whaling station, fish cannery and cold-
storage plant at Trinidad, on Humboldt Bay. The
manager at Bay City apparently resigned his job to
oversee the California project, but his departure was
premature, since the Trinidad station was not built at
that time.”

Dedrick persisted. On December 7, 1914 he
registered the California Sea Products Company, and
announced plans for a station at Moss Landing, near
Monterey, where large whales were well-documented.
During the 1840s, sailing-ship whalemen took a few
humpbacks inside Monterey Bay, and more were
killed by local shore whalemen who began their work
a decade later. Even blue whales were sometimes
seen from Cannery Row." Despite the presence of

several well-placed California businessmen as officers

Looking a bit whale-like himself, Fred
Dedrick surveys his domain from Moss
Landing’s slipway.

Courtesy the Dedrick Family
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and directors, it took some time to sell the stock; the authorized capital of
$1 million was not fully subscribed even as late as 1917, when the principals
released a glowing prospectus:

The equable climate of California; the proximity of the proposed stations of the
California Sea Products Company to lines of rail transportation and to markets for
both its products and necessary supplies; the low cost of fuel; the abundant supply of
labor and the continuous presence of ideal working conditions combine to lend to the
company advantages not possessed by any whaling organization in the world."

he site fronted a sloping sand beach in an area of low surf.

Construction of the main building and its inclined slipway finally

began in May 1918, and the station was theoretically operational by
October." The first of the catch to garner notice was a large sperm whale that
arrived at the slipway on January 22, 1919. “The shore at Moss Landing was
lined with hundreds of people,” one Monterey reporter wrote, “attracted by

the news that the Hercules had caught a whale and was dragging its victim to

A crowd watches workmen prepare to
winch a sperm whale up the slipway into
the new Moss Landing station in 1919.

the cutting platform.” In fact, the dragging had first gone the other way, when

the harpooned whale turned seaward with the catcher boat Hercules, a former

tugboat, in tow."” '
After a promising first season, the company purchased the fifteen-year- Courtesy Monterey Gounty Library

old Norwegian catcher boats Hawk and Port Saunders, expecting that they

could increase production by three or fourfold."® The Hawk was a product of

Nylands Verksted, the Oslo firm that had constructed Svend Foyn’s original
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Modern whaling captains were a far cry
from Ahab. Norwegian-born William
Olsen stands aboard his catcher boat
Hercules, a converted tugboat, in 1919.

Courtesy the Dedrick Family

“The little whaling-steam-
ers are almost vound on the
bottom. This enables them
to be turned and managed
with the greatest ease, but
makes seasickness a thing
to be dreaded by the ordl-
nary man.

—Ray Chapman Andrews, 1908

steam-catcher, and the Port Saunders was almost identical to the Orion,
having been laid down just ahead of her at Aker Mekanisk Verksted.”” Now,
finally, Dedrick was positioned to return to Humboldt Bay. In the spring of
1920 he began construction of the Trinidad whaling station, over the objection
of local fishermen who wanted the state legislature to prohibit whaling. They
argued that whales drive schooling fish toward shore: if whales were killed,
then the sardine fishery would be ruined.”

At the end of the season, 463 whales had been processed at Trinidad, and
15,000 barrels of whale oil produced.?’ Among this substantial catch were but
two gray whales. When a combined party from the Smithsonian Institution
and the San Diego Society of Natural History visited the station in 1926, a
single gray, coincidentally brought in at the same time, was said to be the first
of its kind taken in six years.” By this time few mature grays were present, the
majority having been killed during the previous century in the whales’ Baja
California calving lagoons, and by California shore-whalemen. They were also
hunted by Makah and other Native peoples of the Pacific Northwest, who
added an incidental number to the total catch.

nlike most awed visitors and journalists, the Smithsonian delegates

understood the conundrum that doomed all industrialized shore-based

whaling. “When whales have become sufficiently numerous in any
district,” they reported, “a whaling station is at once started and inevitably
this continues operations as long as whales are to be had in sufficient numbers
to offer a margin of profit, after which the station is abandoned.”® This
problem had already curtailed Dedrick’s highly-touted plan to catch finback
and humpback whales year-round. In its March 1923 issue, the Pacific
Fisherman reported production at Moss Landing at a standstill. Only one

From the December 1908 World’s Work
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whale had been caught during an entire month. “The men have done their
best,” a spokesman explained: “but when located [the whales] generally slide
into a dense fog bank, and the game is off.”*

A few abortive experiments were attempted to extend the range of the
catcher boats. During 1924, catchers from Bay City worked out of Coos Bay,
Oregon, several hundred miles to the south. Carcasses were towed to the
Washington station by the tugboats Ambassador, Roosevelt and Tatoosh,
while the whalemen continued to hunt.”> But this effort did not improve
its failing profitability, so William Schupp closed it for good. He sent the
reduction machinery north by barge to a station under construction at Port
Hobron, Alaska, but it never arrived, having been washed overboard during a
storm.

chupp must have hoped to chase unexploited populations of whales

in the Gulf of Alaska when he selected Sitkalidak Island, just south

of Kodiak Island, as the site of his new station. But now he needed
costly new reduction equipment. Belatedly, he realized he could solve his
dilemma by closing Kyuquot, which likewise had not remained profitable. In
September 1925 this last shore station on Vancouver Island was abandoned,
and its machinery went north. Port Hobron opened in July 1926, but its
promise would be foreshortened by worldwide economic crisis.

Just as Port Hobron opened, whaling in California collapsed. In 1925,

Awed visitors inspect a blue whale. These
« » .

sulphur bottoms” were the most desirable
catch, but whales of this size were rare, even
in the first years of a whaling station.

From the June 1927 Scientific American
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Off the California coast.

From the June 1927 Scientific American

Aboard the Tyee Jr.

From the December
1908 World’s Work

Moss Landing operated only briefly, and together with
Trinidad processed only 121 whales. When the 1926 results
proved equally  disheartening, Dedrick realized that he
would have to take the hunt offshore. He determined to
have a floating processing plant.

n Norway, factory ships carrying the same equipment

found at shore-based processing stations were already

evolving into giants whose crews would soon process
most large whales around the world. After 1926, Dedrick
abandoned his shore stations to concentrate on converting
the steamship Lansing, and later the steam-schooner
California, into processing ships.” He told reporters he
would catch whales in some distant location, “to give the
nearby district on the California coast time to recuperate.”
He sent the Lansing and her catchers first to Alaska, then to
Southern California and Baja California, and devoted the last
decade of his life to processing whales at sea.
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In some ways he was prescient. In 1931, confronted by a worldwide glut The Norwegian-built Port Saunders
was somewhat the worse for wear by

. . . . ) the time this photo was taken in San
particularly in Antarctic and South Atlantic waters where ninety percent of Francisco. The enclosed wheelhouse

the catch was processed.”® As factory ships and South Atlantic shore stations over the bridge was added by her North
American owners.

of unsold whale oil, all whaling ceased. The blame fell on overproduction,

processed the largest amount of whale oil in history—some seven million
barrels during the southern summer of 1930-1931—economic depression Courtesy San Francisco Maritime NHP,
suppressed the market for it.” And in 1932, when the industry returned Call-Bulletin Collection
to work, it did so under terms dictated by the new International Whaling
Convention, which established worldwide limits on whaling for the first time.*
illiam Schupp struggled on for twelve more years, absorbing
costly losses while eking out a modest profit, partly by deferring
maintenance on vessels and equipment. In 1934, one of his
gunners was killed, and another very nearly so, when harpoon-cannons parted
from their swiveling mounts. Some blamed these accidents on the weakening
of the metal after years of long service at sea. A few months later, Schupp lost
most of his plant and dock in Bellevue, Washington to a fire.
He seemed content to let the catcher boats deteriorate. In 1941, the caprtain
and mate aboard one of them entered a protest in the vessel’s logbook, and
took the unusual step of signing it: “Wall of starboard side bunker now in
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Standing by the Hawk’s cannon in
California waters, this whaleman holds a
harpoon upright, its expanding barbs tied
closed to ease handling. Two men loaded
the harpoon, after which the “bomb” was
screwed into place.

From the June 1927 Scientific American

(dangerous) danger of collapsing,” they attested.

“The ship in present condition considered hardly fit
to carry on whaling.”" After that summer, Schupp
probably couldn’t repair them; when Japan entered
World War II, whaling supplies of every kind were
redirected to military use. The enforced removal

of Japanese residents from the Canadian west coast
almost strangled his British Columbia operations, and
the station at Akutan was wasted by a succession of
occupying armed forces.

No shore whaling was conducted in California
between 1927 and 1938, when an attempt was made
to beach an old lumber schooner at Point Reyes for
use as a processing plant. This operation failed, as did
a similar effort inside San Francisco Bay in 1939.%
The following year, a company called Maritime
Industries, Inc., led by John Grigg, erected a new
whaling station at Field’s Landing, south of Eureka.”
Results of the 1940 season were meager, despite the
influx of more than a thousand tourists who paid
twenty-five cents each to watch whales being flensed.
Grigg and his successor, Max Hoffman, survived
the wartime years by producing dried whale meat
and other protein-rich products that were intended

for military use, but probably wound up as animal fodder.

After the war, the station stumbled along until a work-related death and two
disastrous fires brought an end to whaling in 1951.%

halemen in British Columbia fared better. Though Schupp sold

Consolidated Whaling Corporation’s assets in 1947, a new firm

established a whaling station at the former Coal Harbour seaplane
base, at the head of Quatsino Sound on Vancouver Island. The business soon
became part of the B.C. Packers fishing combine, whose management invested
time and money to find new sources of profit. Science had provided means
for creating new products, and a high demand for pet food kept the business
going.”” From 1948 to 1958, B.C. Packers struggled to make something of its
whaling operation.

Beginning in 1944, sei whales were added to the catch to augment

declining numbers of blues, finbacks and humpbacks. These relatively
small rorquals yielded less product, and for that reason had not previously
been hunted. Despite the addition of expert Norwegian gunners, the catch
continued to decline, so B.C. Packers closed Coal Harbour after the 1958
season. That would have ended Canadian whaling, except for an agreement
forged with the largest Japanese fishing cooperative, Taiyo Gyogyo K.K., to
process whale meat for human consumption in Japan. Beginning in 1960,
Taiyo provided modern Antarctic-type catcher boats and trained personnel
who supervised the preparation of meat for export. Demand from Japan
allowed the Packers-Taiyo consortium to continue operating Coal Harbour for
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seven more years.

n the American West Coast, a steady demand for animal fodder encouraged the

continuation of whaling. In 1956 the Del Monte Fishing Company established

a whaling station at Point San Pablo, on San Francisco Bay, and for a few years
beginning in 1958 a second firm, Golden Gate Fishing Company, ran a similar operation
at the same location. The pet food that formed their principal product was marketed
locally under several brand names, most notably “Moby Dick.” At the mouth of the
Columbia River in Oregon, demand from mink ranchers for feed led to the formation of
another whaling consortium, which operated sporadically between 1960 and 1965.

But these were stubborn vestiges of an industry that had already gathered most of the
available profits. And now the work was severely constrained by international agreements
that stipulated the duration of whaling seasons and banned the catch of most large
rorqual species.”” By the 1960s, whaling in California became so marginalized that catch
statistics went unreported, even in the professional organ Pacific Fisherman.

In 1972 the enactment of the Marine Mammal Protection Act finally compelled
Del Monte to quit, and ended commercial whale hunting in the United States.*®
“The business stuck in the craw of whale-lovers everywhere,” a reporter explained,
“generating cries of compassion over the suffering and decimation of the herds of sperms,
finbacks and seis hunted by Del Monte.” The station manager appealed to the federal
government, unsuccessfully, for an extension of his license, to protect a “$1.5 million
investment in plant and ships.””

T hat same year, at the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment
in Stockholm, the whale was selected as the icon to represent the threat of human
destruction of all natural resources. Since then, an increasing concern over ethical and
extinction issues has limited—though not stopped—whaling around the world. Profits
from whales now accrue to entrepreneurs who run whalewatching operations. The North
American public, who once paid money to inspect dead whales at whaling stations like
Field’s Landing, now go to sea themselves to witness Leviathan alive.

The dream of efficient mod-
ern whaling: Bay City (1911-
1925). A catcher hauls a whale
to the slipway for conversion
into products which steam to
market on the tracks behind,
or await shipment in the tanks
by the manager’s tidy house.
A problem, however, was that
efficient whale killing ensured
rapid whale depletion.

Courtesy Vancouver Maritime
Museum
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The West Coast’s 20th-century whaling
stations.

NOTES

1 Chesley Sanger and Anthony Dickinson, “The Origins of Modern Shore Based Whaling in
Newfoundland and Labrador: The Cabot Steam Whaling Co. Ltd., 1896-98,” International Journal
of Maritime History 1 (June 1989): 129-57.

2 For a comprehensive history of whaling in the Pacific Northwest, see Robert Lloyd Webb, On the
Northwest: Commercial Whaling in the Pacific Northwest 1790-1967 (Vancouver: University of
British Columbia Press, 1988).

3 P.T. McGrath, “Wonderful Whale-Hunting by Steam,” Cosmopolitan 37 (May 1904): 56.

4 Common shares paid an equally notable 16% dividend, and $45,552 in earnings were reported at

the first annual meeting in January 1907. W. Curtis Sampson, “Auditor’s Report, Balance Sheet and
Manufacturing & Profit & Loss Account to 31st December 1906,” Victoria, 18 January 1907, fo. 2.
Private collection.

5 Bogen also fitted out the 6,000-ton “floating cookery” Sommerstad and sent her to Port Armstrong.
Whaling began on May 2, 1912, but initial expectations were not met, and the company struggled
until 1922, when the plant was converted to herring meal and fish oil production. Webb, On the
Northwest, 237. The catchers Star I, Star 11, and Star III were sold to the Hvalfangerselskapet
Rosshavet and participated in the first factory-ship expedition to the Ross Sea in 1923-4, which proved
the feasibility of Antarctic factory-ship whaling.

6 Schupp, born to German immigrants about 1866 in Saginaw, Mich., first associated himself with
Canadian mining and lumber ventures, then entered the insurance business. He wrote bonds for the
Canadian Northern Railway—silent overseers of Canadian North Pacific Fisheries—and was well-
positioned to engineer a takeover after the whaling company failed during 1914-15. Schupp’s successful
bid included an offer of new stock equal to 150% of each shareholder’s current portfolio. After the
Tyee Co. failed in 1913 and the United States Whaling Co. followed a decade later, Alaskan whaling
was left in Schupp’s hands. On Norwegian-Alaskan ventures see Webb, On the Northwest, 196-204.

7 Part of the collapse can also be attributed to market factors: there were few buyers for the oil, except
soap manufacturers, and its smell restricted its use to industrial-grade soaps. As San Francisco broker
C.R. Laurence explained, “there is no industry dependent on the oil produced, making that product of
very uncertain value, and if no whale oil were produced nobody would feel the lack of it.” Quoted in
“Steam Whaling Overdone,” Pacific Fisherman (Oct. 1912); PF/V 106. This and other references
to this West Coast fisherman’s organ are culled from a transcript of its whaling-related articles: Dale A.
Vinnedge, “Whaling Research Resources: Pacific Fisherman Magazine, Collected Whaling Articles,
1903-1967” (unpublished, 1991). The transcript does not note original pagination: references are cited
as PF/V, with month of publication and a chronological number supplied by Vinnedge.

8  The railroad company invested in the reorganization of the Pacific Whaling Co. as the CNPF during
1909-10, expecting profitable returns from eastward shipments of whale products.

9 Modern whaling in British Columbia relied upon Newfoundlanders, many of whom travelled west each
spring at company expense. Japanese and Chinese men also worked in the stations
from 1905, and Native Americans were employed during the first years of operation. Native
housing at Sechart, B.C. was burned in 1914, perhaps because of infectious disease:
it is not clear that Native American labor was utilized after that time. Webb, 207.

10 The Nautical Gazette boasted that whereas whaling both at Bay City and at Magdalena Bay,
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11
12

13

14

15
16

Baja California were limited to migration seasons, California stations could take advantage

of whales” “leisurely migration up and down covering practically the entire year.” “Modern Whaling
Industry: California Most Advantageously Located for Hunting World’s Largest

Mammals,” Nautical Gazette 9 (28 August 1920): 262-3. Little is documented about the shore-
station at Magdalena Bay, situated at Belcher Point, about 4 miles north of the entrance. Fred
Kleibingat to Karl Kortum, “Outfitting a Whaler,” date unknown, partial transcript of letter, p. 3;
author’s collection.

Dedrick was born in Bergen in 1868. Dale Vinnedge to Klaus Barthelmess and author, Mendon,
Mass., 1 March 1994; and Dale Vinnedge to author, Mendon, 29 August 1994.

Jack Buehler, “The Whaling Epoch in Humboldt County,” Part I. Ship’s Log 8 (May-June 1986): 6;
and “Trinidad Project Progresses,” PF/V 110 (November 1912).

A large part of the necessary capital may have been provided by a Norwegian, Edvard

Hannevig, credited by Norwegian historians with having founded the company.

Joh. N. Tennessen; and Arne Odd Johnsen, Den Moderne Hvalfangsts Historie,

Vol. 1, Verdensfangsten 1883-1924 (Sandefjord: Utgitt av Norges Hvalfangstforbund,

1967), 166.

Historic observations have been confirmed by modern-day sightings; see, for example,

Alan Baldridge, “Blue Whales in Central California: The Impacts of Whaling, Followed by Protection
and Subsequent Recovery,” Soundings (Summer 2000).

Prospectus, California Sea Products Co. (San Francisco, undated [1917]), p. 15.

Statistics published in Norway list three whales taken during 1918, and 3,000 gallons

of whale oil produced, but this may represent the catch from early 1919. “Amerikansk Hvalfangst,”
Norsk Hvalfangst-Tidende (Norwegian Whaling Gazette); hereafter NHT; 8

(December 1919): 206. As at other whaling stations, conditions were rugged, with no proper electrical
service until 1924, for example; power for the residences and bunkhouses was supplied by DC
generators. Dedrick apparently refused to allow the station’s steam plant to run them, so a makeshift
arrangement was devised utilizing automobile engines. “Moss Landing Whaling Station. 1918 to 1924,
Inclusive,” typescript, p.2. The author is indebted to Tom Fordham for supplying this document. See
also “California Sea Products Plant Ready,” PF/V 244 (October 1918).

Mains’l] Haul! Winter 2001



17

18

19

20

21

23
24

25
26

27
28

29

30

31
32

33
34

35
36

37

38
39

“Whale Fights Tug off Monterey Bay,” unidentified news clipping, [22 January 1919]. Private
collection. The two catcher boats were delayed by the late arrival of Bofors harpoon cannons from
Europe, and did not leave port to hunt until 21 Jan. 1919. “Sea Products Company Gets First Whale,”
PFIV 252 (February 1919).

235 whales were taken the first season. San Francisco Commercial News, 6 April 1920, quoted in
“Hvalfangst paa Pacifickysten,” NHT 9 (May 1920): 75.

The Port Saunders, Aker (B/No. 235), and a sister, the Harbour Grace (B/No. 234) were built for
William Reid of St. John’s, Newfoundland; Orion was laid down as B/No. 237. Each measured 94.0°
x 16.5°, and 180 tons. The principal difference seems to have been that the Port Saunders lacked an
after mast. Construction list, Aker Mekanisk Verksted, author’s collection.

They were not alone in their protest: Native American fishermen also claimed that whales drove fish
inshore. Herring fishermen along the Norwegian coast had long protested against whaling for the same
reason.

Most oil was sold to Procter & Gamble and Ivorydale. Buehler, “Whaling Epoch,” 7.

This low incidence of gray whale catch is confirmed by analysis of logbooks from Moss Landing and
Trinidad. Between 1919-26 only 7 grays are noted among the recorded catch of 2,111. Humpbacks
accounted for 1,871 of thsee. P.J.Clapham; S. Leatherwood, I. Szczepaniak, and R.L. Brownell, Jr.,
“Catches of Humpback and Other Whales from Shore Stations at Moss Landing and Trinidad,
California, 1919-1926,” Marine Mammal Science 13, no. 3: 368-94; A. Brazier Howell, “Visit to
a California Whaling Station,” in Smithsonian Institution, Explorations and Field-work of the
Smithsonian Institution in 1926, Smithsonian Miscellaneous Collections 78, no. 7 (Washington,
D.C.: Smithsonian Institution, 1927), 71ff; “Fra Pacifickysten,”

NHT 10 (June 1921): 60.

Howell, 78.

“California Whaling Situation,” PF/V 396 (March 1923); and “Fog Hampers Whaling,” PF/V 440
(November 1924).

“Whale Catches Fair,” PF/V 431 (July 1924); and “Whale Season up to Average,” PF/V 436
(September 1924).

This vessel is not the same as the Norwegian floating-factory Lancing, also operating during

the 1920s.

“California Whaling Plans,” NHT 15 (July 1926): 103.

A U.S. Bureau of Fisheries technologist reported in 1932 that whale-oil output worldwide had
increased nearly tenfold since 1919-20, and historians confirm that output of the Antarctic whaling
industry, which produced 90% of the product, had quadrupled from 1927 to 1931. R-W. Harrison,
quoted in “Some Astonishing Facts about the Whaling Industry,” PF/V 600 (March 1932); J.N.
Tonnessen and A.O. Johnsen, The History of Modern Whaling, trans. R.I. Christophersen (London:
C. Hurst & Company, 1982), 385.

Including 13,608,348 barrels from shore stations during 1930-1, plus 3,384,048 from factory ship
operations; Tennessen and Johnsen, History of Modern Whaling, 385.

Drafted in Geneva in 1931, the Convention banned the killing of right whales, and prohibited taking
pregnant females of any species, or any cow travelling with a suckling calf. It also set minimum size
limits, and called for efficient utilization of all carcasses.

SS Brown logbook, June 1941, Add MSS 2123, Provincial Archives of British Columbia.

John Johnson established the North American Whaling Co. in 1938, but his Point Reyes operation
almost immediately failed; his chaser the Gleaner was turned over to John Grigg, who in 1939
anchored the reduction ship the California off McNear’s Point in San Francisco Bay. But the
Gleaner brought in only 61 whales, so he shut down the operation and sold the California out of
whaling. See, for example, “New Whaling Company Based at Pt. Reyes,” NHT 27 (November 1938):
486; and “California Whaling Firm Ends Successful Season,” PF/V 677 (December 1939).

The firm was reborn from the San Francisco Sea Products Co., under whose banner Fred Dedrick
hunted whales offshore until his death in 1936.

Hoffman sold out to Gilbert (Gib) Hunter and Herman Foland, his former catcher-boat skipper/
gunners. The death occurred in 1949, when a line parted as a whale was being hauled up the slipway;
see “No Large-scale Whaling Planned for Humboldt,” PF/V 770 (April 1950); and “May Resume
Whaling out of Humboldt,” PF/V 775 (March 1951).

One new product was whale-solubles, a protein-rich substance made from waste water created during
the rendering process.

Bioproducts, Inc., of Warrenton, Oregon rebuilt a 60-year-old dragger, the Tom and Al. as a catcher
boat, and processed whales in collaboration with the Oregon Fur Producers Cooperative. The venture
lasted about five years, and may have only taken 13 whales; see Webb, 277.

The International Agreement for the Regulation of Whaling (1937) limited factory-ship operations,
established hunting areas, increased protection of certain species including the California gray whale,
restricted land-station operations to six months per year, and required that government inspectors
measure and document each animal taken. The International Convention for the Regulation of
Whaling (1946) reinstated and amended those accords, added new stipulations, and created a
permanent regulatory body, the International Whaling Commission. Webb, 241-2, 246-8, 261-2.
Closely regulated exceptions exist for Native Americans in Washington and Alaska.

Jack Schreibman, “Whaling Station Destroyed,” undated clipping [probably 1989]; author’s collection;
and John Woolfenden, “Whaling Going Out of Existence in United States,” Monterey Peninsula
Herald, 10 August 1971.
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“ HE LEANED FORWARD, THRUSTING THE STEEL DEEP INTO THE ANIMAL'S SIDE”

This photograph, taken from the barrel at the masthead, shows a whale that led the shipa four-hour chase
with the first harpoon in his side. It was finally necessary to go out in the small boat or pram and lance him

From the December 1908 World’s Work
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West Coast whaling stations were makeshift,
multicultural communities. Near the remains
of the shanty and smithy shown in this artist’s
reconstruction, San Diego archacologists
unearthed fragments of the daily lives of
Chinese and Portuguese-American people,
including this Chinese bamboo-pattern bowl
and fragment of an English plate.

Painting by Jay Wegter,
courtesy Fort Guijarros Museum Foundation
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f all the types of fixed structures people have
O built, lighthouses are perhaps the most univer-

sally loved. It’s easy to see why. Lighthouses
always seem to repose in picturesque or dramatic set-
tings. By their “characteristic’—the
distinctive pattern of their flash—
they establish identity of place to all
who see them, while marking the
beginning of a promising voyage, or
the safe end of a difficult one. Their
clockwork, lenses, illumination, and
sound equipment are sources of fas-
cination, as are the lives of those who
tend them. Has anyone ever visited a
lighthouse without wondering, with a bit of envy, what
it would be like to live there?

Lighthouses are certainly signposts for mariners, but
they are also signposts of civilization. It is frequently
argued by maritime archeologists and historians that
maritime enterprise was a precondition to civilization
in the Ancient World, growing to such importance that
one of the most significant structures of antiquity was
the Pharos or lighthouse of Alexandria, identified by
Herodotus as one of the World’s Seven Wonders.

LIGHTING
THE WAY

by Ray Ashley

San Diego Maritime Museum Director

Founded by Alexander the Great in 332 BCE, the
Egyptian port of Alexandria was situated far enough
from the Nile to prevent the silting of its harbor, yet
accessible to river trade by means of a connecting canal.
The resulting double harbor sat at
the strategic nexus of most of the
crucial trade routes of the Ancient
World, but its geography was flat
and impossible to distinguish from
the sea, so the approach to the port
could be dangerous. In consequence,
in 290 BCE construction of a light-
house began under the direction of
the architect Sostrates of Knidos, a
contemporary of Euclid, on a small island some dis-
tance from the city and connected to it by a causeway.
The work took twenty years to complete. It is said that
Sostrates’ patron, Ptolemy Soter I, insisted that his
name be memorialized on the structure, which Sostrates
accomplished with a plaster plaque on the foundation
of the lighthouse. As the plaster wore away over subse-
quent centuries, Ptolemy’s name was slowly replaced by
the inscription beneath: “Sostrates Son of Dexiphanes of
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Knidos on Behalf of all Mariners to the Savior Gods.”

If ever a lighthouse were worthy of the Savior Gods,
this was it. Rising in three tiers to a height of 384
feet (some accounts claim 650 feet), it was the tallest
building on earth, excepting only the Great Pyramid,
for most of its long life. It was also one of the greatest
tourist attractions of its day, admired by distinguished
travelers from Strabo and Pliny the Elder in the first
century to Abou-Haggag Al-Andaloussi in the twelfth
century. By night, a great fire atop the tower guided
ships into port, and by day the sun’s rays were reflect-
ed out to sea from a gigantic mirror so powerful that
legends claim its beam could set ships on fire at a great
distance. The last of the six “Vanished Wonders” to dis-
appear, the Pharos stood until the fourteenth century,
when a series of earthquakes brought it down. In 1994,
underwater archeologists mapped its remnants, using
GPS, a modern navigational aid, to establish the posi-
tion of the greatest navigational aid of all time.

Of equal significance, perhaps, was the Pharos’ con-
tribution to another kind of illumination. The “charac-
teristic” of the lighthouse was intertwined with that of
the greatest intellectual complex of its day, the Museon

or Academy of Alexandria. This institution functioned
as a university, governmental advisory agency, astro-
nomical observatory, research institute, medical school,
library, and repository for specimens of arts, sciences,
and nature from throughout the known world. Its
scholars included the greatest mathematicians, astrono-
mers, geographers, physicists, and medical researchers of
antiquity, all brought to Alexandria by ships and con-
nected to the outside world by the sea.

As we contemplate the magnificent and elaborate
intellectual complex of our own community—great
universities, research institutes, medical facilities, librar-
ies, observatories, and museums—consider the lonely
little structures on the tip of Point Loma, heirs to the
great Pharos. As the stories in these pages attest, their
purpose was simply to project a concentrated beam
of light several miles out to sea. What the builders of
California’s first lighthouses never could have realized
in 1854 was how far the light would reach, and how
powerful a beacon it would become. Not only would it
safely guide commerce to our ports, but in commerce’s
wake would follow the cultural and intellectual riches of
Western Civilization.

Lighthouses epitomize Humanity’s efforts
to tame Nature’s hazards. They can only
mitigate, never eliminate, the dangers of
navigation.

SDMM Collection, P7940C

recked sk Rormtloma. Col. Dec 3\ .\y5e™
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The First West Coast
ighthouses

Wayne Wheeler

alifornia’s lighthouses came into being as a result of an event that
occurred far inland. The cry of GOLD! at Sutter’s Mill in 1848 sent
thousands of ships racing around the Horn to San Francisco Bay, and

Wayne Wheeler, of San Francisco, founded many came to grief on the rocky, often fog-shrouded California coast, where
the U.S. Lighthouse Society in 1984 and edits there were no aids to navigation of any kind.

its quarterly, The Keeper's Log. He spent 23 . .
years with the Coast Guard, first as an officer The U.S. Lighthouse Service, an arm of the Treasury Department,

and later as a civilian. Wayne lectures fre- petitioned Congtess for funds to build lighthouses along the West Coast, and

quently and has led lighthouse tours on several 1 ¢ ‘112 tman Bache of the Army Topographical Corps was dispatched to select

continents.
the best sites.! Congress passed acts in 1850 and 1851 to fund an initial string
of eight lighthouses and several buoys, but the discovery of corruption in the
awarding of the contract caused delays.




The contract called for identical lighthouses at San Diego, Point
Conception, Point Pifios (Monterey), Southeast Farallon Island, on Humboldt
Bay, and in San Francisco Bay at Fort Point and Alcatraz Island. The eighth
was to be built at Cape Disappointment at the mouth of the Columbia River.
The Baltimore firm of Gibbons & Kelly was finally awarded the contract, and
was set to receive $15,000 for each California light, and $31,000 for the one at
Cape Disappointment.

Each lighthouse was intended to follow the same “off the shelf” government
design, examples of which already stood on the East Coast.> Though difficult
terrain forced changes to the design of several, each was planned as a one-and-
one-half-story Cape Cod-style house with a round tower rising through its
roof. The interiors were divided into a basement, with a parlor and kitchen
on the first floor, and two bedrooms and a small watchroom on the floor
above, all connected by a spiral stair to a wrought-iron lantern room under a
copper dome. A wooden lean-to was attached to the rear of the kitchen, and
an outhouse stood nearby. Drinking water was supplied by a cistern, in the
cellar or in the grounds alongside, connected to the structure’s rain gutters and
downspouts.

The orginal plans for California’s first
lighthouses were virtually identical. Only
slight adaptations to the terrain distinguish
the light stations on Pt. Loma, left, and
Alcatraz.

Courtesy San Diego Historical Society
Photograph Collection; drawing courtesy the
author
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Whether ponderous, like Pt. Loma’s 1887
third order lens, or petite, like the fourth
order 1897 example at Pt. Hueneme,
Fresnel lenses are the heart of every classic
lighthouse. The pattern of round “bullseye”
panels, rotating around the light source,
creates their unique signals.

Courtesy Jan Mattson

Gibbons & Kelly dispatched the
bark Oriole from Baltimore carrying
all the workmen and supplies needed
to construct the eight structures,
except their exterior walls, for which
they were directed to use locally
available materials.* The Oriole sailed
into San Francisco Bay on January 29,
1853. There, an advance party was
already laying the foundations of the
two lights planned for the Bay.

Alcatraz and Fort Point,
completed in a matter of months,
were sited to form a “range”—a set of
aligned lights whose most distant light
is sited higher than the nearest one.

If a mariner approaching the Golden
Gate could visually align the two
lights, one above the other, he knew
that his vessel was safely within the
channel to cross the bar at the Bay’s
mouth.

The Oriole landed work parties
at several of the pre-selected sites to
enable construction to take place
concurrently. The party that came
ashore on Southeast Farallon Island,
however, was promptly ejected by egg-
gatherers who used the island to supply
San Francisco bakeries and restaurants
with seabird eggs. A U.S. marshal’s
intervention proved necessary.” Once
construction was finally complete, the
crew moved south to Point Pinos, on
Monterey Bay.

Another party of workmen
sailed north aboard Oriole to Cape
Disappointment, which proved aptly
named. While crossing the treacherous

Columbia River Bar, Oriole capsized, taking with her all the construction
material, but fortunately no men. Construction was delayed until replacement
material could be procured. When it arrived at last, some of the party remained
to build the stations at Cape Disappointment and Humboldt Bay, while the
rest sailed south for Point Conception and Point Loma.

When they arrived at San Diego, they made an unpleasant discovery: the
site selected was atop a 422-foot-high bluff miles from the nearest landing
place, with no access road. The contractor petitioned the government for
an appropriation to build a road and several small bridges for the transport
of supplies out to Point Loma, and after some haggling, the company was

Maritime Museum Association of San Diego



awarded an additional $15,000,
doubling the station’s projected cost.

The eight West Coast lighthouses
were built in 1854, but it took two
years for all to become operational—a
delay caused by the government’s
re-evaluation of lighthouse technology.

In the midst of construction, the
Lighthouse Board, a new professional
administrative body, ordered Gibbons
& Kelly not to manufacture and install
the optical systems originally planned.®
Instead, American lighthouses would
switch from using the old type of
optics, in which multiple light sources
were reflected from parabolic metal
reflectors, to the more expensive but
far superior Fresnel lens widely used
in Europe. Two Navy lieutenants
were dispatched to France to purchase
hundreds of lenses.
’ I Yhe lens invented by Augustin
Fresnel in 1822 bends light
from a single fixed source into
a narrow horizontal beam using an
array of glass prisms. Fresnel lenses
may be fixed (as were most of the
first California examples) or revolve
mechanically; those which rotate emit
a beam which seems to flash when
viewed from afar. Rotating lenses
were given individual “signatures”
through the arrangement of their flash
panels—bullseye lenses and curved
prisms grouped around the optic’s
“waist”—and the speed of rotation,
enabling mariners to identify them
by their distinctive pattern of flashes.
(If one was high above the lantern
room looking down, the pattern of light rays passing through these bullseyes
would appear like spokes of a turning wheel.) The lenses were built in sizes, or
orders, from first order lenses towering nineteen feet tall down to sixth order
lenses eighteen inches in height; the largest orders were visible from the longest
distances.”

The first West Coast light to shine was Alcatraz, on November 4, 1854.
The following year, Fresnel lenses began functioning at Point Pifios, Point
Loma, Farrallon Island and in the second lighthouse built at Fort Point.® Point
Conception, Cape Disappointment and Humboldt Bay were finally lighted in
1856. Several of the new stations, however, were dogged by problems resulting
from poorly-chosen sites. Point Loma and Point Conception, for example,
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The world has changed around
California’s  surviving  first
lighthouses. At Pt. DPifios, the
functional Coast Guard dwelling
in the 1950 photo at left has been
replaced today by a golf course.

1950 photo by Jobn Twoby and
George Mattson, 2000 photo by Jan
Mattson

stood too high above low-lying fog and eventually had to be replaced by lower
structures, while Humboldt Bay suffered from the opposite problem, standing
too close to sea level for the beam to be seen very far.’

While these eight were under construction, Congress authorized eight more
West Coast lights, earmarking three for California (Point Bonita, Crescent
City and Santa Barbara) and the rest for present-day Washington and Oregon.
Some of this second string were lighted before several of the first group because
of the delays caused by the switch to Fresnel lenses. The design of this second
set was essentially identical to the first, with a few modified to fit their sites;
later West Coast lighthouses would follow different designs. By 1858, all
sixteen of the lighthouses built to the original humble pattern were protecting
mariners along the Pacific coast.

NOTES

1 The lighthouse service was under the Treasury Department from 1820 to 1903,
when it was transferred to the new Department of Commerce. The Fifth Auditor
of the Treasury was responsible 1820-1852, when the Lighthouse Board was
established. In 1910 the Commerce Department disbanded the Board and set up
the Bureau of Lighthouses, which endured until the Coast Guard took over aids to
navigation in 1939.

2 On the scandal see Wayne Wheeler, “1852: Dark Clouds Over the Pacific Coast,”

The Keeper’s Log 12, nos. 2 and 3.
3 See, for example, East Point, N.]., built 1849.
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They were directed to build exterior walls of brick, granite or rubble stone,

and used all three materials on different sites. The workmen consisted of 14
mechanics, 2 bricklayers, 2 carpenters, a painter, a blacksmith, a plasterer/
bricklayer, 2 stonemasons and 5 others.

The cramped space atop Southeast Farallon’s peak forced the tower to be built
there and the dwelling at the hill’s base. Cape Disappointment followed suit for
the same reason.

The Lighthouse Board was composed of 2 officers apiece from the Army Corps of
Engineers and the Navy, and two civilians of “high scientific attainment.” A Navy
lieutenant served as recording secretary. It administered 12 districts, each under

a Navy officer, assisted by an Army Corps of Engineers officer. The West Coast
was the Twelfth District, headquartered in San Francisco.

Rotating first order lenses were originally installed at Farallon and Pt. Conception;
Pt. Bonita featured a second order lens; Alcatraz, Pt. Pinos and Pt. Loma had
third orders; fourth orders were at Santa Barbara, Humboldt Bay and Crescent
City, and Fort Point had a fifth order lens.

Three months after the Fort Point Lighthouse was completed but before its lens
arrived, the Army decided to build a fort there instead; it was razed before it could
be lighted and a small wooden tower was built on the seawall. Erosion prompted
its replacement by the present skeleton tower atop the fort’s parapet.

In 1888 Pt. Conception was replaced by a lower lighthouse, as was Pt. Loma in
1891; the Humboldt Bay station was abandoned in 1891 and a new light built on
Table Bluff on the opposite side of the Bay’s entrance. Pt. Bonita was first to be
moved lower, in 1877.
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Take a few minutes to compare these pairs of photos, taken fifty years apart.

ighthouses are reassuring: they symbolize security and stability, and put the best face on humanity’s quest to tame nature.
L These pairs of photos are, in their own way, reassuring too. In the fifty years separating left- and right-hand photos, little

seems changed. But the sameness is illusory. For example, lighthouse enthusiasts know that in 1950, when the left-hand pho-
tos were taken, they were manned by keepers and their families, a now-vanished way of life. At that time, the government regarded
these structures as technologically obsolete, troublesome liabilities; now, the survivors are prized local assets, often being restored by
volunteer organizations. In the wider world, of course, much more has changed. In 1950, when George Mattson and John Twohy
drove the coast in a Studebaker and snapped their photos, America was waging the Cold War in its hottest form in Korea, and Japan
was a recently-defeated enemy. Fifty years later, George’s son, Jan Mattson, drove a Japanese-built truck on his way to re-photograph

the same sites; California today is inseparably part of the Pacific Rim economy.

—the editor

Standing Tal
Fifty Years Later

Some California Lighthouses Revisited

Aaron Mattson 2000

A Re-photography Project by Jan Mattson

Jobn Twoby/George Mattson 1950
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Aaron Mattson 2000

Photographers John Twohy and George Mattson were close
friends from the mid-1940s until George's death in 1991.
Between 1949 and 1951 they visited most of California’s
lighthouses. In addition to reshooting many of them for this
issue, George's son Jan Mattson is co-publishing the original
photos with John as California Light Stations and Other
Aids to Navigation c. 1950. For information write Goat Rock
Publications, P.O. Box 21, Jenner, CA 95450

These two Northern California lighthouses show few
changes, but appearances are deceptive. At left, 1909
Pt. Cabrillo was an aging navigational aid in 1950; today
it’s being restored as a local treasure. 1908 Pt. Arena today
welcomes overnight guests. Their original lenses, and most
of the others on these pages, have been supplanted by auto-
mated beacons.

Jobn Twohy/George Mattson 1950
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Jobn Twoby/George Mattson 1950

Jan Mattson 2000
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Jan Mattson 2001

The 1870 Pt. Reyes light sta-
tion, north of San Francisco, is
itself little changed—but instead
of being the isolated navigational
aid of 1950, in 2000 it drew
half a million tourists and whale-watch-
ers down its 300 steps to visit.

John Twohy/George Mattson 1950
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Top: John Twohy/George Mattson 1950; bottom: Jan Mattson 2000
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At two lighthouses
outside the Golden Gate,
changes are more
obvious. Both the 1906
tower of Mile Rocks, at
left, and Southeast Farallon
Island’s 1855 lantern were
decapitated. Today, biol-
ogists primarily use the
island, under the auspices of
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service. Supplies must still
be pushed up the tracks
from the landing, as in

1951.

Left-hand photos:
John Twohy/George Mattson 1951

Right-hand photos:
Bart McDermott 2001
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Jan Mattson 2000

These two places encourage us to ignore
today’s changing world—

old photos are difficult to tell from
new. At Pt. Sur, left, the purely func-
tional buildings of 1950 are now primar-
ily ornamental. Note that the WW1II-era
structure, below, has been replaced by
the base of a recreated Victorian-era
water tower. Likewise, the comfortable
1890 San Luis Obispo lighthouse is being
restored. They are becoming commod-
ities, valued less as navigational signals
than for what they signify to us.

John Twohy/George Mattson 1950

Maritime Museum Association of San Diego



John Twohy/George Mattson 1950

Jan Mattson 2000
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Jobn Twohy/George Mattson 1950

Jan Mattson 2001
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John Twohy/George Mattson 1950

At Pt. Conception, left,
time’s passage is betrayed by a
vanished fog signal building.
Less obviously, in the 1950
photo the keeper has drawn
protective shades around the
lantern; fifty years later, Coast
Guardsman Chuck Stercks, a
periodic visitor, walks toward
the 1882 lighthouse at an
uninhabited, automated, sta-
tion. All trace of Pt. Arguello,
right, has been wiped away,
and the space shuttle facility
now looms behind the site.

Jan Mattson 2000
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Jobn Twohy/George Mattson 1950

Point Hueneme’s 1940 tower
is little changed, but below,
the car carrier entering port
behind it from Japan or Korea
hints at a changing world.

Jan Mattson 2000
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John Twohy/George Mattson 1950

The lightkeeper’s daily tasks and
way of life are gone, but not the
need to maintain vital naviga-
tional aids. Keeper Jim Dudley
stands at Pt. Loma’s radio beacon
controls in 1950, where half a cen-
tury later, Chief Braden Brazier
maintains a newer generation of
electronics.

Jan Mattson 2000
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Pigeon Point:

A Lighthouse
and Its People

JoAnn Semones

During Prohibition, this view from south of
the tower was a familiar one to rumrunners
on moonlit nights, landing contraband
while the keeper’s daughter watched from
the quarters.

1950 Photo by Jobn Twohy and George
Mattson, courtesy Jan Matlson
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a cliff fifty miles south of San Francisco, generations of lighthouse

keepers, families, and other residents of the hamlet of Pigeon Point
Landing passed their lives. Their accounts of living in the lighthouse’s shadow
provide us with a glimpse into a sometimes bucolic, sometimes hazardous, and
now vanished coastal life. Today, Pigeon Point Landing is no more, and only
the lighthouse itself and these recollections, some published here for the first
time, remain.

Located on a coast where, in the words of one early Californian, “black
reefs of rocks rear their ugly fangs, like wild beasts watching for their prey,”
the promontory was known as Whale Point until 1853." In that year, on its
maiden voyage from Boston to San Francisco, the clipper Carrier Pigeon
ran aground in a blanket of fog. All hands were saved, but the ship and cargo
were a total loss. Nearby settlers found the incident unforgettable, and when
the next shipload of locally-grown potatoes reached San Francisco, someone
reported that it was arriving from Carrier Pigeon Point—soon shortened to
Pigeon Point.

Public outcry grew over the need for a lighthouse. Three more wrecks,
however, and considerable loss of life occurred before federal money was
forthcoming. As the editor of the San Mateo County Times-Gazette argued
in 1868,

B eneath the 115-foot tower of Pigeon Point lighthouse, perched on

The recent terrible wreck of the ship, Hellespont, at Pigeon Point in this county
which resulted in the loss of many of its crew, constitutes another appeal to
the government at Washington for the establishment of a lighthouse at Pigeon
Point.  Several vessels have been wrecked in that vicinity within the past few
years. Thousands upon thousands of dollars are monthly expended from the
national treasury for matters of much less benefit to the country than would be the
construction of a lighthouse at this point.?

In 1868, Congress appropriated $90,000 for the purpose, and a site was
purchased two years later.

Because Pigeon Point is a low-lying promontory, a tall, tapering tower was
built similar to some East Coast lighthouses—a resemblance resulting from
the government’s tendency to re-use the same plans.’ The tower employs
structurally-connected inner and outer walls with an airspace between
that insulates interior ironwork against corrosion. Its strength was amply
demonstrated when it emerged undamaged from major earthquakes in 1906
and 1989.

The focal plane of the huge first order Fresnel lens lies 148 feet above the
high-water mark. Its twenty-four flash panels, 1,008 individual glass prisms,
and brass frame weigh 8,000 pounds, and arrived on the coast in seventy
crates. The lamp, lighted on November 15, 1872, was originally a series of
concentric wicks fueled by lard oil, which the prisms focused into a beam with

JoAnn Semones lives in Half Moon Bay,
California, near Pigeon Point, where she is
a docent. She also participates in a beach
watch program monitoring endangered Snowy
Plovers. JoAnn holds a Ph.D. in public admin-
istration and was a manager with the U.S.
Environmental  Protection Agency for many
years.
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The keeper’s quarters, shared by three
families, stands at right in this photo from
about 1952.

Courtesy of the Mygrants family

an intensity of between 60,000 and 80,000 candlepower.” By contrast, when
the lighthouse switched to a 1,000 watt bulb in the 1920s, its power grew
almost tenfold, to 680,000 candlepower, visible for more than twenty miles at
sea.

The People of the Point

n the late 1800s, Pigeon Point was home to a small shipping center,
I trading village, and whaling station which preceded the lighthouse by

several years. The cove south of the light station sheltered twelve cottages
and two warehouses, established by shore whalers whose ancestors came from
the Azores. Some of the laborers who built the tower from 500,000 locally-
made bricks in 1872 shared this Portuguese ancestry, and were likely also
seasonally involved in whaling.® The community of Pigeon Point Landing
featured a store, school, post office, and smithy. Under the lee of the Point
was an anchorage where ships could be warped into a space not much bigger

than a drydock. A few miles north, the fertile valley of Pescadero (“fishing
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place” in Spanish) yielded trout and supported prosperous farms, orchards,
dairies, and the village of the same name, founded in 1853. The region
exported whale oil, tallow, potatoes, butter, cheese, grain, lumber, and hides
by sea, primarily to San Francisco, and unreliable roads led it to depend on
steamships for such essentials as fuel and mail. The demands of running a
major government installation there were considerable. Frank Davis, born in
a farmhouse in the shadow of the tower, recalled that “it took four of us men
with four horses most of the day to cart the forty tons of coal, kerosene, and
other supplies from the beach to the lighthouse.”

Pigeon Point’s head keeper and three assistants shared a giant two-story
Victorian dwelling divided into four apartments. The memories which
generations of their families have left us are largely pleasant. Sometimes,
recalled Jessie Mygrants-Davis, the daughter of a keeper in the 1920s, the
families played cards together in the evenings and enjoyed homemade fudge, or
went swimming and shared picnics on the beach. The residents all agreed on
one disadvantage to the living arrangements, however: the house stood too near
the fog signal. “When we’d have to hear that old fog horn, we’d think, oh,
what a miserable noise,” remembered Mrs. Mygrants-Davis, “but when we’d
think of all those men on all those ships on the briny deep, we could tolerate
ic.”

t times the keepers’ lives turned dangerous, and called for outright

heroism. Gerhard W. Jachne saved eleven people from the

shipwrecked fishing boat Western Spirit in 1932, and was honored
with the Treasury Department’s Albert Gallatin Award, the highest given to
civilians. Jachne’s youngest son Herman recalled a father who was not the
typical picture of a spray-soaked hero:

In his spare time, Daddy loved to paint and play the flute. We had a small vegetable garden
and flowers of every kind. We took care of chickens and collected eggs and picked blackberries,
artichokes, peas and brussel sprouts from nearby farms. We'd catch all the fish we wanted—

ling cod, capazoni, snapper—and at low tide we’d load up with abalone. There were no game

wardens in those days.”

Or no wardens, at least, who ventured as far as Pigeon Point.

Two decades later, children growing up on the Point had similar
experiences. According to JoLynn Werner, step-daughter of David L. Nimmo,
Head Keeper in the late 1950s, “It was lonely at first but the ocean and bluffs
became our playground. I'd run barefoot along the cliffs, and we built a
raft with wood and rubber tires that we’d sail as far as we could beyond the
waves.”! “Some didn’t like it here and asked for a transfer,” said Coast Guard
Seaman First Class Mel Braunagel while stationed there in 1958, “but it suits
me fine. We're on duty six hours and off eighteen. We've got our own private
fishing area, and good living quarters. If you like it here and can do the job,
they let you stay as long as you want.”"!

Naturally, life was not always idyllic, and there were occasional personality
clashes. In 1900, Head Keeper John McKenna and First Assistant Louis
Engilbrekt complained of each other to the District Inspector in San Francisco.
McKenna accused Engilbrekt of “using violent language on the station.”
Engilbrekt denied the accusation and cited instances when McKenna “could
not stand his watch as he had come home drunk during the night,” or “left
the tower intoxicated. Whiskey bottles were often found strewn about the
yard or in the tower.”"? Engilbreke left the service late that year, and McKenna
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departed the hard way: two years later, after his transfer to another light
station, he was found on the rocky shore after falling over the cliff during the
night.

Crime, too, intruded into this rural area, particularly during Prohibition.
The secluded coves and beaches, with their proximity to San Francisco, proved
ideal for rumrunners. One night, when Assistant Keeper Jesse Mygrants was on
watch, a smuggler accosted him and demanded a ride. Mygrants protested that
he could not leave during his watch, but, faced with a revolver, he drove the
man eight miles down the coast in the family’s Model T—an incident he did
not reveal to his family until many years later. “They were quite ruthless men,”
his daughter Jessie recalled; “they were audacious enough to always come in
on moonlit nights and unload their ships on the south side of the tower. We
could see them clearly, so we’d watch for them. Once, one of the dories hit the

rocks and the cargo was lost. There were lots of divers in the area after that.”"

Rocks “like wild beasts watching for their prey”

vessels from meeting disaster on this coast, particularly in the thick

fogs common there. In 1896 the Columbia, a steamer making its
first run from Panama to San Francisco, ran aground just south of the tower.
Head Keeper James Marner was on watch when he heard the ship strike, and
his recollection of this extraordinary event also offers a glimpse of the ordinary
events expected in their spit-and-polish service:

D espite keepers’ best efforts, their lighthouse did not entirely stop

I thought it was the tender Madrono that had come up in the fog and dropped her
anchor. I hollered to the boys. They ran to put on their good clothes to receive the
inspector, but we found our mistake. I could make out the Columbia. She was
lifted by the roll of the sea and dropped again, crunching and grinding its nose into
the rocks. She breathed out her life in great struggles with the waves. She was right
up almost on dry land, and my fog horn blowing twice a minute all night. This is
one of the queerest accidents I ever knew of, and I've been thirty-five years at sea."

Apparently the captain had mistaken the fog signal as the signal from
another vessel. He chose to turn his ship eastward to avoid a collision—and
collided with the rocks instead. Mercifully, no hands were lost.

The next shipwreck also incurred no loss of life. In 1913, Head Keeper
John E. Lind watched the steam schooner Point Arena, calling at Pigeon
Point Landing to pick up a load of tanbark, foul a mooring line in her
propeller in rough seas and drift helplessly onto the rocks. The wreck, broken
in half, was later burned as a potential hazard to navigation. “Besides,” Pigeon
Point native Frank Davis pointed out, “it just would not have looked good to
have a wrecked ship in front of a lighthouse.”

The region’s last and worst maritime disaster occurred after midnight on
August 30, 1929, when the tanker S.C.7. Dodd rammed the passenger steamer
San Juan in fog-obscured waters. “We didn’t have a chance,” according to
the San Juan’s third officer.’ Eighty-seven people lost their lives, including
a passenger who had just mailed a letter saying that “I'd really rather take
the train but the boat is cheaper. The children need shoes.”” Despite these
disasters, many more wrecks would have occurred had there been no lighthouse
at Pigeon Point.
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Life at the Point Since WWII

Ithough this portion of the
A coast had been settled early in

the American period, physical
isolation slowed its social and economic
development. The Second World War
brought bustling military activity to the
light station, but not until the 1950s did
the area’s population begin to grow; in
the 1950s and 1960s, the population of
the region doubled, and then doubled
again.

The keepers’ house survived a fire in
1933, but the Coast Guard demolished it
in 1960 to make way for four bungalows.
The most significant changes came in
the 1970s in the form of the Coast
Guard’s Lighthouse Automation
Program (LAMP). James A. Hanks
was head keeper in 1972 when Pigeon
Point was automated with a twenty-
four inch aero-beacon, which revolves
today on the catwalk outside the lantern
room. “We were upset when we heard
the lighthouse would be automated,”
his wife Anne recalls. “Economically
that’s what they’re supposed to do, but
it just didn’t seem right—tradition, I
guess.” Automation ended much of the
drudgery of maintenance, but eliminated
the individuality that characterized
keepers’ lives, to which the Hanks” were
no exception: “Jim would go down to
the office with his ducks, Click and
Clack, following him,” she said, “They
loved him and would sit outside the
door of the lighthouse waiting for him.”
Apparently, these unorthodox pets
helped guard the station: “Once, they
bit the group commander who came to
conduct an inspection.” In 1974 all
personnel were withdrawn except one
family which remained as caretakers. On
April 15, 1974, Jerry Jolley was the last
keeper to secure the station. “It was very
sad,” his wife Joyce said, “because we
didn’t know what would happen to the

1950 photo by Jobn Twohy and George
Mattson; courtesy Jan Mattson
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The isolated Coast Guard station of 1950,
left, is today is a hostel whose cottages
welcome guests.

1950 photo by Jobn Twohy and George
Mattson, 2000 photo by Jan Mattson

lighthouse after we left.””
The Jolleys, however, were not the last family stationed there. In 1977

Coast Guard Seaman Albert S. Tucker and his wife moved in to protect
the station from vandals; fittingly, they upheld the lighthouse service tradition of
individualistic behavior. To further deter uninvited sightseers, the Tuckers bought a
Doberman, but when that proved ineffectual, they bought Lester, a pig who grew to
eight hundred pounds. “With his good-sized tusks, nobody came in with him here,”
said Tucker.?

n recent years, as the swift pace of urban sprawl was recognized as destroying

irreplaceable resources, a movement has arisen to preserve the coast. Pigeon

Point was declared a State Historic Landmark in 1980 and the cottages became
a hostel, open to the public for inexpensive overnight stays. Public tours have been
ongoing since 1984. Today, the modern aero-beacon continues to serve as a navigation
aid. Once a year, on the tower’s anniversary, the bulb within the giant Fresnel lens is
switched on once again, lighting the way for seafarers and sending a signal that Pigeon
Point and its people are not forgotten.

NOTES

1 Albert S. Evans, A La California: Sketches of Life in the Golden State (San Francisco:
G.W. Bancroft, 1889), 49.

2 San Mateo County Times-Gazette, 28 November 1868. Previously wrecked at the Point
were Sir Jobn Franklin (1865) and Coya (1866).

3 Pigeon Point strongly resembles Bodie Island and Currituck Beach lighthouses in North
Carolina, Charleston lighthouse in South Carolina, and Yaquina Head in Oregon.

4 In typical lighthouse practice, this lens saw previous service elsewhere. It may have shone
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from the second, 1863, Cape Hatteras Lighthouse, being removed when the new tower was
built there in 1870.

Later, a kerosene lamp was substituted, and then a lamp which used vaporized oil.

Local resident Diane Bettencourt reported that her great grandfather, Manuel Bernardo
“boasted that he painted the first coat of white paint on the lighthouse.” Oral history log,
11 August 2000, Pigeon Point Lighthouse.

Frank Perry, History of Pigeon Point Lighthouse (Santa Cruz: Otter B. Books, 1995),
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Woodhams.
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Jim Thompson recalls, “I didn't want to be

assigned to the lighthouse. Rumors about duty

there made it out to be the ‘Devil’s Island’ ‘
of the District. Days were long and the work
hard. The duty schedule was as bad as it can
get, with only one day off a week...Life on the
light was said to be the worst duty you could
draw.” He ultimately enjoyed his years there,
from 1959-1962, and now lives in Laguna
Niguel, California.




hen the call came alerting us to a possible tsunami, or “tidal wave,”

I was standing the midnight watch. It was early in the morn-

ing on Monday, the twenty-third of May, 1960. We five Coast
Guardsmen at Los Angeles Harbor Lighthouse were under orders, if a tsunami
warning was issued, to monitor our tide gauge for any sudden changes. If we

detected the arrival of a tsunami we were to send a “tsunami warning message,”

similar to a telegram, to the Pacific Tsunami Warning System (PTWS) in
Hawaii by phone. I walked from the lighthouse across the fifty-foot bridge to
the dock, and took my station at the tide gauge located in a shack there.

The lighthouse, known to the locals as “Angel’s Gate” but referred to in
+ithe” Coast Guard as “Losa nght (derived from Los Angeles), loomed up in
1nd me to my rlght Since 1913 it had stood at the end of the
juts ejit;’a lﬂle over two mlles from San Pedio, protectin,

ouse since 1939. ‘__,:_":3__&-(?

An hour or more passed without any change in the tide where I stood. 1

had been warned that a tsunami, often incorrectly referred to as a “tidal wave,”

might result from the earthquake that had occurred fourteen hours earlier off
the Chilean coast. As I waited, I began to speculate whether we had the right

- exposure to be struck by a tsunami from Chile, and whether its energy would
: —

yor. We Coast Guardsm - ‘WL

The 1913 lighthouse stands atop the two
mile long breakwater, whose completion
in 1910 finally determined that San Pedro,
not Santa Monica, would be the location
for the port of Los Angeles. This photo was
taken between 1915 and 1929.

Courtesy San Pedro Bay Historical Society
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In the half century between these two
photos, evidence of the station’s WWII role
has vanished, including the observation
catwalk and the adjacent structure which
housed the mechanism for the harbor’s
anti-submarine net. Like all California’s
lighthouses, it was automated in the 1970s.

1950 photo by Jobn Twoby and George
Mattson, 2001 photo by Jan Mattson

be dissipated by the time it reached us. That morning, the low tide of -0.3 feet
was due to occur at 3:43, with the day’s first high tide of 3.9 feet expected at
9:18 AM, followed by a low tide of 1.3 at 2:36 in the afternoon. The day’s
highest tide was to be 5.7 feet at 8:53 PM Monday night, a total tide range

of six feet. At about four in the morning, the low had passed and tide gauge
was slowly rising as expected, when suddenly the gauge started down. Within
minutes it had fallen a startling six inches—the “slack” just before a tsunami,
as the sea recedes and the wave piles up offshore. This is when one is supposed
to run to high ground, according to the experts. I thought at that point that I
was either going to observe a rare natural phenomenon or be the first casualty
of the 1960 L.A. tsunami.

It only took fifteen minutes for the tide level to reach its lowest point as
the water receded—a full foot below the lowest tide ever recorded at the light,
and approximately two feet below mean low tide. Then it began to rise. As I
watched, I could immediately tell that the maximum height, or “runup,” at L.
A. Harbor was going to be less than four feet, not big enough to flood low-ly-
ing areas. I ran from the dock up the lighthouse stairs to the office phone and
called in my report, as the water began to really pour into the harbor. As I was
finishing, I heard repeated blasts from a ship’s horn. Looking out the window I
saw a ship sideways in the harbor entrance, moving rapidly in my direction.

hips about to enter Los Angeles, as with most harbors, are met first by a

harbor pilot who is an expert on conditions in his home port, especially

the effects of tides and currents. The tsunami, however, had outmatched
this pilot’s expertise, for he had clearly given the command to turn the ship
and abort entering the harbor but could not turn the ship in time in the fierce
current. If it wasn’t going to be a “tidal wave” that got me, I recall thinking,
was it going to be this ship?

Just then the tsunami crested and the water began to flow back out of the
harbor. I watched the ship, still moving sideways, pushed seaward and out of
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harm’s way. I quickly called the Marine Exchange, which dispatched pilots,
and reached confused personnel who were slow to believe that a “tidal wave”
could ever hit Los Angeles. A Marine Exchange representative later described
the surging waters of the main channel as looking like a “kettle of water boiling
on a stove.”

s dawn broke, looking outside the breakwater I could see more than a
Adozen ships spread out about three miles from the entrance, prevent-

ed by the current from coming inside to anchor. The ships anchored
inside the breakwater, however, were learning the strength of a tsunami as sev-
eral dragged anchor.

Although it was the start of my scheduled two days off, instead of taking
the work boat in I sent the seaman to pick up my replacement and the Officer-
In-Charge. Just after they returned, at about nine in the morning, the tide
gauge recorded the maximum recession and runup. The difference between the
tsunami’s trough and crest was ten feet—which sounds unimpressive, except
that the change occurred in just over twenty minutes, driving the current
through the harbor entrance at over thenty—ﬁve knots. From the lighthouse,
the entrance looked like a raging river.

When the three men returned to the dock in the work boat, they hoisted it
into its chocks on the dock as usual and climbed the stairs to the galley on the
lighthouse’s third level, not noticing that I had gone up to the office on the
floor above to phone in a final warning. As they watched from the galley, and
I from the office, the current ripped the dock—all fifty feet and fifty pilings
of it, along with the work boat and the bridge—away from the breakwater
and swept it out the entrance. At first, the panicked men thought I was still in
the shack on the dock, until they picked up the phone to call for a rescue and
heard me calling in my report.

By eleven that morning it was over. The remains of the dock, along with
the buoy normally located just outside the harbor entrance, could be seen float-
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The white-painted dock and bridge, on
which the author nearly rode out to sea,
stand at right.

Jobn Twoby/George Mattson, 1950; courtesy
Jan Mattson

ing together five miles out to sea, amidst an armada of vessels leery of trying to
enter the harbor.

Southern California and I were lucky on that day in 1960. The damage
in Los Angeles and Long Beach Harbors was primarily limited to small boats,
over eight hundred of which sustained damage and forty of which sank.
Considered as groups, small boat owners and anchorage operators, primarily in
the East Basin, each lost over a million dollars. Less lucky were residents of the
southern Chilean coast, where runups of twenty-five meters killed a thousand
people, and another two hundred perished on the island of Chiloe.

Americans were not immune; despite the efforts of many of us to send
warning messages, the tsunami plowed into the Hawaiian Islands and killed
sixty-one in Hilo, where 537 buildings were destroyed and damage totaled over
$23 million. The earthquake which caused the tsunami—measuring 9.5 on
the Richter scale—was the most powerful recorded worldwide in the twentieth
century. For Los Angeles, the events of that day, when I narrowly missed a
wild rafting ride out to sea on a dock, should provide a warning: the California
coast, where disaster preparedness remains focused on inland earthquakes,
remains more vulnerable than we realize.

NOTES

1 Dave Gray, “L.A. Harbor Closed by Freak Tidal Wave,” San Pedro News Pilot, 23 May 1960, p
1. See also News Pilot articles on the two succeeding days.

2 The officially-recorded “runup” was 0.8 meters; the readings at the light station, as observed by the
author, were approximately double that number but could not be confirmed, because of the dam-
age the tide guage equipment sustained.

3 ].G. Keys, The Tsunami of 22 May 1960 in the Samoa and Cook Islands, Bulletin of the
Seismological Society of America 53 no. 6 (1963): 221-227.
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Leaning slightly out of plumb, as it has
virtually since its construction, Angel’s
Gate remains a little-known Los Angeles
landmark.

Courtesy San Pedro Bay Historical Society




“New Point Loma

Lighthouse
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ike a finger pointing south and out to sea, the peninsula of Point Loma

protrudes from the mainland, sheltering the channel that links the

Pacific Ocean to San Diego Bay. Atop its scrub-covered summit stands
the famous old lighthouse, completed in 1855. Below, near the tip of the Point
on a ten-acre sloping site, is “new” Point Loma Lighthouse. This working
Coast Guard Light Station has guided mariners for well over a century, but
with little of the attention paid to its more photogenic forerunner. The lower
lighthouse is a significant feature of the local landscape, and the lives of those
who manned it demonstrate that, even when near an urban area, a lighthouse
was an isolated world.

The United States Coast Survey had been forewarned that Point Loma’s
summit was too high for a lighthouse due to the likelihood of low clouds and
fog obscuring the light. Nevertheless, the lamp in San Diego’s first lighthouse
was lighted on November 15, 1855. Only thirty-five years later, this lamp and
lens were being packed for shipment to New York, because a new lighthouse
had entered service on March 23, 1891.!

The thirty-seven and one-half tons of iron intended for its tower rolled
into San Diego on flatcars on July 5, 1890, and was unloaded at Old Town.
Strong wagons hauled the pieces—cast by the Phoenix Iron Works of Trenton,

New Jersey—down rutted pathways that were little better than a trail in places,
according to the lighthouse’s first keeper.’ The pieces were on the grounds by
July 16, and were assembled the following month atop the waiting concrete
foundation at the site, known locally as Pelican Point.* The lighthouse engi-
neers, however, were plagued by troubles in acquiring a proper lens, which
delayed its operation for months after the tower was erected.

Pt. Loma’s freestanding skeleton tower
is the only example on the West Coast.
The Lighthouse Board favored the design
elsewhere because it was prefabricated,
strong, and its height could be increased
simply by adding sections to the bottom.

1950 photo by Jobn Twohy and George
Mattson, courtesy Jan Matlson

Karen Wagner Scanlon, of San Diego, is an
early childhood educator and freelance writer.




Plans courtesy U.S. Coast Guard; 1890s
photo courtesy San Diego Historical Society
Photograph Collection

hough the light station was located near town,

the poor road sometimes made approach by water

attractive. The disadvantages of this were discov-
ered on October 18, 1890, by Superintendent of Lighthouse
Repairs Frank A. Burke and his assistant. After arriving
from San Francisco, they rowed from town to the speck of
sand beach by the tower, to take measurements to ensure
a correct fit for the Fresnel lens due to arrive. Though
according to the San Diego Union Mr. Burke rolled up his
trousers, removed his socks and shoes, and stowed his coat
and vest in a box under the seat in the boat before pushing
off again, he received a thorough dousing. The lighthouse
watchman, tending the station before the keepers moved
in, was forced to rescue his wet superintendent and the
swamped boat.’

A report made a few days later stated the embarrassing
fact that “the lens furnished for the new tower was found
to be too large for the space provided for it, therefore it was
necessary to procure another.” Further reports were filed
recommending alterations for the illuminating apparatus
because of a disparity of the dimensions of lens and lantern
room.” Instead of waiting up to three years for a new lens
from France, it appears that a more expeditious alternative
was chosen—a trade for a lens intended for another light-
house and apparently available in a storage depot.

Such a substitution would account for an oddity about
the third order Fresnel lens finally installed in San Diego:
with help from an eleven-year old resident of the light sta-
tion, the author recently made a crayon rubbing of a small
brass plate secured to the iron door of the lens pedestal, and
discovered the words ANCLOTE KEYS Florida HENRY-
LE PAUTE Engineer PARIS 1887.¢

Clearly, San Diego’s present lens was originally intend-
ed for use in Florida. The lens actually designed for Point
Loma was somewhat delayed—it arrived in San Diego
seventy-seven years later. The delay was caused by its man-
ufacturer, Henry-Le Paute, which displayed the lens at the
Paris Exhibition in 1889. There, in the shadow of another
demonstration of French technology, the new Eiffel Tower,
the lens won gold and bronze medals. With this success,
permission was given to exhibit it in Chicago at the World’s
Colombian Exposition in 1893, where it also won awards,
but the delay caused by these exhibitions prompted the
Lighthouse Service to locate another lens for Point Loma.
Today, the award-winning lens—which served Chicago
Harbor until the 1960s—is in the collection of Cabrillo
National Monument.’

The barrel-shaped optic that graces Point Loma’s tower
today arrived from San Francisco aboard the steamer
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Corona on February 3, 1891, and was hauled to the
light station by an eight-horse wagon. The six-foot-tall
lens, “a $4,000 affair from France,” as a San Diego
Union reporter termed it, originally contained a ker-
osene lamp with three concentric, tubular wicks that
created a more powerful light source.” (The candle-
power of this first lamp was doubled in 1912 when

it was replaced by an incandescent oil-vapor lamp.")
From the lantern room glowed a distinctive flashing
red and white light, the result of panes of ruby-col-
ored glass suspended in front of every other one of
the twelve clear lens panels as they rotated around the
lamp. In 1912, the red panes were removed because
the red flash was a weaker signal than the white.

Life at the Light

s one of the first residents of the lighthouse
A remembered, “we were only a few miles from

San Diego, but we might as well have been
across the county. There was no telephone, the road
in to La Playa was terrible, and we had only coal
stoves and kerosene lamps.”" Even though conditions
improved, life at San Diego’s lighthouse was always
surprisingly isolated, and the keepers raised their fami-
lies in a distinct, separate world.

A few days before the new lighthouse was inau-
gurated, the families of Captain Robert D. Israel and
assistant Thomas W. Anderson moved down the hill
from the old lighthouse into a pair of new clapboard
houses. To reach town, they had to travel seven miles
by mule team or buggy, or row across the water at
low tide." Mail reached them on foot, with the mail
carrier sometimes hurrying to beat high tide on Dutch
Flats, where Lindbergh Field stands today.

Captain Israel had spent twenty-one years at the
old lighthouse, and lighted the wicks in the new
tower on his sixty-eighth birthday. He was, accord-
ing to complaints made by more than one assistant
keeper, a rather disagreeable character. Israel stayed
on at the new lighthouse just nine months, fuming
at the Lighthouse Board over an old dispute over
reimbursement and aggravated by inadequacies in the
new station’s water supply.”” In January, 1892, after a
November inspection of the light station revealed that
the lens was not clean and the grounds were in disor-
der, Israel was replaced by George Patrick Brennan.

The catch-water basin and cistern for collecting a
share of San Diego’s scarce rainwater was not com-

Mains’l Haul
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The 1887 third order Fresnel lens stands
unused today atop the tower.

Author’s collection

pleted until the end of October,
1891, seven months after the move
to the new lighthouse. Accusations
of shoddy work, false reports, poor
quality cement, lying, and malicious
destruction of portions of the cement
had flown among the cement mason,
Captain Israel, and the lighthouse
engineer in San Francisco. Though
an investigation concluded that

the catchment was satisfactory, Joe
Brennan, the son of Israel’s replace-
ment, remembered that “The water
supply was a problem”;

we had what they called the “water-
shed” out in back of the buildings
and it was all right in wet years, but
the years weren’t always wet. The
“water-shed” was a big patch of
cement about the size of a couple of
tennis courts, on the side of the hill,
with a cistern at its lower corner. It
was supposed to catch enough water
to supply the two keepers’ families,
but it was seldom adequate.

During dry years, old Rafe
Thompson, who had a little lunch-
room in Roseville, used to load water
from his well, half a dozen barrels of
it at a time, and bring it out to us in
a wagon, dumping it into the cistern
for us to use; sometimes he’d come as
often as twice a week, if it was a long,

dry spell.”

Despite the shortage of water,
keepers sought to make their wind-
swept surroundings bloom. Today,
tall palm trees remain as reminders of
their efforts. As a keeper’s son raised
at the neighboring Ballast Point light

station recalled of Point Loma, “a light station was home to a light keeper
and there was no committee to beautify it. Keepers were permitted to make it
beautiful in any way they could. Some of them had green thumbs.””

Every few months the lighthouse tender Madrono arrived from San
Francisco with kerosene, coal, and other lighthouse supplies. “That was always
a big day, when the men came in through the breakers in a big pulling-boat,
with the casks and the sacks to be carried up the cliff,” recalled Brennan.*

A system of electric bells, whose power came from hand-turning a crank,
was used in the keepers’ dwellings and tower to alert each other of watch
changes, and also linked the station to Ballast Point, permitting one station
to notify the other when a vessel was outside the harbor."” It was suggested in
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1891 that “the telephone would be a welcome addition on the Point, and that
if interested persons would get up a petition, they might induce the govern-
ment to make this improvement”; telephones connecting the lighthouse with
the outside world were installed in the keepers’ quarters and tower by 1911.%

lectric cables were laid across San Diego Bay to Fort Rosecrans in

1909, but not until 1924 did the Superintendent of Lighthouses

request from the Commanding Officer at Ft. Rosecrans that the power
line be extended to the lighthouse.? The light station was wired for electricity
in 1926, though the families continued to burn kerosene lamps in their quar-
ters for another seven years. Finally, in 1933, the electrical current was sent up
the tower to a 500-watt globe, increasing the strength of the beam to 200,000
candlepower.

In 1913, a compressed-air fog siren was installed and a third keeper moved
into a dwelling added to the light station the previous year.> An engine house
was built near the foot of the tower to shelter the new equipment. The fog
siren was replaced in September, 1933, and the first guttural call of the new
diaphone sounded—a two-tone warning of dangerous reefs and shoals. A keep-
er’s son who grew up at the neighboring light station recalled that “the dia-
phone at Point Loma hiccuped. Every fourth or so bee-oooop came out bee-
op. It was meant to be that way. It had a beautiful sound that we could hear at
Ballast Point, if the wind was right.” A radio beacon apparatus was installed
inside the engine house at the end of 1936.%

The “water shed” lies on the hillside
behind well-tended gardens and the Second
Assistant Keeper’s house in this snapshot
taken by a keeper from the tower, about

1934.

Courtesy Lexie Jobnson
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The most essential rituals of lighthouse life, in San Diego as at every light
station, were carried out in the tower. Joe Brennan recalled that he

would climb up the winding stairway and get ready for the night. The weight that
provided the power to turn the big revolving red-and-white lens was wound up to the
top of the tower, the reservoir was filled, the linen cover taken off of the lens, and the
yellow window-blinds raised, around the lantern. Then the three wicks were lighted
and adjusted, and the lens was started turning on its brass rollers. You checked the
wicks to see that the flame wasn’t too high or too low, and watched the machinery to
be sure that the lens revolved at just the proper speed. At midnight, the weight would
have fallen to the bottom of the tower, and you’d take the big crank and wind it up
again—175 turns of the crank did the trick.”

From sunset to sunrise, the keepers divided the night into four- to six-hour
watches. The light was never left untended, and the clockwork that rotated the
lens had to be wound once each watch. Every morning, the light was extin-
guished, the lantern room tidied up, and the shades were drawn to protect the
lens from sunlight.

Growing up at the Lighthouse

The experience of growing up at the lighthouse was largely a pleasant one,
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In the half century
separating the pairs of
photos on these pages, the
palms planted by keepers
have soared skyward, but
much else is the same—
though the technology,
like the diaphone, left,
now replaced by an
electronic fog signal, has
been transformed.

1950 photos by Jobn Twoby
and George Maittson, 2000
photos by Jan Mattson

---
'''''

according to those who have shared their memories. “For all its isolation, we
didn’t mind it, out there,” wrote Joe Brennan. “I suppose it was a monoto-
nous life, but if it was, we didn’t even notice the fact.” Childhood routines
for the Brennans were little different from those of children elsewhere at the
turn of the twentieth century: “I had four brothers, and three sisters, and the
only school was at Roseville. So, on school days, we’d hitch up “Ping”—our
sway-backed horse—to the spring-wagon, and drive in over the hill.” Few sons,
however, had the safety of shiploads of passengers and goods depend on them,
as Joe did when he tended the light during his father’s final illness.>
’ I Y heir amusements were probably typical of other families at this light
station: they hunted quail, paddled in the tidepool “swimming hole”
east of the lighthouse, and gathered abalones, selling the shells to

tourists. “Every child should have the opportunity to live at a lighthouse,”
says Lexie Johnson, who grew up there during World War II, though she
recalled that for a teenager it was sometimes lonely—the glow of city lights
doubtlessly seemed close, yet inaccessible. Childhood pranks, however, were
like those everywhere: “The keeper that my dad replaced died in our house,”
recalls Lexie. “He was always referred to as ‘Old Man Small.” Our stairs always
creaked—and I had all my girl friends that ‘slept over’ convinced that it was
‘Old Man Small’ climbing the stairs.””

Since 1973, when the light was fully automated and the last keeper—Coast
Guardsman Ned J. Sacco—moved on, fortunate Coast Guard families have
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occupied the dwellings.

Time has left its mark on Point
Loma’s working lighthouse. In November,
1997, over a century of tradition
ground to a stop. Light station resident
Commander Frederick Kenney was fish-
ing—a classic recreational activity for
generations of lightkeepers—with his
friend David Tam. According to Tam,

“it felt funny not to have the sense of the
light rotating and casting its light about.
We climbed the stairs and noticed that
the motor was still running but the lens
wasn’t moving.”” The Coast Guard’s Aids
to Navigation Team was able to restart its
rotation, but determined that the effects of
corrosion in and around the lantern room
required the lens to be stopped indefi-
nitely for its protection.” Today, a canvas
cover shrouds it. The light station and its
modern optic—as unassuming-looking as
an outdoor garage light—are maintained
by the Coast Guard Operations Center
on San Diego’s Embarcadero, nine miles
away.”

Vessels have gone aground in spite of
the lighthouse, but uncounted numbers
have been saved from hidden shoals and
jutting cliffs. Though not employed as
keepers, family members always helped.
One of the last keepers, James Williams,
told a reporter that “my wife takes it upon
herself to keep an eye out for fog, sees
that the light doesn’t burn out, and keeps
a watch for boats that might go on the
rocks.”" And like the families of keepers
before them, resident families today find
themselves unofficial custodians of the
light. According to light station resident
Kathi Strangfeld, “boaters get into trouble
out here, and we hear them yelling. We
know that the privilege of living at a light-
house also requires us to be alert to these
things.”»

1950 photo by Jobn Twoby
and George Mattson,
courtesy Jan Mattson
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NOTES

1 San Diego Union, 2 April 1891; 1892 Light List (Washington, D.C.: United States
Lighthouse Board, 1892). Though the newspaper indicated it was lighted March 30, the
Light List gives the date of March 23.

2 San Diego Union, 6 July 1890.

3 Captain R.D. Israel, quoted in the San Diego Union, 26 March 1891.

4 Annual Report of the Lighthouse Board, 1891, (Washington, D.C.: United States
Lighthouse Board, 1892)

5 San Diego Union, 19 October 1890.

6 Report to the Light-House Board, Treasury Department, October 20, 1890, and also
included in the 1891 Annual Report of the Lighthouse Board.

7 See, for example, the request by Lighthouse Engineer Heuer, 20 October 1890, index slip
bound in Letter Book No. 900, p. 174, Light-House Board, Treasury Department. National

The neighboring Ballast Point light
station had not yet been replaced
by the Navy’s submarine base when
photographed in  1950.  Today,
virtually the only recognizable feature
re-maining is the grassy cemetery atop
Pt. Loma.

1950 photo by Jobn Twoby and
George Mattson, 2000 photo by Jan Mattson.
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Archives, College Park, MD. See also index slips, bound in Letter Books No. 884, p. 650,
30 October 1890; No. 895, p. 264, 3 November 1890; No. not legible, 15 November 1890.
These slips note the contents of correspondence, no longer extant, between lighthouse dis-
tricts and the Board.

The author thanks Jesse Strangfeld for his assistance with the rubbing. Columnist Neil
Morgan noted in the San Diego Journal, 15 October 1946, that the lens “first served

at Anclote Keys, Fla.” When contacted by telephone on 7 November 2000, Mr. Morgan
recalled that he had learned this from the keeper. The keeper may have known nothing more
than what he read on the plaque, and it is doubtful the lens was ever at Anclote Keys, which
began operation in 1887 with a third order lens made in 1884. F. Ross Holland incorrectly
states in Great American Lighthouses (Washington, D.C.: Preservation Press, 1989) that
this lens had served Alligator Reef Lighthouse, Florida, which actually had a first order lens.
The award-winning lens arrived in San Diego in 1968 and was displayed at Cabrillo
National Monument, where it is presently in storage.

San Diego Union, 3 February 1891, p. 5.

In addition to producing 120,000 candlepower to the first burner’s 60,000, the new lamp
used one gallon of oil per night to the old one’s three.

The station’s characteristic was altered in 1912 from one flash every 20 seconds to one white
flash every 15 seconds, the beam lasting 1.5 seconds, followed by 13.5 seconds of darkness.
Jerry McMullen, “Memorandum to the Files,” 6 September 1955, San Diego Historical
Society Research Archives. See also letter from U.S. Coast Guard Office of the Commandant
to Director, Junipero Serra Museum, San Diego, 22 September 1955, stating “the light was
changed from fixed white to alternating (revolving) flashing red and white on April 1, 1899.
It was changed from alternating flashing red and white to flashing white on June 29, 1912.”
The assertion that lower Pt. Loma ever had a fixed lens perhaps confuses it with the fixed
white light of the old lighthouse; the 7892 Light List reports “a flashing alternating red and
white light.” (The two lighthouses were considered a single, reestablished, station.)

Joe Brennan, “When the Lower Light Was New,” San Diego Historical Society
Quarterly 1, No. 4 (October 1955), 51. Butane replaced coal in the early 1940s. Keeper’s
daughter Lexie Johnson to author, 8 June 2001.

Pt. Loma did not maintain a boat of its own, but the Ballast Point Light Station did.
Occasionally supplies were shuttled between the two and delivered to the beach below Pt.
Loma’s tower, for there was no wharf or landing, requiring a climb or hoist up cliffs of near-
ly 35 feet.

Facsimiles of letters between Israel, assistant keepers, and the Twelfth District are in
Katherine B. Menz, “Historic Furnishings Report, Point Loma Lighthouse,” December
1978, Cabrillo National Monument. “Captain” was a customary title bestowed upon keep-
ers, not a rank.

Brennan, 51. The catchment was used until city water lines arrived shortly after WWI.

Ken Franke, interview by the author, 14 March 2001.

Ibid.

The San Diego Union, 26 March 1891, states that “electric bells will be put in from each
cottage to the tower watch room.”

Ibid. The presence of telephones is in “Description of Light Station Point Loma,” May
1915, p. 3. U.S. Coast Guard Exhibit Center, Forestville, MD.

Superintendent of Lighthouses to Commanding Officer, Fort Rosecrans, 25 September
1924. National Archives, Washington, D.C..

This signal emitted a 3-second blast followed by 17 seconds of silence.

Franke, interview.

The radio beam was synchronized with the diaphone to give ships bearings and distances
during disorientating fog, cloud, and gale conditions. San Diego Union, 9 August 1939.
Brennan, “When the Lower Light Was New,” 51.

loc. cit.

Lexie Johnson to author, 20 March 2001.

Commander David Tam, Navy Medical Corps, interview by the author, 31 October 2000.
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PO 3 Gary Tingley, interview by the author, 23 October 2000. Tingley states that corrosion
is causing the floor and the top of the tower to lift, making the chariot wheels wear uneven-
ly.

Today the light is a VRB-25 Vega Beacon, visible for 21 miles, containing a 6-place lamp
changer. When one 100-watt lamp burns out, another automatically ratchets to the next
position. Along with the ELG-300/4 horn system and lighthouse power controller, it is
monitored through the Aid Control Monitoring System (ACMS). ACMS allows a controller
to query and control daily operations by computer. Any beacon discrepancy is caught by
ACMS, and an alarm is sent to the operations monitor. If lighthouse power fails, it switches
to the compact Lister/Lima generator maintained in the engine house. Should the beacon
malfunction, a secondary 300mm lantern provides backup. PO3 Gary Tingley and SN
Kevin Conrad, USCG Aids to Navigation Team, interview by the author, 23 October 2000;
MST Brian Puck, Marine Science Technician, interview by the author, 28 January 2000.
San Diego Union, 6 May 1973.

Station resident Kathi Strangfeld, interview by the author, 21 October 2000.

SDMM Collection, P2683C
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Point Loma Lz'y/n‘/mu.se:
A Scm/yboaé of Memories

Lexie Johnson with Karen Scanlon'
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Three lighthouse keepers and their
families picnic near home in 1936. At
left, next to the author’s cousin, sits Head
Keeper Cobb—off duty, but in regulation
cap—his wife, known to all as “Mother
Cobb,” and Louise and Milford Johnson.
The author sits front and center with Patty
and Joan Dudley. Their mother Violet
and First Assistant Keeper Jim Dudley sit
at right.

Author’s collection

48

years old when we moved to Point Loma in 1931, and was twenty-four
when I moved away. I can think of nothing against it, except that it was
sometimes lonely. I learned to enjoy my own company. Mom loved living
on the Point. Dad [Milford Johnson] liked being a keeper, too.? The work
wasn’t real hard, but the hours were long. A keeper had to be a jack-of-all-
trades—carpenter, mechanic, painter, you name it—and willing to polish brass
constantly.

The entire place was like a garden. My dad had so many flowers: Roses,
poinsettias, Easter lilies, as well as all kinds of vegetables and berries and fruit.
He also had a big garden on the side of the hill near the old water catch-basin.
My father grew everything in his garden behind the house—all the produce.
The cypresses near the engine room were trimmed in cone shapes. And there

I t was wonderful growing up at the lighthouse. I was pushing three
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Lexie Johnson now lives in Summerfield, Florida.

was a tall lattice fence with cup-of-gold vine and saltbush
hedges.

The Dudleys had a garden, too [James Dudley was then
First Assistant Keeper]. They had cows, and three horses—

I latched on to one! My dad raised chickens, rabbits and the
occasional hog. Seems like we had no money, but I wasn’t
aware of that then. Dad made $95 a month and had to pay
rent, something like $25.

The road was bad. It was maintained by the lighthouse
keepers and it was a constant chore to fill in potholes. The
milkman was a friend, and he’d have coffee with Mom and
Dad, which he deserved, driving way out there.

We had a huge fish pond and big lath house. When we lived
there, the houses had side porches with French windows into
the living room and dining room.

y father was with the Lighthouse Service until the
M Coast Guard took over. When he switched to Coast

Guard service, Dad had to wear a Boatswain’s Mate
Second Class uniform, an ugly, Navy blue thing he called his
monkey suit. The keepers rotated six-hour shifts, two on, one

A

off, with every third day off. When the Lighthouse Service tender Lupine
came down from San Francisco, it was inspection time. Captain Rhodes, the
inspector, was a tyrant. He would do white glove inspections in the quarters,

too, on top of doors, everything—literally white gloves.

There was a shark pool directly off the little point that sticks out below
the tower, with two caves. It was big and had a sandy bottom; sometimes it
was full of sand sharks and seaweed. We swam around in it, and called it our
swimming hole. If Mother didn’t know what to cook for dinner, Dad would

yV

N

y

Milford Johnson, above, stands in front
of the fog signal engine room in the early
1940s. On the porch of the Assistant
Keeper’s house about 1940, the author
stands at left with a friend, above her
mother, father and Aunt Marie.

Author’s collection
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Viewed from the tower in 1940, the Johnson’s home is
surrounded by gardens, with an aviary for canaries at left. Sixty
years later the grounds are neat but stark.

1940 view courtesy the author, 2000 view courtesy Karen Scanlon

go down to the beach and get
lobster and abalone from the
tidepools.

We had indoor plumbing.
When we moved in, the old
two-hole privies were sitting
on the grounds on the other
side of the fence. Dad moved
one, and it became my art
studio. It had a cot and a
desk and cabinets. Dad put a
big window in it.

Once a young family got
lost in the fog and beached
themselves. Dudley and Dad
helped them in. I went out and
saved the dog.

A War Going On In My
Neighborhood

orld War II
N -x / touched us more
directly than

many others in California.
During the war, we had a
total blackout on the Point.
The entire grounds at Point
Loma—all the buildings,
even the cement sidewalks—
were painted olive drab.
Going down that hill to
our house in a blackout was
tricky with no car lights. We
had to put tarpaper on our
windows if we wanted to
turn the lights on inside. The
foghorn and the lighthouse
were out during the blackout
for six or more months.

They would fire those
cotton-pickin’ guns without
warning us and the Army
shot shells right over our
quarters. The windows would
blow out. If they warned us,
we could open them, but the
Army replaced our windows
frequently.

We used to dump all

our trash over the cliff. One
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night I went out to toss the garbage over
and I met up with a young soldier on guard
duty, with a rifle aimed at me. He wanted
the password! He was told to guard the
perimeter, and not warned that people lived
there; we scared the dickens out of each
other.

Another night we had a tremendous
scare. We were told that a German sub
slipped through the sub nets across the
Bay in the vicinity of Ballast Point. A
Swedish ship came in and they thought a
German sub came in with it. There was
total panic in Fort Rosecrans. Everyone was
commanded to report with all available guns
and ammunition. Dad and Dudley went out
with a shotgun and a .22 and put them in a
rowboat, and rowed around San Diego Bay
looking for a German submarine!

NOTES

1 Compiled by Karen Scanlon from interviews
with Lexie Johnson, 15 March, 18 March, and
21 March 2001. A more complete version of this
document is in the San Diego Maritime Museum
Library.

2 Johnson came to Pt. Loma as Second Assistant
Keeper in 1931; he retired in 1952 after spending
his final two years there as Head Keeper.
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Several years after they hunted a
phantom submarine together in a
rowboat, Milford Johnson (left)
accepts the title of Head Keeper
from Jim Dudley.

Author’s collection

Revelers wave from the tower, apparently
ecstatic that half of its wartime coat of olive
drab is painted white again.
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Across the Pacific, lighthouses embody the best
of humanity’s efforts to tame Nature, protecting
those in peril on the sea.

Postcards courtesy San Diego Historical Society $] ﬁji
(top), SDMM Coll.; stamps of Pacific lighthouses
courtesy Gabriel Rolo ﬁ





































































































































































