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State Party

Canada

State, province or region

Newfoundland�and�Labrador

Name of property

Red�Bay�Basque�Whaling�Station

Geographical coordinates to the nearest second

51°43’36.93”N�56°25’46.28”W�(NAD�83�-�UTM�Zone�21N)

Textual description of the boundary of the nominated property

The�nominated�property�is�situated�in�eastern�Canada�in�the�province�of�Newfoundland

and�Labrador.�The�property�comprises�312.973�hectares�of�land�and�submerged�land

located�within�the�Town�of�Red�Bay�on�the�south�coast�of�Labrador.�The�boundary

encompasses�Red�Bay�Harbour�and�the�islands�and�shoreline�that�surround�it.�It�extends

from�the�eastern�side�of�Steamer�Cove�westward�as�far�as�the�summit�of�Tracey�Hill�and

from�the�entrance�to�the�Basin�southward�to�include�Saddle�Island�and�Twin�Islands.

The�boundary�was�assigned�to�include�all�of�the�areas�at�Red�Bay�that�are�known�to,�

or�could�potentially,�contain�archaeological�features�and�other�cultural�material�related�

to�16th-century�Basque�whaling�in�that�port.�It�coincides�with�the�area�designated�by�

the�Government�of�Canada�to�commemorate�the�role�of�Basque�whaling�in�the�history�

of�the�country.�This�boundary�was�defined�by�the�Status�of�Designations�Committee�of�the

Historic�Sites�and�Monuments�Board�of�Canada�in�2010.�It�is�also�defined�by�geographical

and�topographical�features�that�make�it�easily�identifiable�on�the�ground.

The�boundary�of�the�nominated�property�begins�at�Point�A�on�the�south�shore�of�First

Pond�at�the�top�of�Tracey�Hill�and�proceeds�in�a�south�easterly�direction�to�Point�B.�From

there�it�continues�southeast�to�Point�C,�which�is�south�of�Saddle�Island.�It�then�proceeds

in�a�northeasterly�direction�to�Point�D�to�the�east�of�Twin�Islands�and�continues

northwards�to�Point�E,�which�is�on�the�shoreline�at�the�eastern�edge�of�Steamer�Cove.�

The�boundary�proceeds�inland�in�a�northwesterly�direction�to�Point�F�and�continues

northwest�to�Points�G�and�H.�From�there�it�follows�the�northern�limit�of�East�Harbour

Drive�in�the�community�of�Red�Bay�to�Point�I.�It�continues�northwest�to�Point�J,�which�
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is�at�the�eastern�limit�of�Main�Road.�It�follows�the�eastern�limit�of�Main�Road�and�the

southern�limit�of�Co-op�Lane�on�the�same�trajectory�to�Point�K,�located�at�the�high�water

mark�on�the�eastern�shore�of�the�Basin.�It�then�continues�in�a�southwesterly�direction

across�the�water�of�the�Basin�to�the�north�of�Penney�Island�to�Point�L�near�the�Tracey

Road�and�continues�southwest�until�it�returns�to�Point�A.�

Justification (Statement of Outstanding Universal Value)

The�Red�Bay�Basque�Whaling�Station�is�located�on�the�north�shore�of�the�Strait�of�Belle

Isle,�in�the�eastern-most�Canadian�province�of�Newfoundland�and�Labrador.�The�Basques

were�among�the�earliest�Europeans�to�exploit�the�rich�maritime�resources�of�eastern

North�America,�and�established�the�world’s�first�large-scale�commercial�whaling

enterprise�in�the�Strait�of�Belle�Isle�during�the�first�half�of�the�16th�century.�

Archaeological�excavations�at�Red�Bay�have�uncovered�the�best�known�and�most�complete

example�of�a�whaling�station�from�this�key�period�of�the�global�whaling�industry.�

The�Red�Bay�Basque�Whaling�Station�contains�an�exceptional�collection�of�technology

that�illustrates�all�stages�of�whale�hunting�and�whale�oil�processing�during�this�period.

The�whale�oil�produced�was�the�best�source�of�artificial�lighting�known�at�this�period�of

history�and�illuminated�the�rapidly�growing�cities�of�Europe�and�North�America�for�three

centuries.�

Criterion�i i i

Red�Bay�is�an�exceptional�example�of�the�Basque�whaling�tradition�overseas�and,�at�its

peak�in�the�16th�century,�was�the�largest�and�most�important�port�in�the�world�associated

with�the�initial�phase�of�international�whaling.�Through�its�extensive�archaeological

remains,�it�presents�the�most�outstanding�and�complete�evidence�of�the�origins�of�the

large-scale�commercial�whaling�industry�and�of�the�associated�traditions�and�techniques

that�developed�and�thrived�globally�for�three�centuries.

Criterion�iv

The�archaeological�remains�at�Red�Bay�are�the�world’s�largest�and�most�extensive

technological�ensemble�illustrating�early�industrial-scale�whale�oil�production.�Remains

of�all�components�of�the�industrial�whaling�process�—�consisting�of�rendering�ovens,

cooperages,�living�quarters�and�ships�-�are�present�and�preserved�at�Red�Bay.�No�other

site�in�the�world�provides�such�a�complete�understanding�of�the�technology�used�at�the

genesis�of�the�technology�developed�for�whaling,�a�key�industry�worldwide�for�three

centuries.�
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Criterion�v

The�Basque�whaling�station�at�Red�Bay�is�the�most�outstanding�example�of�land�and�sea

use�associated�with�early�industrial-scale�commercial�whaling�and�whale�oil�production.

The�archaeological�resources�found�at�Red�Bay�provide�unprecedented�insights�into�the

adaptation�of�the�16th-century�Basques�to�the�harsh�terrestrial�and�marine�environment

of�Labrador�as�they�became�world�leaders�in�the�hunting�of�whales�and�the�processing�

of�whale�oil�more�than�four�centuries�ago.�

Integrity

The�boundaries�of�the�nominated�property�are�clearly�defined�and�encompass�all�of�the

elements�necessary�to�express�its�Outstanding�Universal�value.�All�the�known�elements

relating�to�16th-century�Basque�whaling�and�whale�oil�production�at�Red�Bay,�including

whale�oil�processing�stations,�well-preserved�vessels�and�extensive�whale�bone�deposits,

are�included.�Owing�to�factors�such�as�a�remote�location,�cooperative�management�and

dedicated�volunteers,�the�property�benefits�from�an�excellent�state�of�conservation.�

Authenticity

The�archaeological�remains�of�the�16th-century�whaling�station�at�Red�Bay�have�retained

a�high�degree�of�authenticity.�The�form�and�design,�as�well�as�the�materials�used�to�build

the�ships�and�structures�associated�with�whaling,�are�unquestionably�Basque�of�that

period.�They�therefore�represent�significant�elements�of�the�Basque�whaling�tradition.

The�location�and�setting,�which�has�changed�very�little�since�the�16th�century,�was�ideal

for�a�successful�whaling�station.�Traditions�and�techniques�associated�with�whaling�are

reflected�in�the�archaeological�record�at�Red�Bay,�including�those�associated�with

shipbuilding�during�the�period�and�the�methods�used�to�hunt�whales�and�process�whale

oil.�Other�factors,�such�as�the�extensive�archival�material�in�Europe�that�reveals�how�the

industry�was�organized�and�managed,�and�the�tangible�remains�in�the�form�of�a�large

collection�of�artefacts�found�at�Red�Bay,�further�support�the�claim�that�Red�Bay�was�the

largest�and�most�important�whaling�station�of�the�16th�century.�

Requirements�for �protection�and�management

A�combination�of�federal,�provincial�and�municipal�legislation,�policies,�planning

processes�and�mechanisms�for�cooperation�ensures�the�ongoing�protection�and

management�of�the�nominated�property�and�the�cultural�resources�associated�with�16th-

century�Basque�whaling�at�Red�Bay.�Effective�provincial�legislation�combined�with�strong

federal�policies,�well-organized�municipal�planning�and�a�dedicated�local�community�all

contribute�to�the�long-term�protection�of�the�nominated�property�and�ensure�the

preservation�of�its�Outstanding�Universal�value.�The�implementation�of�relevant�federal,

provincial�and�municipal�legislation,�policies�and�planning�processes�is�coordinated
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through�a�management�committee.�A�management�plan�for�the�nominated�property�

is�in�place�that�effectively�integrates�key�elements�of�the�associated�Red�Bay�National

Historic�Site�of�Canada�Management�Plan,�the�Town�of�Red�Bay�Municipal�Plan�and

relevant�legislation�and�policies�of�the�Government�of�Newfoundland�and�Labrador.

Criteria under which property is nominated

The�Red�Bay�Basque�Whaling�Station�is�nominated�for�inscription�on�the�World�Heritage

List�under�the�following�criteria:

Criterion�i i i :�bear�a�unique�or�at�least�exception�testimony�to�a�cultural�tradition

or�to�a�civilization�which�is�living�or�which�has�disappeared.

Criterion�iv: be�an�outstanding�example�of�a�type�of�building,�architectural�

or�technological�ensemble�or�landscape�which�illustrates�(a)�significant�stage(s)�

in�human�history.

Criterion�v: be�an�outstanding�example�of�a�traditional�human�settlement,�

land-use,�or�sea-use�which�is�representative�of�a�culture�(or�cultures),�or�human

interaction�with�the�environment�especially�when�it�has�become�vulnerable�under

the�impact�of�irreversible�change.

Name and contact information of official local institution/agency

Red�Bay�Basque�Whaling�Station�Management�Committee

P.O.�Box�103

Red�Bay,�Newfoundland�and�Labrador,�Canada�

A0K�4K0

Phone:�709�920�2142

Fax:�709�920�2144

Email:�redbay.info@pc.gc.ca
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Atalaya:�A�signal�tower�constructed�on�the�Basque�coast�to�watch�for�whales�as�they

migrated�through�the�Bay�of�Biscay.

Baleen:�The�keratinous�material�that�occurs�in�the�mouths�of�certain�species�of�whales.

Barrica:�A�barrel�with�a�standard�capacity�of�211�litres.

Basque:�A�culturally�unique�population�that�has�inhabited�the�same�area�of�northeast

Spain�and�southwest�France�for�thousands�of�years.

Blubber:�An�insulating�layer�of�fat�in�whales,�seals�and�other�marine�mammals.

Buttes:�16th-century�name�for�the�Basque�whaling�port�at�Red�Bay.

Capstan:�A�device�used�on�a�ship�to�raise�and�lower�an�anchor.

Chalupa (whale boat):�A�specially�designed�and�built�open�boat�used�in�the�pursuit�

of�whales.

Cooper:�A�maker�or�repairer�of�barrels�and�casks.

Cooperage:�A�place�where�barrels�and�casks�are�made.

Firebox:�An�individual�fire�pit�in�a�rendering�oven.

Fire-cracked rock:�A�rock�that�has�been�cracked�by�the�intense�heat�of�fire.

Flense:�To�remove�blubber�from�a�whale.

Flensing knife:�A�long-bladed�knife�used�to�cut�strips�of�blubber�from�a�whale�during

the�flensing�process.

Galleon:�A�square-rigged�ocean-going�sailing�vessel�with�three�or�more�decks�and�masts.

Grand Bay (la Gran Baya):�16th-century�term�for�the�modern-day�Strait�of�Belle�Isle.
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Harpoon:�A�tool�used�to�hunt�whales�consisting�of�an�iron�point�with�barbs�and�

a�wooden�handle�with�a�long�rope�attached.

Lance:�A�tool�used�to�hunt�whales�consisting�of�a�long�wooden�handle�and�a�pointed�

iron�blade.

Pelagic whaling:�Whaling�and�whale�oil�production�that�took�place�on�the�open�sea.

Render:�To�melt�down�whale�fat.

Rendering oven:�A�stone�structure�with�multiple�fireboxes�constructed�for�the�purpose

of�rendering�whale�fat.�

Spermaceti:�A�white,�waxy�substance�found�in�the�head�of�the�sperm�whale�used�

in�the�manufacture�of�candles,�ointments�and�other�products.

Terra Nova:�16th-century�term�for�the�general�area�of�Atlantic�Canada.

Train oil:�Oil�obtained�from�the�blubber�of�a�whale.

Treenails:�Hardwood�pegs�used�to�secure�timbers.
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World Heritage Nomination for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station

1. IDENTIFICATION 
OF THE PROPERTY

Red Bay Harbour
Parks Canada/Michael Burzinski
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1. A Country/State Party

Canada

1. B State, Province or Region

Province of Newfoundland and Labrador

1. C Name of the Property

Red Bay Basque Whaling Station

1. D Geographical Coordinates to the Nearest Second

51°43’36.93”N 56°25’46.28”W (NAD 83 - UTM Zone 21N)

1. E Maps and Plans Showing the Boundaries of the Nominated Property

and Buffer Zones

1. E (i) Maps Included in this Nomination

Map 1. Regional Setting, Section 1.E (1:9,000,000) and Appendix 11

(1:3,600,000), 2011

Map 2. Proposed World Heritage Boundary and Buffer Zone, Section 1.E

(1:21,000) and Appendix 11 (1:8,000), 2011

Map 2a. Proposed World Heritage Boundary and Buffer Zone with Reference

Points, Section 1.E (1:21,000), 2011

Map 3. Terrestrial Archaeological Sites, Section 2.A (1:21,000), 2011

Map 3a. Rendering Ovens, Section 2.A (1:21,000), 2011

Map 3b. Excavated Areas on Saddle Island, Section 2.A (1:6,000), 2011

Map 3c. Other Terrestrial Archaeological Sites, Section 2.A (1:21,000), 2011

Map 4. Whale Bone Deposits, Section 2.A (1:21,000), 2011.

Map 5. Underwater Archaeological Sites, Section 2.A (1:21,000), 2011),

Map 6 16th-Century Whaling Sites in Eastern Canada, Section 2.B

(1:1,000,000), 2011

Map 7. Land Use and Ownership, Section 5.A (1:21,000) and Appendix 11

(1:8,000), 2011

Map 8. Archaeological Sites of the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station,

Appendix 11 (1:8,000), 2011
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1. E (ii) Property Boundary

The nominated property is situated in eastern Canada in the province of Newfoundland

and Labrador (Map 1). The property comprises 312.973 hectares of land and submerged

land located within the Town of Red Bay on the south coast of Labrador (Map 2). 

The boundary encompasses Red Bay Harbour and the islands and shoreline that

surround it. It extends from the eastern side of Steamer Cove westward as far as the

summit of Tracey Hill and from the entrance to the Basin southward to include Saddle

Island and Twin Islands. 

The boundary was assigned to include all of the areas at Red Bay that are known to 

or could potentially contain archaeological features and other cultural material related 

to 16th-century Basque whaling in that port. It coincides with the area designated by 

the Government of Canada to commemorate the role of Basque whaling in the history 

of the country. This boundary was defined by the Status of Designations Committee of 

the Historic Sites and Monuments Board of Canada in 2010. The Board’s decision can 

be found in Appendix 3d. It is also defined by geographical and topographical features

that make it easily identifiable on the ground.

The boundary of the nominated property begins at Point A on the south shore of First

Pond at the top of Tracey Hill and proceeds in a south easterly direction to Point B. 

From there it continues southeast to Point C, which is south of Saddle Island. It then

proceeds in a northeasterly direction to Point D to the east of Twin Islands and continues

northwards to Point E, which is on the shoreline at the eastern edge of Steamer Cove. 

The boundary proceeds inland in a northwesterly direction to Point F and continues

northwest to Points G and H. From there it follows the northern limit of East Harbour

Drive in the community of Red Bay to Point I. It continues northwest to Point J, which 

is at the eastern limit of Main Road. It follows the eastern limit of Main Road and the

southern limit of Co-op Lane on the same trajectory to Point K, located at the high water

mark on the eastern shore of the Basin. It then continues in a southwesterly direction

across the water of the Basin to the north of Penney Island to Point L near the Tracey

Road and continues southwest until it returns to Point A. Table 1.1 contains the co-

ordinates of the Points described above. They are shown on Map 2a. 
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Table 1.1 Geographic Coordinates

Point Geographic Position

A 51°43’43.64”N

56°27’04.67”W

B 51°43’33.71”N

56°27’00.48”W

C 51°43’11.18”N

56°25’52.59”W

D 51°43’22.07”N

56°24’26.92”W

E 51°43’41.12”N

56°24’27.99”W

F 51°43’46.54”N

56°24’33.15”W

G 51°43’45.07”N

56°25’19.28”W

H 51°43’49.14”N

56°25’25.59”W

I 51°43’50.90”N

56°25’29.52”W

J 51°43’55.24”N

56°25’40.46”W

K 51°44’06.95”N

56°25’45.37”W

L 51°44’01.76”N

56°26’26.38”W
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1. E (iii) Buffer Zone 

A buffer zone surrounds the whole nominated property and gives an added layer of

protection to the property because it is subject to the same protective legislation and

policies as the nominated property itself. The nominated property at Red Bay requires 

a buffer zone to ensure that the integrity of the property is maintained.

The buffer zone comprises 285.2 hectares of land and submerged land surrounding 

the nominated property. It includes a 200-metre wide area immediately adjacent to the

property boundary, with the exception of the area to the north, where the buffer zone

extends to include the inner harbour, known as the Basin, and its shoreline (Map 2).
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The buffer zone follows the property boundary in a southwesterly direction from Point L

to Point K. From the boundary line between these two points the buffer zone extends

northward. It is bounded by the east side of Highway Route 510 from Southwest Cove to

Basque Memorial All-Grade School. It then extends to the west of the Highway for a

distance of approximately 425 metres and is once again bounded by the east side of the

Highway until it reaches Northern Brook. From there it follows the shoreline at the high

water mark around the Basin in a south-easterly direction until it reaches Point K.

1. F Area of the Nominated Property and Proposed Buffer Zone

The area of the nominated property at Red Bay is 312.973 hectares. The area of the buffer

zone surrounding the nominated property is 285.2 hectares. The total area is 598.173

hectares.
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2. DESCRIPTION

Excavation of a whaling ship at Red Bay, 2005
Parks Canada/M-A Bernier
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2. A Description of the Property

The nominated property, 312.973 hectares (3.13 km2) in area, is situated in the

community of Red Bay, which is located on the north shore of the Strait of Belle Isle, 

the narrow body of ocean that separates Labrador from the island of Newfoundland.

Together Newfoundland and Labrador make up the eastern-most province of Canada

(Map 1). 

The Red Bay Basque Whaling Station tells the story of the origins of the large-scale

commercial whaling industry as it was developed by the Basques in the Strait of Belle Isle

during the 16th century. The Basques are a unique cultural group who have preserved 

a language, culture and identity that sets them apart from surrounding populations. 

They have lived in the same area of northeast Spain and southwest France for thousands

of years. In this document, unless otherwise specified, “Basque” refers to whalers who

came from Spanish and French seaports in this region. The Basques were among the

earliest Europeans to exploit the rich natural resources of eastern North America. During

the first half of the 16th century they established the world’s first large-scale commercial

whaling enterprise in the Strait of Belle Isle. Whale oil, a superior illuminate and high-

quality lubricant, would be in demand internationally for three centuries.

The Strait of Belle Isle, where the St. Lawrence River and the Labrador Current mix,

produces ideal conditions for the growth of small crustaceans and other zooplankton on

which whales feed. Large numbers of whales therefore migrated in predictable, seasonal

patterns through the relatively narrow neck of water of the Strait and enabled the

development of a large-scale whaling industry that is best represented at Red Bay.

The nominated property is an archaeological site that contains the features and remains

of the largest and most important of thirteen 16th-century Basque whaling stations along

the north shore of the Strait of Belle Isle. The archaeological features of the Red Bay

Basque Whaling Stations are located both underground and underwater within the

boundaries of the property. They have been reburied and stabilized as part of ongoing

conservation measures and therefore, with the exception of on-shore whale bone

deposits, cannot be seen. When considered together, the terrestrial and underwater

archaeological remains present the lost complete picture of a whaling station representing

the genesis of large-scale commercial whaling ever discovered. Research conducted at

Red Bay has provided unparalleled insight into the techniques and technology used to

hunt whales and process whale oil at that time and which would be emulated and adopted

by others in the centuries that followed.
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Red Bay has an extremely well-protected harbour, making it an ideal location for 

a whaling port. It is sheltered to the north and west by the high Tracey Hill and to the 

east by seveseveral lower hills. The southern mouth of the harbour is protected by 

Saddle Island.

ral lower hills. The southern mouth of the harbour is protected by Saddle Island.

For almost 500 years mariners sheltered their ships at Red Bay from the northwest

Atlantic Ocean. Red Bay includes two distinct bodies of water separated by a small island.

The outer body, known simply as “the Harbour” by local residents, has been the centre 

of commercial whaling and fishing activity since the early 16th century. The main

entrance to the Harbour is a deep, narrow channel at the west end of the nominated

property flanked by Saddle Island to the east and Tracy Hill to the west (see Map 2). 

A wide but generally shallow channel at the east end allows access for small boats. 

The north side of the Harbour also contains a small, shallow inlet known as “the Strand.” 

At the northwest end of the Harbour a narrow passage protected by Penney Island opens

into the second deep body of water, a large circular inner harbour known as “the Basin.”

It too is sheltered by high surrounding hills.

The physical geography of the nominated property includes the sheltered Harbour and

Basin and rocky, barren hills and islands that support primarily arctic-alpine vegetation.

The lofty hills in the area provide excellent vantage points with views over the nominated

property, the buffer zone and beyond to the Strait of Belle Isle.

Figure 2.1 Panoramic view of Red Bay from the top of Tracey Hill. Johnathon Earle
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Part of the village of Red Bay, settled permanently in the mid-19th century, is located

within the nominated property on the shoreline at the east end of the Harbour that was

also used by the whalers during the 1500s. The homes and fishing structures of present-

day inhabitants occupy less than one-third of the nominated property. Local residents

have always taken advantage of the same protected harbour and deep-water access to 

the shore that were favoured by the early whalers, for activities related to the inshore

commercial fishery. 

The physical features of the nominated property remain virtually unchanged from 

the time that it was the most important whaling station in the world. The present-day

community of Red Bay is very small and for the most part is centred along the mainland

of the Harbour within the nominated property and to the north of the Basin along

Highway 510 that passes just outside the buffer zone.

Extensive terrestrial and underwater archaeological resources that tell the story of 16th-

century Basque whaling are located within the boundaries of the nominated property.

They are listed below. 

• Exceptionally well-preserved remains of vessels used to transport whalers 

and whale oil are buried at the bottom of the Harbour.

• Numerous deposits of whale bones associated with the butchering of whales 

are found in the Harbour and on beaches at the eastern and western extremities

of the property.

• The remains of stone ovens used to render whale blubber to oil are preserved

along the northern shoreline of Saddle Island and on the opposite mainland

shore. 

• The structural footprints of cooperages, where barrels used to ship whale oil 

were assembled, are located nearby but farther from the shore. 

• Traces of temporary living quarters found among the bedrock outcrops of 

Saddle Island.

• A cemetery containing the remains of whalers who died at Red Bay is located 

at the east end of Saddle Island. 

Further details about the specific archaeological resources are provided below in sections

2.A (i) and (ii). 

World Heritage Nomination for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station
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The mainland portion of the

nominated property includes a small

collection of houses and outbuildings

once associated with the inshore

fishery that are clustered mainly on 

a hill and the shoreline to the east of

the Strand. The houses are of a

traditional nature, consisting of one 

or two stories and having no

basement. The outbuildings are also

traditional above-ground structures

and all date from the 19th and 20th

centuries. Many are built on posts

driven into the ground and those at the shoreline are built on “cribbing” — a foundation

structure consisting of pilings and ballast rock. 

A dock and a former fish plant are also located on the mainland shore near the northern

boundary of the nominated property. Last used for processing fish in the 1990s, the fish

plant building is being refitted as a welcoming centre for visiting cruise ship passengers. 

A floating dock has also been added to the adjacent boat basin for the same purpose. 

The boat basin is used mainly by local residents, and visiting pleasure craft tie up at the

main dock.

Visitor facilities associated with Parks Canada’s operation of Red Bay National Historic

Site of Canada are also located within the mainland portion of the nominated property.

The Visitor Orientation Centre is a single-storey building at the top of a hill that overlooks

the Harbour, Saddle Island and the Strait of Belle Isle. Its function as an interpretive

facility is explained in detail in Section 5.H. 

Nearby, at the base of the hill on the shoreline, is the Visitor Interpretation Centre. 

This is a two-storey building that houses the main exhibits telling the story of Basque

whaling at Red Bay. The structure, built during the late 1980s and refitted a decade later,

occupies the site of a former business premises and was built to the dimensions of the

original building at the location. Modern buildings associated with the current operation

of the same business are located adjacent to the Visitor Interpretation Centre. A wharf

attached to the Visitor Interpretation Centre provides the point of departure for a water

taxi service taking visitors to Saddle Island. Details of the interpretive exhibits are also

included in Section 5.H. 

Figure 2.2 Traditional wharf structures at Red Bay.
Destination Labrador/Chris Samson
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The nominated property also includes Penney Island, a small island located in the narrow

channel between the Harbour and the Basin. In addition to the archaeological resources

described below, the island contains structures associated with a cod fish mercantile

business that was established there during the 1840s and operated for more than 

a century. The structures include several warehouses, a cold storage unit and a residence.

Adjacent to the structures, on a small rise, is a stone fish drying area of indeterminate age.

It resembles such structures constructed by French migratory fishermen in the area

during the 16th and 17th centuries but is known to have been used by local fishermen

during the early 20th century.

A significant portion of the archaeological features described below are located on Saddle

Island, which protects the harbour to the south. The island also contains structures 

and navigational aids associated with a Canadian Coast Guard station, including an

automated light atop a steel tower, a fog horn, an equipment building, two former light

keepers’ dwellings and two sheds. The light station is located at the west end of the island

overlooking the main entrance to the Harbour. A dock associated with the station now

provides a landing place for the water taxi service from the mainland. An interpretive

trail, further described in section 5.H, extends from the dock to the east end of the island. 

Twin Islands, at the eastern entrance to the Harbour, have not been inhabited in recent

years. Like the south shore of Saddle Island, the islands are home to nesting sea gulls,

eider ducks and Canada geese. In addition to Twin Islands, a large number of rocks and

shoals just outside the east entrance to the harbour make navigation in this area difficult.

Figure 2.3 Red Bay Harbour looking east. Parks Canada/Michael Burzinski
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2. A (i) Terrestrial Archaeological Resources 

Terrestrial archaeological excavations carried out between 1977 and 1992 along 

the shoreline at Red Bay provided detailed information through the discovery of remains

of numerous structures and artefacts necessary for a whale oil production station,

including rendering ovens, cooperages, living quarters and a cemetery (see Map 3). 

Rendering Ovens 

Whaling at Red Bay during the 16th century involved hunting whales in the Strait of Belle

Isle, flensing them to remove the blubber, rendering it to produce oil and storing the final

product in wooden barrels for transport to Europe. The key element of whale oil

production was the stone ovens used to render whale blubber to oil. The remains 
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of fifteen whale oil rendering ovens in eleven separate locations have been positively

identified by archaeologists within the nominated property (see Map 3a). They appear 

as low, grassy mounds on the landscape. 

Twelve of the ovens have been excavated, stabilized and reburied. The archaeological

remains include fragments of roofing tile, burnt whale blubber and disintegrated rock.

Archaeologists have learned a great deal about rendering oven construction and use

through the excavations. The ovens were constructed parallel to the beach using local 



stone. Each usually contained between three and six fireboxes arranged in a linear

pattern. The fireboxes themselves ranged from 1.2 to 1.5 metres in diameter and were

lined with heat resistant clay brought from the Basque region. The ovens were protected

by a roof structure supported by substantial posts and covered with red ceramic tiles also

brought from the Basque region. There is evidence that the Basques also built wooden

work platforms at the rear of the fireboxes and, for at least some of the structures, they

built solid side walls as well. 

The twelve excavated rendering ovens were stabilized by using sandbags to support the

interior firebox walls. The entire structure was then covered with soil and local sods to

promote the growth of protective vegetation. The remaining three ovens have been left 

in situ.

Figure 2.4 A 1:4 scale model of a whale oil rendering oven constructed by lead terrestrial
archaeologist Dr. James Tuck is displayed at the Visitor Interpretation Centre of Red Bay National
Historic Site of Canada. 
Parks Canada/Dale Wilson
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Table 2.1 Rendering Ovens at Red Bay

Location Excavation Status Current Condition

Saddle Island – Adam’s Point Excavated Stabilized; partially disturbed by 19th

and 20th century activity

Saddle Island – Coast Guard Building Unexcavated Undisturbed

Saddle Island West Excavated Stabilized

Saddle Island Area A1 Unexcavated Undisturbed

Saddle Island Area A2 Unexcavated Undisturbed; partially dismantled 

in 16th century

Saddle Island Area B Excavated Eroded prior to excavation

Saddle Island Area C Excavated Stabilized

Saddle Island Area G Excavated Stabilized

Saddle Island Area J1 Excavated Stabilized

Saddle Island Area J2 Excavated Dismantled in 16th century

Red Bay East A1 Excavated Stabilized

Red Bay East A2 Excavated Dismantled in 16th century

Red Bay East A3 Excavated Dismantled in 16th century

Red Bay East B Excavated Stabilized

Penney Island Excavated Stabilized

The whale-oil rendering ovens are found on Saddle Island, the mainland shore, 

and Penney Island. Their locations and status are listed below in Table 2.1



The Rendering Ovens on Saddle Island 

Ten of the fifteen rendering ovens discovered have been identified on Saddle Island 

at eight separate locations. The excavated areas on Saddle Island referenced in the text

below are shown on Map 3b. 

Three ovens were identified at the west end of Saddle Island. The Adam’s Point Site 

on Saddle Island’s northwest corner contains the typical remains of a rendering oven —

roof tile fragments, burnt fat, fire-cracked rocks and iron nails.

Another oven is located east of the Adam’s Point Site, adjacent to a shed associated with

the early 20th century light station. Test excavations carried out at this site in 2009

confirmed that it is a well-preserved and undisturbed example of a 16th-century Basque

rendering oven with a minimum of four fireboxes.
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Under a nearby ridge to the east, 

at the area identified as Saddle

Island West, archaeologists

excavated a well-preserved example

of a rendering oven that fronts on 

a flat, rocky beach with shallow

water just off-shore. Archaeologists

have concluded that this particular

example was built and used during

the peak years of whaling when more

suitable areas were already in use.

This oven is also remarkable for a

series of large post holes that clearly

define the structure that covered it.

A central line of posts supported a gable roof, while other lines of post holes (one in front

of the fire boxes and the other behind the working platform at the rear) indicate that 

a rectangular building about twice as large as the stonework covered the work area. Using

the post holes and the known pitch of typical roofs in the Basque region, archaeologists

were able to determine the form and dimensions of the structures that covered the

rendering ovens. 

The remaining ovens are at five locations at the east end of Saddle Island where deeper

water near the shore made access easier for loading the barrels of whale oil onto the ships. 

In a small valley at the area of Saddle Island designated Area A, two rendering ovens

remain unexcavated. One was partially dismantled during the 16th century and the other

appears to be very well preserved. Nearby, Area B contains the back wall of a rendering

oven that had been subject to erosion; much of it had already been washed down the slope

and into the Harbour by the time that archaeological excavations began the late 1970s.

Underwater excavations in the area just off-shore revealed the presence of fire-cracked

rocks, roof tile and other debris associated with the oven. 

Area C contains a substantial, well-preserved rendering oven that is the largest example

excavated at Red Bay. It contains five fireboxes and measures approximately twelve

metres by three metres. Even though the seaward portion of the stonework had been

damaged by waves, the back wall is particularly well-preserved. Behind it archaeologists

found the remains of a wooden working platform made from local softwood planks

resting on a bedrock outcrop the same height as the back wall. 
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Figure 2.5 Archaeologists used post holes and the pitch
of typical Basque roofs to determine the structure that
covered this oven at the Saddle Island West site.
Memorial University of Newfoundland Archaeology Unit
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Further east along the shoreline of Saddle Island is Area G where archaeologists found

another large rendering oven, this one with six fireboxes. A rough rock and earth

embankment about two meters behind the rear wall of the structure most likely supported

a working platform. Roof tile fragments and iron nails at the site indicate that a structure

once enclosed the rendering oven.

The most easterly rendering ovens on Saddle Island were found at Area J. The extant

oven in this area is relatively small compared to others at Red Bay and has only three

fireboxes. Archaeological excavations to the rear of this structure revealed an earlier

rendering oven that was about nine metres in length and contained five fireboxes.

Evidence includes burn marks and fat deposits on the bedrock and rubble associated with

its back and side walls. Archaeologists believe that this earlier structure was dismantled

and any usable stone was salvaged for the construction of the smaller rendering oven

found closer to the shoreline. 

Figure 2.6 Area J on Saddle Island contains the remains of two ovens – a smaller example in the foreground
that was constructed from stone used in the larger, older example at the rear. Memorial University of

Newfoundland Archaeology Unit



The rendering ovens on the mainland shore

Areas of the mainland shore east of the Strand were excavated by archaeologists during

the mid-1980s. Shelter from most winds and adjacency to deep water made this an area

favoured by the whalers of the 16th century as well as the generations of cod fishermen

that followed. Subsequent use of the site by the later inhabitants of Red Bay has had an

impact on the remains, but the presence of a thick layer of roofing tile and forged iron

nails indicate that the area contains the remains of substantial structures associated with

16th century Basque whaling.

Archaeologists have been able to excavate at several locations in this area, which they

identify as the Red Bay East Site. One site yielded the largest concentration of whale oil

rendering ovens found by archaeologists at Red Bay. There is evidence that ovens were

constructed, used until they were no longer suitable and then reconstructed at least three

times at this site. 

The most recently used oven is twelve metres long with seven fireboxes. We know that

this was the most recently used of these ovens because part of it overlies the two earlier

oven structures at the site. The condition of those earlier ovens varies due to two reasons.

The first reason was the dismantling of the stonework by the Basques once the ovens

became unusable. The second reason for the variation in conditions is erosion of the site

over the centuries. At some places only circular burn stains on the bedrock indicate the

presence of a firebox. With deep water near the shoreline and nothing impeding the

access of boats to the area, this complex is situated at one of the most suitable locations 
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Figure 2.7 Complex of rendering ovens located on the mainland shore at Red Bay. Memorial University 

of Newfoundland Archaeology Unit
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for the production of whale oil at Red Bay. Given the extensive evidence of reconstruction,

it is reasonable to assume that this is the site of some of the earliest rendering ovens 

built there. 

A second rendering oven site, located to the east of this complex, was partially excavated

in 1988. The features exhibited by this structure indicate that it was not unlike fully

excavated examples at Red Bay. However this site is distinctive because the wooden

components of the roof had been preserved in an adjacent wet area under a layer of roof

tiles, providing more complete evidence of the structures that enclosed the whale oil

rendering ovens at Red Bay.

The rendering oven on Penney Island

A rendering oven has also been found and excavated at the north end of Penney Island,

the tiny island located at the entrance to the Basin. This island is sheltered from the winds

of the Strait of Belle Isle and is adjacent to moderately deep water. The oven is the only

archaeological feature on the island which can be associated with Basque whaling in the

1500s. The structure contains six fireboxes and measures 10.3 metres long. The fireboxes

at the centre show evidence of more extensive use that those at either end, indicating that

they were used first. When they started to collapse from the heat the cauldrons were 

Figure 2.8 Site of the rendering oven at the north end of Penney Island. Parks Canada/Cindy Gibbons
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moved to the outer ones so that rendering could continue without the interruption 

of dismantling and rebuilding ovens each time. 

In addition to the rendering ovens, a number of other structures associated with whaling

and whale oil production were discovered by terrestrial archaeologists at Red Bay. 

They are described below and their locations shown on Map 3c.

Cooperages and Workshops 

Barrel assembly was also an essential aspect of whale oil production in the 1500s at Red

Bay. The oil was shipped from Labrador to Europe in standard barrels with a capacity 

of 211 litres. Archaeologists have identified four cooperages where barrels were assembled

at Red Bay. They excavated three, including two on Saddle Island and a third on the

mainland shore near the large complex of rendering ovens described above. 

The two Saddle Island cooperages

are located in close proximity to each

other on a level terrace at Areas A

and E overlooking the most heavily

utilized of the whale oil production

areas on the island. The substantial

nature of the cooperages is an

indication of their importance in the

production of whale oil. Well-built

with heavy posts and beams, both

cooperages had roofs covered with

the characteristic red ceramic tiles.

One of the cooperages also had 

a drain made from the curved tiles 

to carry water from the wet, boggy

soil on which the structure was built to the edge of the terrace. Coopering debris found

associated with a less-substantial structure at Area J indicate that this was a workshop

that was also likely used for barrel assembly. Another workshop located at Area C

contained, along with the debris of barrel making, a large grindstone used for sharpening

and maintaining the tools and implements used at Red Bay. This workshop is located 

in a wet, boggy area, and a wood-covered drain built to remove water from the structure

was also found. 

Figure 2.9 Aerial view of the remains of the cooperage 
at Saddle Island Area E. Memorial University of Newfoundland

Archaeology Unit
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The remains of a cooperage on the mainland shore were found northeast of the large

rendering oven complex described above. As with the Saddle Island cooperages, it was

located on a terrace behind the ovens and at a slightly higher elevation. This particular

example was preserved in wet, boggy soil and yielded well-preserved debris from wooden

barrel assembly. The structure itself is represented by roof tile fragments and iron nails.

The site also contains the remains of a 19th-century cooperage that appears to have

operated at the same spot.

Evidence has led archaeologists to conclude that a fourth cooperage is located underneath

a modern business establishment on the mainland shore west of the Strand. The remains

are in an area that has been used extensively for commercial purposes since the end of the

1800s and have not been excavated.
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Temporary Structures 

Archaeological investigations have revealed the remains of two structures on Saddle

Island associated with the rendering ovens at Area G and Saddle Island West. There are

several more of these rudimentary structures at various other locations on the island.

While it appears that most of the whalers lived on board the ships moored in the Harbour,

these structures served as temporary living quarters for crew members working on shore.

Evidence suggests that rock outcrops were often used as back walls to support wooden

frames that were covered with some combination of baleen, sod and sailcloth. Domestic

debris at the base of the rock outcrop at Area F indicates that workers lived there as well,

most likely as they tended the fire indicated by the hearth atop the headland. This

location appears to have been used 

for spotting whales and signalling

crew members. A temporary structure

was also found at the east end of the

cemetery described below.

Archaeologists found a dozen

unburied human skeletons within 

the structure.

In 1983 and 1984, excavations 

on Twin Islands, just outside 

the Harbour entrance at the eastern

extremity of the nominated property,

revealed the remains of a temporary

structure on the north shore of 

a small pond. At the base of the

headland archaeologists found strips

of baleen, wooden poles and scattered

barrel parts preserved in the layers 

of peat. 

Figure 2.10 Baleen that was used to construct
the roof of the temporary structure on Twin
Islands. Memorial University of Newfoundland

Archaeology Unit
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In addition to these structural remains, a significant collection of artefacts were 

preserved in both the pond and the peat surrounding it. Among these were fragments 

of wooden bowls, shards of coarse ceramic and a nearly complete footed drinking glass

manufactured in the Venetian style. It is likely that this structure was also used by

whalers spotting whales and signalling from the headland. 

The Cemetery 

In 1982 archaeologists discovered a 16th-century cemetery delineated by bedrock

outcrops at the east end of Saddle Island in a low-lying area adjacent to a small cove,

which they designated Area L. In that area they found 63 graves averaging 30 centimetres

in depth. Of these, 43 were single person graves. The remaining 20 held anywhere from 

2 to 12 skeletons each. Included in this number were five graves outside the bedrock

parameters of the cemetery which held the remains of seven people. 

Because of the poor condition of some remains, the final tally was difficult to ascertain

but is believed to be between 131 and 135 skeletons. The skeletons were of adult males

ranging in age from the late teens to late middle age, with the majority of them at the

younger end of this range.

The remains of 52 to 55 of these individual skeletons were excavated and removed 

for study. They are now part of the Province of Newfoundland and Labrador’s Human

Remains Collection. Another 53 skeletons were excavated, sampled and reburied. 

The remains of the other 26 or 27 were excavated and reburied with no sampling.

Figure 2.11 A16th-century whalers’ cemetery on Saddle Island. Note the rows of stones marking the graves
at the centre of the photograph. Parks Canada/Cindy Gibbons
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The majority of the remains were interred in a typical Christian fashion: facing up in the

prone position with the top of the head to the west and the hands crossed near the waist.

There are a number of exceptions to this rule that can be explained by the nature of the

burial environment which included large boulders and shallow soil in some parts of 

the cemetery.

There are, however, a number of burials that are unusual in the overall context of the

cemetery. One example is the twelve poorly preserved skeletons found inside the remains

of a temporary structure at the east end of the cemetery. West of the main cemetery area

an individual interred in deep soil was found with a large wooden cross on the chest. 

Near this deep interment were the skeletons of three individuals buried closely side by

side in the same grave. The two outside individuals were buried with the heads pointed 

to the west and the feet to the east while the middle individual was buried with the head

pointed to the east and the feet to the west. Also unusual were the iron keys and long

pointed objects resembling dagger blades associated with these remains. 

Figure 2.12 Map showing the location of burials at the cemetery on Saddle Island, Parks Canada
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The condition of the grave sites on Saddle Island varied depending on the chemical

composition of the surrounding soil. The remains interred in an area of ancient beach

that contains shell particles are in remarkably good condition. Other areas of the

cemetery are wet and acidic and the skeletal remains are in very poor condition — some

little more than stains in the earth. In two instances where individuals had been interred

directly on bedrock in small areas of peat bog, the human remains have dissolved

completely but their clothing has been preserved in very good condition. 

Terrestrial Concentrations of Whale Bones 

Large concentrations of whale bones — the waste from 16th -century whale oil production

— are found both on land and under water at a number of locations throughout the

nominated property (see Map 4). The concentrations consist of bones from North Atlantic

right whales and bowhead whales hunted by the Basques in the Strait of Belle Isle (see

figures 2.22 and 2.23).

There are concentrations of whale

bones on the mainland beaches at

both the east and west extremities 

of the nominated property. Recent

DNA sampling of the bones visible 

at the surface has revealed that both

accumulations consist exclusively 

of bones from bowhead whales. 

The largest concentration is found 

at the west end of the Harbour on 

a beach at the base of Tracey Hill

known locally as “the Boney Shore”.

At the north end of the beach the

temporal bones (located at the base

of the skull) from at least 32 individual whales are a visible reminder of the intense

whaling activity that once took place at Red Bay. A test area to the south and several

metres above the high tide mark was excavated in 1980 and revealed further large

accumulations of rib and vertebral fragments.

The whale bone deposit at the east end of the property extends along the shoreline above

the high tide mark from Butt’s Cove to Steamer Cove. About a dozen bones, including

several large skull fragments of the sort found on the Boney Shore, are scattered along 

a relatively short stretch of beach between Butt’s Cove and Kelpy Cove. The point of land

Figure 2.13 Bowhead whale bones found on the Boney
Shore at the western side of Red Bay Harbour. 
Parks Canada/Cindy Gibbons
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east of Kelpy Cove contains at least three large and relatively intact temporal bones. 

One is located just above the high tide mark, as is typical of the other deposits. However

the other bones in this location have settled into an area of marshland 150 metres from

the nearest shoreline. One has a portion of the supraoccipital bone (i.e. the top of the

head) still attached and several associated mandible fragments are located nearby. A third

concentration above the high water mark at Steamer Cove includes a dozen thoracic 

or lumbar vertebrae fragments.

Archaeological testing at the Boney Shore and Kelpy Cove during the summer of 2009

revealed that more 16th-century whale bones are buried in areas adjacent to the surface

deposits.



2. DESCRIPTION

46

Other Notable Features

Several other notable features associated with 16th-century Basque whaling have been

found by archaeologists at Red Bay.

Archaeologists have identified two prominent headlands that were likely used as look-

outs or signalling stations for spotting whales. At the east end of Saddle Island, the

remains of a hearth were found at the top of the headland and other debris was scattered

at its base. On Twin Island the remains of a structure were found at the base of the

headland and were likely related to a second look-out or signalling station. The structures

associated with these sites are described in the previous section. From the top of both

headlands there are excellent views of the Strait of Belle Isle, Saddle Island and other

significant locations in the nominated property. 

Figure 2.14 View to Twin Islands from the headland at the east end of Saddle Island. 
Parks Canada/Cindy Gibbons
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The footprint of an unusual structure was found at Area F, a well-drained area near 

the cemetery and removed from the whale oil production areas of Saddle Island. 

The structure, measuring 6 by 10 metres, is defined by a series of 17 post holes. It had a

tiled roof supported by two large posts at the centre and a hearth at the southwest corner.

There is not enough archaeological evidence to determine the exact function of the

building, but its proximity to the cemetery suggests an association with it and provides 

a field for future investigations.

Another important archaeological feature of the nominated property is the large

Aboriginal campsite adjacent to the ovens at the Saddle Island West site. It was occupied

by the ancestors of today’s Innu – the indigenous peoples of the present day Québec-

Labrador peninsula. Archaeologists have excavated at least 170 hearths in this area.

Radiocarbon dating of charcoal found in them indicates that the site was occupied from

about 1,000 years ago until at least the 16th century. The presence of European

hardwoods and iron nails in the more recent hearths indicate that the Basques and Innu

were using the site during the same period. One source from the early 17th century

indicates that the Innu assisted the Basques with production of whale oil in the Strait 

of Belle Isle. This particular aspect of the story of Basque whaling at Red Bay is intriguing

and requires further study.
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2. A (ii) Underwater Archaeological Resources 

A large portion of the nominated property consists of submerged lands and the water

column above them, including the entirety of the Harbour delineated by Penney Island,

the Boney Shore, Saddle Island and the mainland shore opposite. The nominated

property also includes the submerged lands and water column immediately south of

Saddle Island, those which surround Twin Islands and those along the mainland shore to

the eastern point of Steamer Cove. The submerged lands within the Harbour contain the

exceptionally well-preserved remains of four whaling galleons and other archaeological

resources related to 16th-century whaling activities at Red Bay (see Map 5).
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Ships

The well-preserved and rare remains of four whaling galleons from the 1500s are located

at the bottom of the Harbour in Red Bay. The remains of a fifth smaller vessel were

removed for further study. Three of the four galleons were discovered by Parks Canada

archaeologists during the 1980s and the fourth in 2004. They form an excellent

representative sampling of the ships that brought whalers to Labrador and returned to

Europe with cargos of whale oil. The extensive research carried out by Parks Canada and

recently published in a comprehensive five-volume report, has shown that these were

sailing ships of the Iberian-Atlantic tradition – a shipbuilding tradition of the Atlantic

coast of Europe that is believed to have originated in the Mediterranean. The ships found

at Red Bay comprise the most extensive and best-preserved collection of Iberian-built

ships at any single location in the world.

The 24M site1 

In 1978, underwater archaeologists

located the remains of a vessel in the

Harbour near the east end of Saddle

Island at a depth of about 10 meters.

While the location of the vessel closely

corresponds with information

contained in legal documents located

at the Archivo Histórico de Protocolos

de Guipuzkoa at Oñati in the Basque

region of Spain that relate to the loss of

a vessel called the San Juan at Red Bay

in 1565, it cannot be completely proven

that it is in fact the San Juan. The

remains of the vessel are referred to 

as the 24M site – the site identification

number assigned by Parks Canada.

Figure 2.15 The remains of the 24M vessel were
reburied on site after excavation and recording
were complete. Parks Canada/P. Waddell
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The 24M site was fully excavated and each of the ship’s components recorded in detail 

by Parks Canada underwater archaeologists between 1978 and 1985. The archaeologists

decided that the best way to ensure the long-term preservation of the 24M site was to

recreate the environment that had preserved the ship since it sank. All of the more than

3,000 original components of the vessel were systematically reburied on the Harbour

bottom. The timbers were arranged in three layers with 20 centimetres of sand on top 

of each layer. These are contained within a retaining wall of sandbags supported on the

outside by ballast stone that had previously been excavated and studied. The mound 

is completely covered by a specially-designed synthetic rubber tarpaulin held in place by

60 concrete-filled rubber tires. The reburial mound created on the 24M site measures 

14 by 16 metres and varies in depth from 1.2 to 1.5 metres.

Figure 2.16 Final site plan of the 24M vessel. Parks Canada/P. Waddell and drafting team
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Buried in a trench near the main reburial mound is a large quantity of barrel staves, roof

tile fragments and some small boat parts that had been recovered during the excavation

of the 24M site.

The extensive excavation and study of the 24M vessel has produced a ground-breaking

report that, along with the underwater archaeology of Red Bay, encompasses the

development of Basque shipbuilding and the beginning of a global whaling industry. 

The report is included as Appendix 9a.

The 27M and 29M Sites

Buried in a trench near the main reburial mound is a large quantity of barrel staves, roof

tile fragments and some small boat parts that had been recovered during the excavation

of the 24M site.

Buried in a trench near the main reburial mound is a large quantity of barrel staves, roof

tile fragments and some small boat parts that had been recovered during the excavation

of the 24M site.

The extensive excavation and study of the 24M vessel has produced a ground-breaking

report that, along with the underwater archaeology of Red Bay, encompasses the

development of Basque shipbuilding and the beginning of a global whaling industry. 

The report is included as Appendix 9a.

The 27M and 29M Sites 

While the 24M site was being excavated

the remains of two other galleons were

found on the north side of the Harbour 

at the entrance to the Strand. The first of

these, the 27M site, was discovered in 1983

when the investigation of a deposit 

of whale bone and roofing tile revealed 

the presence of a series of oak timbers 

and ballast stone — the obvious remains 

of a shipwreck. The 27M site is located

close to shore in approximately 4 metres 

of water. Investigation of the remains

revealed that the ship burned before

sinking.

Figure 2.17 A partially burnt mariners’ astrolabe 
was found in the stern area of the 27M vessel. 
Parks Canada/G. Vanderglugt
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The remains of another galleon (the

29M site) were found in 1984 during

test excavations carried out at the

mouth of the Strand in relation to the

installation of a sewage system. 

The vessel is lying on its starboard 

side in about 3 metres of water. 

The lower hull is well-preserved, 

and investigation revealed that it is

significantly larger than the 24M and

27M vessels.

Test excavations determined that 

both the 27M and 29M ships are 

16th-century Basque whaling vessels.

The areas exposed by the excavation

were covered with loose sand and then

a heavy gauge tarpaulin held in place

with sandbags.

The 72M Site 

In 2004, while retrieving whale bones from the Harbour for a DNA sampling study, Parks

Canada underwater archaeologists found the remains of a fourth ship (the 72M site) 

Figure 2.18 Mast step of the 29M vessel. 
Parks Canada/D. Pagé

Figure 2.19 Excavation of the 72M vessel in July 2005. Parks Canada/M-A Bernier
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at Red Bay. The wreck is located near the mainland shore of the Harbour in water ranging

from 7 to 10 metres deep. During the summer of 2005 Parks Canada carried out a survey

and test excavation of the remains. Based on construction characteristics and associated

artefacts, archaeologists were able to confirm that the ship was of 16th-century Basque

origin. The remains consist of a 7-metre long articulated section of the ship’s lower hull

with an extensive scattering of timbers, all of which were partially buried at the time 

of discovery.

After the survey and test excavation in 2005, the wreck was reburied on site in a 27 by 12

metre area using the same techniques as for the 24M site. 

The 28M Site

In addition to the four vessels described above, underwater archaeologists recovered 

the remains of a smaller vessel located in the narrow channel between Penney Island and

the mainland shore at the west of the Harbour (28M site). The remains were completely

removed and study has revealed the vessel to be a ship’s longboat, which functioned as 

a support boat for whaling industry activities. 

Underwater Concentrations of Whale Bones 

Six significant concentrations of whale bones have been identified in the Harbour at 

Red Bay (see Map 4). A large number of whale bones were also retrieved during the

excavation of the 24M wreck site. While the terrestrial concentrations of whale bones

described in the previous section consist exclusively of bowhead whale bones, testing 

of bones found underwater has revealed some of them to be from North Atlantic right

whales. 

Due to the favourable environmental conditions provided by the cold water and silt 

of Red Bay Harbour, the most substantial and best preserved examples of 16th-century

whale bones were found underwater during the excavations and surveys associated 

with the study of the 24M site. 

Two deposits near the shore of Penney Island were found during a 1980 survey of the

Harbour carried out by underwater archaeologists. The first is just offshore from the

whale oil rendering oven at the north end of the island. It includes two skulls, a number 

of articulated vertebrae and several ribs - the remains of two flensed whales. The second

deposit, off the southwest shore, includes several skulls, ribs and an ulna. Researchers

have concluded that these are the remains of flensed whale carcasses that drifted to 

this location.
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Underwater archaeologists also investigated four other concentrations of whale bones

found off the north shore of the Harbour during a 1982 survey. The bones in these

deposits are mixed with fragments of roofing tile and are associated with the extensive

whale oil production activities that took place on the adjacent mainland shoreline. 

Two of these deposits are at the entrance to the Strand. As noted above, investigation 

of one of these deposits resulted in the discovery of the 27M site. Large numbers of whale

bones were also found in test excavation trenches adjacent to the shoreline both east and

west of the Strand. The eastern trench in particular contains a large number of solidly

packed skull and rib fragments that have been left in situ for later study.

An underwater test excavation referred to as the Shore Trench, between the 24M site and

the adjacent shore of Saddle Island where whale oil production took place, revealed a

concentration mainly of flipper and tail bones.

Wharf Remains

The remains of a wharf structure are located in shallow water a few metres from the shore

of Saddle Island (see Map 5). Archaeological investigations of this structure determined

that it is of Basque origin and most likely provided access to a large rendering oven on the

shore. The structure consists of two parallel softwood logs, approximately 1.5 metres long

and spaced about 1.6 metres apart, which are joined by a smaller perpendicular log set

into notches in the top of the framing logs and secured with hardwood treenails (wooden

pegs used to secure timbers). Upright posts held in place with wedges made from the ends

of barrel staves were also set into the top 

of the framing logs. The floor of the

structure was constructed by running five

smaller logs parallel to the framing logs.

These are held in place by a large number

of ballast rocks. Excavation of the area

adjacent to the wharf structure revealed

whale tail and flipper bones and a layer 

of codfish bones. The wharf remains and 

a collection of associated artefacts were

reburied using loose sand and covered

with a layer of sandbags.

Figure 2.20 Structural plan of wharf remains. Parks Canada/D. Kappler
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2. A (iii) Other Archaeological Resources

In addition to those resources directly associated with the 16th-century Basques, 

the nominated property contains archaeological resources related to other populations

that have lived at Red Bay during the past 3,000 years. These include sites that were used

by Palaeo-Eskimo groups and other sitess used by the more recent Inuit (indigenous

peoples of northern Canada, Greenland and Alaska) who visited the area during the 17th

and 18th centuries.

There are three Palaeo-Eskimo sites on Saddle Island. Underneath the remains of the

cooperage at Area E, archaeologists found numerous stone tools associated with early

Palaeo-Eskimos who lived in Labrador more than 3,000 years ago. Hearths and other

features typically associated with this culture were not found due to the intense activity 

in the location during the 16th century.

Similarly, stone tools associated with later Palaeo-Eskimo inhabitants were found

towards the east end of Saddle Island at Areas F and M. Area F yielded tools associated

with the Groswater Palaeo-Eskimos, who lived in Newfoundland and Labrador between

2,800 and 2,000 years ago. The Area M occupation was by Dorset Palaeo-Eskimos, who

lived in Newfoundland and southern Labrador between 1,800 and 1,400 years ago. 

No hearths or other features were found at these locations.

A rectangular sod house was found on Twin Islands that had roof timbers resting on peat

walls and a bedrock floor. The structure is located near the beach the at north end of the

islands. At the top of a nearby rise archaeologists also located a tent ring made of whale

vertebra. Excavation of both structures yielded artefacts that link them to the Thule Inuit

culture – ancestors of the present-day Labrador Inuit who frequented the Strait of Belle

Isle area to trade with Europeans during the 17th and 18th centuries.

On a ridge near the beginning of the Tracey Hill and Boney Shore trails at the northwest

corner of the nominated property, archaeologists found hearths associated with the

Maritime Archaic peoples. They were Palaeo-Indian peoples who lived in southern

Labrador from about 8,000 to 3,500 years ago.

2. B History and Development 

The nominated property, located in the tiny community of Red Bay on the south coast 

of Labrador, has a 9,000 year human history that includes some of the earliest habitation

in what is now the eastern Canadian province of Newfoundland and Labrador. These

early Palaeo-Indians were followed by a succession of aboriginal cultures — all attracted

by the maritime resources of the Strait of Belle Isle - that included the Maritime Archaic
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people and Groswater and Dorset Palaeo-Eskimos. The ancestors of the present-day Innu,

who still inhabit areas of present-day Québec and Labrador, were present along the Strait

of Belle Isle when European fishermen and whalers arrived during the early 16th century. 

The most significant phase of Red Bay’s history came in the 1500s when it became the

largest and most important port of the world’s first industrial-scale whaling enterprise

developed by the Basques along the south Labrador coast. During that time the Basques

crossed the Atlantic Ocean to hunt North Atlantic right whales (Eubalaena glacialis) and

Greenland right whales (Balaena mysticetus), also known as bowhead whales, in the

Strait of Belle Isle – known to the Basques as the “Grand Bay.” Whaling and whale oil

production took place at Red Bay, which the Basques called Buttes, from the 1530s until

the early years of the 1600s. Subsequently, the port was used by French merchants as a

point of trade with Inuit from northern Labrador during the first half of the 18th century.

Following the Treaty of Paris in 1763, Red Bay became a seasonal port for cod fishermen

from the West Country of England. The first permanent settlers arrived from Carbonear

in Conception Bay on the east coast of the island of Newfoundland during the 1840s.

Figure 2.21 Characteristics of the North Atlantic right whale (Eubalaena glacialis). Town of Red Bay/Quigley

Design Associates
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Red Bay’s historical significance as a 16th-century whaling port was discovered 

in the late 1970s through the study of archival documents in Spain and the subsequent

discovery of a well-preserved 16th-century galleon in the Harbour and the remains 

of whale oil processing areas along the shoreline. For fifteen years archival and

archaeological research drew national and international attention to the nominated

property. This in-depth study eventually led to the opening of interpretive facilities at Red

Bay National Historic Site of Canada by the Parks Canada Agency in 2000. 

To understand the global significance of Red Bay today it is necessary to first understand

the historical importance of whale oil and the origins and evolution of the commercial

whaling industry around the world. The following text will provide the historical context

and present greater detail of the history of the nominated property from the 16th century,

when it developed into the largest and most important port associated with large-scale

commercial whaling, to the present day. 

Figure 2.22 Characteristics of the Greenland right or bowhead whale (Balaena mysticetus). Town of Red

Bay/Quigley Design Associates
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2. B (i) Global Importance of Whale Oil 2

Human history has passed through many stages in the development of energy sources as

artificial light, including pitch from pine trees, a variety of oils such as tallow from animal

fat, fish oils and vegetable oils, kerosene made from coal, gas, petroleum and electricity.

However, whale oil was the first source of energy ever to be commercially produced for

light, and whales are the only living animals that have ever been used for the large-scale

production of that energy. 

Whale oil is extracted from the fat, or blubber, of the whale. Whale blubber is composed

of a fibrous, fatty material that contains large cells filled with oil. When the blubber is

exposed to high heat the oil separates from the fibres and produces a liquid that can be

used for light and a variety of other purposes. This fuel was the catalyst first for a local

enterprise in the Bay of Biscay and then for an industry that spanned the globe.

Before the realization and discovery that whale blubber could be transformed into 

a superior source of lighting energy, light was obtained from simple and locally available

sources, such as wood and other sources of oil. The light produced from these sources 

was used mainly for domestic purposes. 

As lamp fuel, whale oil burned brighter with less smoke than other available sources 

of light, such as vegetable oil and tallow candles. It quickly became the preferred source 

of light in Europe. By the time that the Basques were producing large amounts of whale

oil at Red Bay and other ports in Labrador during the 16th century it lit homes, churches,

public buildings and streets in cities across the continent. Whale oil also contributed 

to the improvement of living standards and the shift to urban society. In North America 

it became the most common oil used in lighthouses. Whale oil became so important that

in 1811 a Scottish historian wrote that whale oil was “an indispensible necessity of life.3” 

As described in more detail in the following section, the Basques were the first to

commercially produce whale oil. Markets for their product were established in Europe

during the 12th and 13th centuries and, as is the case with any newly discovered source 

of energy, the demand and the market for whale oil expanded steadily. As one historian

has written, “oil was as crucially important to Europeans in the Middle Ages and the

centuries that followed... and whales were a major source.4” 

The Basques took advantage of this demand and expanded their production, first along

the northwest coast of Spain and then in eastern North America. The demand for whale

oil had grown so much by the end of the 16th century that the industry quickly expanded

northward with the discovery of new whale stocks east of Greenland in the Barents Sea. 
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The demand for whale oil continued to increase during the following three centuries.

Whaling ships ventured farther and farther afield in search of new stocks of whales 

in order to satisfy it. 

It would be more than 300 years after the Basques began large-scale commercial whaling

at ports in Labrador, of which Red Bay is the best example, before an alternative source 

of energy for light would be discovered. But after it was discovered that kerosene could 

be produced from petroleum, it dominated the artificial lighting needs of the world. 

The direct burning of fossil fuels eventually gave way to electricity generated by a variety

of means as the light source of choice. None of them, however, have yet dominated as a

source of energy for artificial light in the industrialized world for as long as whale oil did.

The commercial production of whale oil marks a crucial point in the development 

of sources of energy for lighting, but it also paved the way for future industrialization 

and ultimately the development of the modern world. Among its various industrial

applications was its use as a lubricant. Once it has been refined, whale oil does not 

re-solidify, even at extremely low temperatures. It was therefore a high-quality lubricant

that could be used with all types of machinery. During the 18th century, the newly

invented machinery of the Industrial Revolution required regular lubrication, and whale

oil was one of the best that was available.  

The light produced by whale oil played a second important role in supporting

industrialization. The superior quality of lamp oil that was obtained from sperm whales

beginning in the early 18th century, along with the spermaceti — the waxy substance from

the head — that was used to make clean, bright candles, was used to light factories and

other industrial works. The superior light that they created enabled longer working hours,

which resulted in more productivity and therefore more of the innovation and growth that

characterized the industrial era.

As industrialization swept across Europe and then the American colonies and other parts

of the world, the demand for whale oil both for use as a lubricant and a source of light

increased dramatically and drove the industry to its peak in the mid-19th century. 

Whale oil was used as a cleanser in the textile industry and in the production of paint,

varnish and some cosmetics and perfumes. It was also the basic ingredient in the

manufacture of soap and, in the early 20th century, margarine.
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2. B (ii) World Whaling History

Most cultures connected to the sea have traditions of taking advantage of beached or

stranded whales for the oil, bone, baleen and meat that they yielded. Certain cultures 

at some point began to actively pursue whales instead of waiting for them to drift ashore.

Rock art carvings at Bangu-Dae in the Republic of Korea are recognized as one of the

world’s most outstanding examples of whales portrayed in petro-glyphs. People living 

in that area have a long dependence on whales as part of their livelihood, and the petro-

glyphs suggest that whaling may have been practiced there as early as the late Neolithic

Age. They reflect the significance of whaling both on the Korean peninsula and

internationally. The Bangu-Dae petro-glyphs are included on the Republic of Korea’s

Tentative List for World Heritage Sites.5

In northern Norway there are petro-glyphs from the Neolithic Age (3,000 – 1,800 BC 

in Europe) that depict porpoise hunting. Harpoons, gaffs and other tools found at

archaeological sites in that region provide evidence of whale hunting around 1,000 BC.6

Early whaling in Norway involved herding pods of whales into narrow fjords and towards

shallow beaches where they could be easily killed. The Norse took these techniques with

them to other parts of Europe, including the Hebrides, Orkney Islands and Shetland

Islands in Scotland and the Faroe Islands.7

Cultures in the Pacific Northwest attacked whales with poison-tipped lances. The Inuit 

of Canada’s Arctic pursued whales from boats with harpoons that had a float attached 

to the line, allowing them to follow the whale and kill it once it had tired.8 These were

subsistence whaling traditions. They provided local populations with meat, oil, baleen

and bone that were essential to their survival. 

Commercial whaling, which involved the hunting of whales and production of whale oil

for profit, was first undertaken by the Basques in the Bay of Biscay as early as the 11th

century. As discussed in more detail above, the primary use for whale oil when it was first

commercially produced was as a source of light. Since it started, commercial whaling 

was the first and only large-scale industry based on the exploitation of living resources

from the sea for the production of energy (i.e. light). 

The Basques hunted whales first along their own shores and then along the neighbouring

coast of northwest Spain. During the first half of the 16th century they began whaling

across the Atlantic in the Strait of Belle Isle, hunting along the coast of what is now

Southern Labrador and the Lower North Shore of Québec. This was the first time that

whales were hunted on an industrial scale. Red Bay was the largest and most important 
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of a dozen Basque whaling ports in this area. It was also the beginning of an international

industry that eventually reached all of the world’s oceans.

The near-shore or coastal whaling techniques developed by the Basques and later

emulated by others persisted through to the late 19th and early 20th centuries in some

areas. During this time, advances in industry and technology allowed the later

development of other whaling techniques, namely offshore or pelagic whaling, practiced

from the 1640s to the 1850s, and modern industrial whaling, which began in the 1850s. 

Near-shore or coastal whaling

Figure 2.23 North Atlantic right whales – the species that first attracted Basque whalers to Red Bay and

other Labrador ports. Centre for Coastal Studies



2. DESCRIPTION

62

The near-shore or coastal whaling associated with the Basques in the Bay of Biscay 

and in the Strait of Belle Isle involved pursuing slow-moving whales from open boats

along the coast and towing them back to shore stations to flense them and process the oil.

The Basques were the sole practitioners of coastal whaling until the end of the 1500s.

Their monopoly on the industry was finally broken by Dutch and English whalers, 

who both laid claim to new whaling grounds discovered in the oceans around Spitsbergen

in the Barents Sea at the beginning of the 17th century. For a number of political and

economic reasons, the Basques withdrew from large-scale whaling at this time. Dutch 

and English outfitters hired Basques essentially to teach their crews how to hunt whales

and process whale oil.

The Dutch and English established a number of whale oil processing stations on the west

coast of Spitsbergen as they fought for control of the industry there during the first half 

of the 17th century. The Dutch eventually prevailed. They also set up shore-based whaling

stations at Jan Mayen Island and Iceland during this period. 

As Europeans moved outwards and colonized areas around the globe from America to

Australia, they took their dependence on whale oil with them. This eventually led to the

development of shore-based whaling in these areas to meet the demands for whale oil 

for light.

During the 1650s Dutch and English colonists in the New England and New York areas 

of what is now the United States also began coastal whaling. From boats they pursued

whales during the annual migration along that coast and towed them to shore for

processing. The colonists employed essentially the same techniques taught to their

countrymen by the Basques at Spitsbergen.

Even though whaling had quickly developed into a large-scale overseas industry 

by the mid-16th century, coastal whaling persisted on a small scale in some areas into 

the late 19th and early 20th centuries. These areas included the Basque coast, where 

the last whale was reportedly killed by fishermen from Orio in the Basque province 

of Gipuzkoa in1901, and the east coast of the United States, where whales were hunted

from shore into the later years of the 19th century. 

In some areas of the southern hemisphere local shore-based whaling did not get started

until the early years of the 19th century. Australia and New Zealand were being settled 

by the British at this time and coastal whaling for the southern right whale was

undertaken on a relatively small scale from locations in New Zealand and Tasmania 

and New South Wales in Australia.9 This hunt took place during the winter months when

the whales migrated north to breed.10 Coastal whaling in Australia peaked in the late
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1830s and in New Zealand during the mid-1840s.11 In South Africa shore-based whaling

for the southern right whale began around 1792 and continued more or less without

interruption until 1975.12

Offshore or pelagic whaling

Early offshore or pelagic whaling involved ships that ventured offshore in search 

of whales, which were hunted from whale boats. Initially the blubber was stored in barrels

and returned to shore for processing. This practice eventually gave way to on-board

rendering ovens that allowed the oil to be processed at sea.

This particular phase of whaling began in the Barents Sea during the 1640s, when the

number of whales that migrated close to shore at Spitsbergen had declined and Dutch

whalers were obliged to venture farther from shore to hunt them. Rather than take the

time to return to shore to process the oil, they preferred to store the blubber in barrels 

on board the ships to be processed at the end of the voyages. This eliminated the need 

for shore stations and by the 1670s the second phase of commercial whaling — offshore

whaling — was well established and dominated by the Dutch fleets in the waters east 

of Greenland.13

The Americans became involved in offshore whaling several decades later. Legend has 

it that a Nantucket whale captain, blown out to sea in an unexpected storm in 1712,

discovered himself amidst a pod of sperm whales. Despite the stormy weather he ordered

his crew to kill one, which they towed home after the storm ended and the great American

whale fishery was born.14 Fact or fiction, New England whalers were making long voyages

out into the Atlantic in search of sperm whales during the early years of the 18th century.

In increasingly larger ships, they hunted whales from the Davis Strait in the north as far

south as Brazil, returning to port periodically to bring home blubber for processing before

it spoiled. This link with the shore was finally broken in the 1750s, when on-board

rendering ovens, or tryworks, were introduced to American vessels. This was a Basque

invention from the previous century that allowed whale ships to venture as far as

necessary in search of their prey.15

While the Dutch continued to dominate Arctic whaling through to the end of the 17th

century, English interest was rekindled by the discovery of new whaling grounds in the

Davis Strait between Greenland and the Canadian Arctic during the 1720s. By the turn 

of the 19th century they had taken over the dominant position in Arctic whaling.16

In the meantime, the American and British offshore whaling fleets continued to increase

in size and range throughout the 18th century as they pursued sperm whales farther and
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farther. In 1789 a British whaling ship called Emilia rounded Cape Horn and became 

the first whale ship to enter the Pacific Ocean. A new era began as whalers finally pursued

the object of their hunt around the globe. 

By the middle of the 19th century, whaling was a huge industry, particularly in the United

States where it involved more than 700 ships, an investment of 70 million dollars in

infrastructure and 70,000 people who made their living from it directly or indirectly. 

In 1853, the most profitable year, 8,000 whales were killed and 11 million dollars in profit

was generated.17 This is the era portrayed in Herman Melville’s great epic Moby Dick, 

the era when the Americans dominated the whaling industry.18

Modern commercial whaling

The whaling techniques of hunting slow-moving whales from small boats with hand-

thrown harpoons prevailed for several centuries, until the middle of the 19th century.

Equally intense was the manual removal of the blubber and boiling it down over open

fires in rendering ovens. This technology was developed by the Medieval Basques on their

own shores and perfected during the intensive Labrador whaling period of the 1500s.

Modern commercial whaling began with the advent of more efficient hunting and

processing methods and coincided with the decline of the American sperm whale and

other pelagic whale fisheries. 

During this period, the production of whale oil returned to land and was carried out 

in previously underexploited areas and engaged in by new commercial whaling nations.

Coinciding with modern whaling developments was the discovery of fossil fuels and 

the wide-spread use of kerosene as a source of light. New uses were found for whale oil,

such as the manufacture of lubricants, cosmetics, soap and margarine, in order to keep

the industry viable. 

The hunting of whales and the processing of whale oil as an illuminant, along with its

other domestic and industrial uses, prevailed for nearly a millennium, from the 11th 

to the 20th century — longer than any other global industry thus far. It is little wonder

then that whaling has been called “one of the world’s first great multinational businesses,

a global enterprise of audacious reach and import.19” 

2. B (iii) Early Basque Whaling

As further discussed in the previous section, the Basques were the world’s only

commercial whalers from as early as the 11th century until the beginning of the 

17th century.
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Whaling in the Bay of Biscay was 

a cooperative venture among the

fishermen of each community.

Watchmen were posted at signal towers

called atalayas to watch for the North

Atlantic right whales between October

and March on their annual migration

through the Bay of Biscay. When 

a whale was spotted, the watchman

signalled and fishermen set out in boats

to pursue and kill it. It was then towed

back to shore and processed.

Basque sailors and ships moved farther

afield during the Middle Ages. Among

other things, they played a key role 

in maritime trade with northern Europe, they were involved in coastal whaling 

in northwestern Spain and they ventured as far as Ireland for the hake fishery. These

undertakings required more organization and investment than maritime activities in their

own region and set the stage for Basque involvement in the trans-Atlantic fisheries. 

They were among the first Europeans to take advantage of the rich maritime resources 

of northeastern North America. By the 1540s they were engaged in the world’s first

industrial-scale overseas whaling in the Strait of Belle Isle.

2. B (iv) Organizational Context of 16th-century Basque Whaling in the Strait

of Belle Isle20

The earliest known Basque voyages to Terra Nova — the general area now known as

Atlantic Canada — during the 1520s were for codfish. Basque involvement in the Terra

Nova cod fisheries continued until the late 16th century, with vessels from Basque ports

making one trip each year to areas around the south, west and north coasts of

Newfoundland. Archival documents indicate that some of these early cod fishing voyages

were outfitted to kill any whales they might encounter. It quickly became apparent,

however, that the large numbers of whales that migrated through the Strait of Belle Isle

each summer offered an excellent opportunity for whaling. The slow-moving North

Atlantic right whales had a thick layer of blubber that provided natural insulation against

the frigid ocean temperatures (see figure 2.22). For the Basques these whales represented

huge quantities of whale oil that could fetch a large profit in the markets that they had

established and built throughout Europe since the 11th century.

Figure 24 The Basque port of Pasaia in northern Spain,
from which whaling ships sailed to Labrador during the
16th century. Cindy Gibbons personal collection
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By the 1540s, along with the Terra

Nova cod fishing voyages, Basque

merchants were investing in voyages

exclusively for whaling in the Strait 

of Belle Isle, as that industry was well-

established in at least a dozen ports 

in the area. These ports ranged from

Cape Charles at the eastern entrance

to the Strait of Belle Isle as far south 

as Middle Bay (see Map 6). Other 

ports included Chateau Bay, Red Bay

and East St. Modeste. More details

about these ports can be found in

section 3.C. 

The early whaling voyages to the Strait

of Belle Isle for North Atlantic right

whales were outfitted for six months.

Ships left the Basque ports in April or

early May in order to arrive in the

Strait of Belle Isle for the summer

coastal whaling season in June and

July. The goal was to hunt enough

whales so that the oil rendered from

their blubber and stored in barrels

during the summer months would 

fill the ships and they could set sail in August or September for the month-long voyage 

to Europe. 

The agreement known as a charter party was negotiated for each voyage. It outlined the

primary responsibilities of each party involved, including the owner, outfitter, captain 

and steward.

Crews for whaling voyages to the Strait of Belle Isle were hired on a traditional share

system based on profit and loss. Payment was a share of the total cargo of whale oil and

was paid only after the ship had safely returned to port and the cargo had been sold. 

The amount received depended entirely upon the success of the voyage. The success 

of the voyage in turn depended upon the ship’s crew, especially the skilled tradesmen

Figure 24 First page of the charter party for the 1564
Labrador whaling voyage of the Basque ship La Concepción.
Archivo Histórico de Protocolos de Gipuzkoa, Oñati
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such as harpooners, coopers and carpenters. In addition to the officers, the crew also

included ordinary seamen, ship’s boys and apprentices. 

Ships were generally outfitted with enough victuals to provide daily rations for the crew

for the duration of the expedition from the Basque region to the Strait of Belle Isle,

including the six-week voyage there and the four-week voyage back. Archaeological

evidence suggests that the crews regularly consumed fresh local fish, game and berries

available in Labrador. It is documented that sailors also took personal food supplies 

with them known as regales to provide extra food and a break from the monotony 

of daily rations. 

Some significant changes had occurred by the time that Basque whaling in the Strait 

of Belle Isle peaked during the 1560s and 1570s. It was no longer easy to hunt enough

whales and process enough oil to fill the holds of the ships and leave on the voyage home
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by late summer. The summer

whale population in the Strait 

of Belle Isle had effectively been

decimated in just three or four

decades. 

Staying later in the season in an

attempt to catch more whales, 

by the 1550s the Basques had

discovered a second population 

of whales. These appeared 

in the Strait of Belle Isle late in

September as they migrated south

from the Arctic to over-winter 

in the Strait of Belle Isle and Gulf

of St. Lawrence area. These whales

were Greenland right or bowhead whales. Similar to the North Atlantic right whales 

in body structure, the bowhead whales have a thicker layer of blubber for insulation 

in the frigid Arctic waters. As a result they yielded more oil. An increasing number 

of whalers began staying in the Strait of Belle Isle into the autumn for what they called 

the winter coastal whaling season. Expeditions were now outfitted for eight months to

allow time to hunt the bowhead whales. Some were outfitted exclusively for the winter

coastal whaling season, leaving the Basque Country in late June or early July and arriving

in the Strait of Belle Isle in time for the annual bowhead whale migration. 

The continued decline of whale stocks appears to have led to some fundamental changes

to whaling in eastern Canada during the 1580s. The ships could only stay in Labrador

ports until ice began to form in the harbours and along the coast, which usually occurred

in December or January. But the bowhead whales remained in the area for several more

months. Some whaling crews began moving southwest from the Strait of Belle Isle along

the north shore of the Gulf of St. Lawrence, where harbours remained ice-free for longer

than in the Strait, in order to extend the whaling season and take full advantage of the

presence of the bowhead whales. Expeditions could now be outfitted for 10 to 12 months

and voluntary over-wintering began. 

At the end of the 16th century the forced detention of Spanish Basque ships and

recruitment of sailors for Spanish royal fleets considerably affected Spanish Basque

involvement in Terra Nova whaling and cod fishing. By the first decades of the 17th

century, greatly reduced whale stocks meant all that remained of Basque whaling in

Figure 2.26 The Greenland right or bowhead whale   . 
Bill Koski
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eastern Canada was small-scale activity along the north shore of the Strait of Belle Isle

and Gulf of St. Lawrence dominated by crews from French Basque ports, who were also

actively trading with Aboriginal groups in the area. By that time, new stocks of whales had

been discovered at Spitsbergen in the Barents Sea. English and Dutch ships led the

development of a new phase of whaling in that area.

2. B (v) The Whaling Port at Red Bay

Red Bay was the largest and most important of the Basque whaling ports in the Strait 

of Belle Isle. The earliest reference to Basque whalers at Red Bay is contained in Jacques

Cartier’s journal of his 1534 voyage through the Strait of Belle Isle and into the Gulf of 

St. Lawrence. In it Cartier describes the harbour that the Basques knew as Buttes and 

that we now know as Red Bay. The earliest archival documents that specifically mention

Red Bay are related to an incident in 1554 involving the seizure of Spanish Basque

whaling ships working at Los Hornos (known today as East St. Modeste and located

approximately 20 kilometres west of Red Bay) by French Basques working at Red Bay.

The information contained in these documents indicate that the whaling stations at both

East St. Modeste and Red Bay were well-established and in full operation at the time 

of the incident.

At the peak of whaling in the Strait of Belle Isle, which occurred during the 1560s and

1570s, about 1,000 men in a dozen ships came to Red Bay each season. At that time, 

at least eleven shore stations were in operation at Red Bay rendering whale blubber to oil. 

The archaeological record at Red Bay reveals a number of significant aspects related 

to the use of the land by the Basque whalers at Red Bay. They took advantage of a variety

of geographical features, including headlands, bedrock outcrops, level areas near the

beaches and natural elevations, in order to most efficiently and effectively hunt whales

and process whale oil.

Archaeologically, it is impossible to determine which shore stations were constructed 

first and in what order they were constructed. What is evident, however, is that the shore

stations which show the evidence of the longest and most intensive use are located on

both the Saddle Island and mainland shores at the east end of the Harbour. Several of

these shore stations were used so much that the ovens built first were dismantled after 

the stonework collapsed from the intense heat. New ovens were built immediately

adjacent to the originals or, in one case, in the same location. At this same mainland

shore station there is evidence that the rendering ovens were dismantled and rebuilt

several times.
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This archaeological evidence indicates that this area of the Harbour, which has the

deepest water close to shore, was the area first used for processing whale oil and the one

that was used the longest. It was the preferred location for shore stations. Shore stations

at other locations in Red Bay show less evidence of intensive use and are located in areas

not as suitable for processing activities. These areas front on shallow water or have rocks

just offshore that would have prevented the easy landing of whale boats and the

unloading of whale blubber. The location of these stations in less than suitable areas, 

and the fact that they show less evidence of use, indicate that they were built and used

during peak periods of whaling at Red Bay, when areas that fronted on deep water and

had good landing areas were at a premium. Once the industry had peaked and then

declined, these areas were no longer used and whale oil processing was again

concentrated at the east end of the Harbour.

Figure 2.27 Red Bay Harbour in winter. Cindy Gibbons personal collection
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By the 1560s and 1570s whaling in the Strait of Belle Isle had peaked and the number 

of whales was declining. There are records of several expeditions to Red Bay during this

period that were seriously impacted by staying for the winter coastal whaling season. 

For example, the San Juan, which stayed for the bowhead whale hunt in the autumn 

of 1565, ran aground in a storm at Red Bay. Documents related to an insurance claim

against the loss of the vessel indicate that it was fully loaded with oil and ready to sail

home to the Basque Country. Some of the cargo was recovered, but the vessel itself,

including several hundred barrels of whale oil, remained in Red Bay Harbour. 

Staying in the Strait of Belle Isle for the winter coastal whaling season also increased 

the risk of ships getting trapped by ice. In the late fall of 1574 or early winter of 1575 the

whaling ship La Madelena was abandoned at Red Bay after it became trapped and frozen

in the ice. The crew returned to the Basque Country in other ships. The owner, Martín

Sanz de Aguirre, was able to retrieve part of the cargo when he returned to Red Bay 

the following summer. During the winter of 1576/77, a number of ships were trapped 

by the ice in several ports including Red Bay. Poorly prepared crews were forced to spend 

a winter in the Strait of Belle Isle. Hundreds of men died before relief ships arrived in the

spring. Perhaps as a consequence, at least one crew refused to stay and hunt bowhead

whales in 1577 and the ship returned to the Basque region in September with a nearly

empty hold. 

As mentioned previously, the number of whales in the Strait of Belle Isle continued 

to decline through the 1580s and 1590s and consequently the number of expeditions 

to Red Bay declined as well. The last known record of Basque whaling at Red Bay 

is a document from April 1604 that describes the 38-man crew of the San Pedro spending

the previous winter there.

2. B (vi) The Whaling Process and the Use of the Land and Sea at Red Bay

Annual maintenance of the shore stations was the first priority. When the crews arrived 

in Red Bay at the beginning of each whaling season the first task was to ensure that 

the structures associated with the shore processing stations were in good repair. Existing

structures were repaired and new ones were built if they were required. 

Based on archaeological and archival evidence, researchers have determined the details 

of the work carried out by the whalers at Red Bay. It was difficult, dangerous and dirty.

The whaling process began with the hunt. The high surrounding hills offered an

advantage for whalers, allowing for the stationing of sentinels and for signalling when

whales were spotted. Once a whale was spotted from the shore, the watchman signalled
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and men set out in pursuit of it in eight-metre boats known as chalupas. The chalupa

was the original whaling boat. It was designed and built for speed and manoeuvrability,

both essential for chasing down and harpooning whales. Each chalupa was crewed by six

or seven men, including a steersman and harpooner. The harpoon, consisting of an iron

head and wooden shaft with a long line that was attached to the boat, was wielded by the

skilled harpooner from the bow of the chalupa. Once the harpoon was imbedded in the

whale it was attached to the boat by the line, enabling the whalers to stay with the whale

until it could be approached and killed. The design and use of this effective harpoon was 

a very important innovation introduced by the Basques and used for centuries afterwards,

as it made the whale hunt more efficient. This was undoubtedly the most dangerous part

of whaling, as a few men in small boats propelled by oars — and sails when the winds

were favourable —pursued and killed enormous whales that could weigh up to 100 tonnes

and exceed 18 metres in length. 

The most complete original example in the world of a 16th-century chalupa has been

recovered from Red Bay Harbour. It has undergone extensive conservation and is

displayed at Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada. The overall length of the chalupa

is 8.03 metres and it is 1.92 metres wide at the master frame (middle of the boat). It was

constructed mostly of European white oak, although some local wood was used to make

repairs to it. 

The difficult aspect of the work began once the whale was killed. The huge dead weight

had to be towed from where the whale finally died in the Strait of Belle Isle back to Red

Figure 2.28 Early 17th-century image of chalupas towing whales at Spitsbergen. American Antiquarian Society
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Bay. Insight into how the whalers managed such a feat is based on early methods of

communal whaling used in the Basque region and accounts from English whaling voyages

to Spitsbergen in the early 1600s, for which Basque whalers were hired. Several chalupas

were used to tow a whale. The crew of one would attach a rope around the dead whale’s

tail, and then others would tie up, one to the other, to form a chain and row the carcass

back to port.

The next step in the industrial process was flensing — the removal of the fat from the

whale carcass. Once the whale was back in Red Bay it was tied up to a whaling ship

moored in the Harbour and the dirty part of the job began. The first step in the

production of whale oil was to strip the blubber from the whale — a process known as

flensing. Basque archival documents and records of English whaling at Spitsbergen both

indicate that this took place next to the ships in the harbour to make use of winches and

other equipment on board. The winches were used to turn the whale as the men cut off

strips of blubber with long-bladed flensing knives. An example of the blade of a flensing

knife was found by terrestrial archaeologists at Red Bay in 1986. It is 62 centimetres long

and measures 5 centimetres at its widest point. While corroded, it has undergone

conservation and is displayed at the Visitor Interpretation Centre at Red Bay National

Historic Site of Canada. Also found at Red Bay, associated with the 24M wreck site, were

numerous examples of the types of block and tackle that were used on the ships to rotate

Figure 2.29 Early 17th-century image of flensing whales at Spitsbergen. American Antiquarian Society
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the whales, including single and double sheave block and many examples of the hemp

rope used with them.

Once the flensing was complete the whale blubber was cut into smaller pieces and taken

on shore for the next and very important step in the industrial process — rendering the

oil. The most important technological components for rendering whale oil were the stone

ovens. Consistent with the demands of rendering whale oil, the ovens at Red Bay were

parallel and adjacent to the shoreline on both sides of the Harbour fronting on deep

water. This made for easy access by boat. Once ashore and cut into still smaller chunks

the blubber was put into copper cauldrons set over open fires to render it to oil. 

The men tending the fires built up an intense heat in order to reduce the whale blubber 

to liquid form. 

Fragments of the copper cauldrons

used to render the whale blubber 

to oil have been found at Red Bay.

Supply lists associated with the

outfitting of whaling ships indicate

that the cauldrons were valuable.

They were taken back to the Basque

Country at the end of the whaling

season where necessary repairs were

made to them so they could be used

again. Researchers have concluded

that the fragments found at Red Bay

were from cauldrons that had

collapsed from intense heat and use.

Once the fat was reduced to liquid

form, the men purified the hot oil by

ladling it into vats of cold, fresh water.

The oil floated on the surface and any

solid bits, dirt and other impurities

sank to the bottom. The purified oil

was skimmed off the water and put

into barricas or barrels with a

standard capacity of 211 litres. 

Figure 2.30 Barrel staves as found on the 24M vessel. 
Parks Canada/P. Waddell
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Each shore station also included workshops where coopers assembled the barrels

required for shipping the oil. The cooperages were located on terraces above the

rendering ovens providing a separation of the skilled work of the coopers from the highly

industrialized activities of the rendering stations. This position also facilitated the

transfer of assembled barrels which could be easily rolled down the slope to be filled with

oil. The barrels were shaped and pre-assembled at cooperages in the Basque region and

then re-assembled as they were required at Red Bay. The barrels had to be well-

assembled and tight so that they would not leak during the long, rough voyage back 

to Europe. 

The remains of more than 300 whale oil barrels were recovered from the 24M vessel.

They were filled with oil when the ship was wrecked in the 16th century. The remains

consist of the staves and head pieces, as well as the alder hoops and willow bindings 

that held them together. One complete example and parts of several others are displayed

at the Visitor Interpretation Centre. The others have been reburied at the wreck site.

At Red Bay, a wharf was used to facilitate access for men bringing the fat ashore and also

for loading the barrels of oil on the ships. While it appears that, for the most part, the

whalers lived aboard their ships moored in the Harbour, rudimentary structures were

built near the whale oil rendering areas to provide a place for the workers to eat and sleep

on shore while the oil was being processed.

The final step in the industrial process of whaling was shipping the barrels of oil. 

This was done by the whaling ships that also transported the whalers across the Atlantic

Ocean to and from the Strait of Belle Isle.

In addition to being the dirty part of the job, the production of whale oil was extremely

labour-intensive, with men working in shifts to ensure that the blubber was rendered to

oil as quickly as possible. A deposition in witness to a will written at Carroll’s Cove, a few

miles west of Red Bay, on Christmas Eve, 1584 says (translated) “…no other witnesses

were found because it was midnight and some of the sailors of the said ship were working

on land rendering whale to make train oil and the others were sleeping on board ship

exhausted due to sheer work.21” 

2. B (vii) Red Bay after the Basques

Although Basque whaling in the Strait of Belle Isle had greatly declined by the early years

of the 1600s, the area’s history of resource exploitation continued. Red Bay’s large and

well-sheltered harbour ensured that it continued to play an important role in the cod and

other fisheries for the next four centuries. 
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The French migratory cod fishery, which started in Atlantic Canada as early as 1504,

persisted in the Strait of Belle Isle through the 17th and early 18th centuries. Fishermen

from Normandy and Brittany in the northwest of France crossed the North Atlantic Ocean

each spring to fish for cod during the summer season. They used harbours around

Newfoundland and Labrador and other areas of Atlantic Canada, including Red Bay, 

to process and dry their catch before returning to Europe in the autumn.

By the end of the 17th century,

merchants from the colony of New

France, which at the time included

much of eastern North America,

including present day Québec and

Labrador, were also taking an interest

in the natural resources of Labrador.

In 1713 Pierre Constantin received a

grant of land in the area that included

Red Bay, where he established a post

to carry on the cod and seal fisheries

and to trade with the Inuit who came

south for that purpose. Archaeological

and documentary evidence indicates 

Figure 2.31 The remains of Constantin’s trading post 
at Red Bay before excavation. Memorial University of

Newfoundland Archaeology Unit

Figure 2.32 Mercantile premises on Penney Island, 1908. McCord Museum
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that Constantin’s post was burnt by the Inuit in1719 and rebuilt in 1721. In the late 1980s

archaeologists found the remains of both on the west side of the Basin. Constantin and

other traders continued to operate the post until 1763. It was during this period that the

name “Baie Rouge” (Red Bay) first appears on maps and in documents.

In 1763, at the end of the Seven Years War, Labrador, along with most of the North

American territory previously claimed by France, was ceded to England through the

Treaty of Paris. A migratory fishery based in the West Country of England gradually

developed along the southern Labrador coast. Records show that during the early years 

of the 1800s Codner and Company, a mercantile firm from Teighnmouth, Devon with

interests in the cod and salmon fisheries, was operating at Red Bay.

By the 1840s, the English migratory fishermen at Red Bay were replaced by fishermen

from the east coast of the island of Newfoundland, who moved north in search of new

opportunities as the population of that area continued to increase and space available for

fishing installations became limited. The Penneys, a fish merchant family from Carbonear

in Conception Bay on Newfoundland’s Avalon Peninsula, set up several branches of their

business in Labrador during the 1840s, including their most successful operation at Red

Bay. The business attracted fishermen who eventually brought their families and became

the first permanent residents of Red Bay. 

A vibrant community then developed around the salt cod industry. A census taken in 1856

showed that Red Bay had 72 settlers. By 1891 the population had increased to 152 and

there was a school and two churches. The community that existed at Red Bay at the end 

of the 1800s was located along the shoreline of the Harbour, on both Saddle Island and

the mainland, and is contained within the nominated property. The 19th-century cod

fishermen from Newfoundland looked for the same features as the 16th-century whalers

from the Basque region when they built their premises on shore: level land near the beach

that fronted on areas of deep water in the Harbour. Archaeological research at Red Bay

has shown that 19th- and 20th-century fishing structures and homes were literally built

on top of 16th-century whaling structures.

Red Bay was prospering by the early years of the 20th century, largely due to the

establishment there in 1896 of the first cooperative business enterprise in Newfoundland

and Labrador under the guidance of British missionary-doctor Sir Wilfred Grenfell. 

The cooperative enabled local fishermen to take control of marketing their own cod fish.

Practically all fishermen in Red Bay became members; they hired a local young man 

as manager and within a few years had built their own business premises. The Red Bay

Cooperative was able to market fish and obtain a reasonable price for it during the years

of World War I and through the 1920s, which are generally considered to have been poor
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economic years in Newfoundland and Labrador. The Cooperative was in existence until

about 1940, when it was dissolved and all shares acquired by the former manager. 

Sir Wilfred Grenfell’s influence was felt in other ways in Red Bay. Regular visits by

doctors and other medical practitioners meant that the people of the community were

better able to maintain their health. Family income also increased as women were

encouraged to contribute to the sustenance of the family by making hooked rugs that were

sold in the United States and Great Britain. In the 1920s the former Methodist Church

Parsonage at Red Bay was converted to an Industrial Centre for the production of

handicrafts and the women of the community were trained in weaving as another source

of income. 

World War II brought another beneficial influence in the form of a fleet of Canadian Navy

anti-submarine vessels patrolling the Strait of Belle Isle. During the summers of 1943 

and 1944, the fuel supply ship HMCS Preserver was stationed at Red Bay along with six

Fairmile boats that carried out the patrols. Residents of the area benefitted from the

medical and dental services of the Canadian Navy vessel and enjoyed other social

activities, such as movies, that it offered. Local men were hired as required to carry out

repairs and other services to the Fairmile boats.

In 1949, Newfoundland and Labrador became the tenth province of Canada, and 

the traditional lifestyle of Red Bay, based mainly on the cod fishery, began to change. 

The two decades following Confederation with Canada brought services such as electricity

and telephones to the community. Cash was also introduced to what had been an

economy based largely on the barter of salt cod for food, fishing gear and other supplies.

Construction of a road along the south coast of Labrador was begun at the border with 

the province of Québec in 1954. It was completed to Red Bay in 1966 with the

construction of a bridge across the gorge of the Pinware River. Ferry services between

Southern Labrador and the Great Northern Peninsula of Newfoundland soon followed. 

Local government began in 1973 when Red Bay was incorporated as a town under the

Municipalities Act of the Government of Newfoundland and Labrador and the first Town

Council was elected. This was followed by basic services, such as municipal garbage

collection and a community centre, as well as by municipal taxation. 

In the mid-1970s a salt cod processing plant was established at Red Bay. Fishermen could

sell their catch fresh and it was processed at the plant by the women of the community.

Several years later the plant was expanded to process herring as well. The processing

plant meant that practically every adult in Red Bay was employed on a seasonal basis.

This was the most prosperous period ever experienced by the modern-day community 
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of Red Bay. This significant change in the economy of Red Bay coincided with the

archaeological discovery of the 16th-century Basque whaling station.

2. B (viii) The Discovery of Red Bay’s 16th-Century History

Red Bay’s history as the most significant Basque whaling port in the 1500s first came 

to light in the early 1970s with the study of documents in Basque and Spanish archives

relating to the little-known subject of Basque cod fishing and whaling voyages to Atlantic

Canada in the 16th and 17th centuries. 

Thousands of 16th- and early 17th-century manuscripts, including charter parties, crew

agreements, lawsuits, insurance policies, wills and a variety of other legal documents

relating to 16th-century whaling in Terra Nova were found in more than twenty archives

at places in northern Spain including Bilbao, Burgos, Oñate and Valladolid. They showed

that the Basques not only prosecuted an active cod fishery, but had carried out a major

whale fishery in Atlantic Canada during that period. More specifically, it was found that

the whaling took place in at least twelve ports in an area that the Basques referred to as

the “Gran Baya” or the Grand Bay. 

Analysis of these documents allowed researchers to reconstruct most aspects of the

Basque fisheries from the 1500s and early 1600s in Atlantic Canada. The study of other

written sources, such as sailing directions and maps and charts of the time, enabled

Figure 2.33 Salt cod processing plant at Red Bay in full operation during the mid-1980s. Xabi Otero
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researchers to determine that the Grand Bay was actually the Strait of Belle Isle. They also

determined that the old whaling ports referred to in the archival documents were situated

along the north shore of the Strait of Belle Isle and the Gulf of St. Lawrence, ranging from

Cape St. Charles in the north as far south as Harrington Harbour on the present day

Québec coast. Likewise, the location of most of the individual whaling ports and their

modern names were identified. For example, Gradun became present-day Middle Bay,

Puerto Breton became Carroll’s Cove and Buttes — the most important port — became

Red Bay.

An expedition to southern Labrador in the summer of 1977 included archival researchers

and archaeologists from Memorial University of Newfoundland in St. John’s, the

province’s capital. Together they

explored several harbours along the coast

and discovered tangible evidence of

occupation by Basque whalers. But the

most promising remains were found at

Red Bay. Documents referring to large

numbers of the clay roof tiles – like those

still commonly used in the Basque region

today - being brought to Labrador on

whaling ships were among those studied.

The shoreline around Red Bay was

littered with fragments of these tiles.

Baleen, the keratinous material from the

mouths of right whales, and the remains

of stone structures encrusted with burnt

whale blubber were found on Saddle

Island. A nearby beach was littered with

large fragments of whale bones. These

archaeological remains suggested that

significant activity had taken place at Red

Bay during the 16th-century Basque

whaling period and confirmed the

findings of the archival work in Europe. 

Also among the Spanish and Basque

archival material was documentary

evidence of several Basque whaling

galleons lost in Labrador at Red Bay,

Figure 2.34 Power of attorney of two harpooners
regarding the loss of the San Juan at Red Bay.
Archivo Histórico de Protocolos de Gipuzkoa, Oñati 
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Chateau Bay and Pinware Bay. In the late summer of 1978, working with information

provided by the archival researchers, a team of underwater archaeologists from Parks

Canada surveyed Red Bay and Chateau Bay and discovered a shipwreck at each location.

The greater logistical difficulties of working at Chateau Bay associated with the lack 

of roads, no permanent settlement and no electricity led to the decision to further

investigate the wreck found at Red Bay. 

After several weeks of preliminary excavation in 1978, the archaeologists tentatively

linked the wreck at Red Bay to 16th-century whaling. Later that year the province of

Newfoundland and Labrador recognized the historic significance of the archaeological

finds at Red Bay, designating the terrestrial archaeological remains on Saddle Island and

the adjacent underwater wreck site as a Provincial Historic Site.

The Government of Canada also recognized the importance of the 16th-century Basque

whaling site at Red Bay in 1979 when, upon the recommendation of the Historic Sites 

and Monuments Board of Canada (HSMBC), Red Bay was designated as a site of national

historic significance based on the documentary and archaeological evidence already

available. The HSMBC, which advises the Government of Canada regarding the

commemoration of nationally significant aspects of the country’s history, also noted that,

“...continued archaeological investigation of the area, both on land and underwater, may

well demonstrate that this is one of the most important historic sites in North America.22”

Later investigations at Red Bay proved that assessment to be correct.

While documentary research into historical Basque whaling in Canada continues into the

present day, the bulk of archaeological research at Red Bay took place during the 1980s.

The Memorial University of Newfoundland Archaeology Unit began terrestrial

archaeology on Saddle Island in 1978. During the next 14 years, with support from the

Government of Canada and the Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, numerous

areas within the nominated property were tested and excavated. From the beginning, the

terrestrial archaeology at Red Bay was supported by the Canadian Conservation Institute,

which undertook the preservation and restoration of the thousands of artefacts recovered

during the excavation.

Excavations centred on Saddle Island in the beginning but were later expanded to include

16th-century sites on Penney Island, Twin Islands and the mainland shore within the

community of Red Bay. The archaeological features investigated include whale oil

rendering ovens, cooperages, small temporary dwellings and a cemetery.

Between 1979 and 1985 underwater archaeologists from Parks Canada undertook 

an extensive and exhaustive study that included excavating, dismantling, recording 
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and reburying the 24M vessel. Underwater archaeology at Red Bay also included 

a harbour survey that revealed the existence of large deposits of whale bones adjacent 

to on-shore oil processing sites. The investigation of one of these deposits in 1983 led 

to the discovery of a second galleon at the mouth of the Strand. Exploratory excavations

carried out at there, known as the 27M site, in 1985, revealed that this was a 16th-century

whaling vessel that had burned shortly after arrival at Red Bay. In 1984 a survey related

to the installation of a sewer system at Red Bay revealed a third galleon near the 27M site.

Exploration of this 29M site the following year revealed the well-preserved lower hull 

of a 16th-century whaling vessel that was significantly larger than the two previously

recorded vessels.

Study of the massive amounts of data collected during this project continues today and

has resulted in numerous publications, conference papers and journal articles since the

1980s. In 2007, Parks Canada published The Underwater Archaeology of Red Bay:

Basque Shipbuilding and Whaling in the 16th Century. This landmark five-volume report

is the culmination of three decades of research related to the Red Bay Basque Whaling

Station and establishes the undeniable importance of the site to the history of whaling,

shipbuilding and the early European presence in North America and to the evolution 

of the discipline of underwater archaeology.

The collective body of knowledge gained from the years of research at Red Bay has

dramatically changed the understanding of the beginning of large-scale and overseas

whaling, as well as the knowledge of the early European history of North America,

particularly the role that the Basques played in it. Further, in recognition of the

importance of this site to the discipline of underwater archaeology, an image of the 24M

vessel was selected as the logo for the 2001 UNESCO Convention on the Protection 

of Underwater Cultural Heritage.

2. B (ix) The Development of the Nominated Property

Archaeological work at Red Bay was scaled back by the late 1980s and local attention

turned to the future of the site as a tourism destination. This coincided with a period 

of basic infrastructure development in and around the Town of Red Bay, all of which

contributed to the community’s evolution as the primary tourism destination in Southern

Labrador. The installation of the sewer system mentioned above was part of a larger

project that provided basic water and sewer services to most of the community during 

the mid-1980s. By 1989, paving of the Southern Labrador Highway had also been

completed to Red Bay.
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In 1988 the Government of

Newfoundland and Labrador

commissioned a concept development

study for Red Bay as part of a larger

study of the tourism potential of

Southern Labrador and the Northern

Peninsula of Newfoundland. The study,

completed in 1989, identified a number

of possibilities for the future protection

and presentation of Red Bay’s 16th-

century archaeological resources.

Since the late 1980s the community has

been actively involved in the protection

of the heritage and the sustainable development of the nominated property. While the

concept development study was underway, the Town of Red Bay, along with the Memorial

University archaeology team, began to develop local tourism-related infrastructure. 

A self-guided walking tour was created on Saddle Island in 1988 in response to the

growing numbers of visitors who wanted to tour the archaeological sites. Also in 1988, 

the Town of Red Bay, with assistance from government funding agencies, began

construction of a visitor centre to highlight the artefacts and structures associated with

the production of whale oil and other 16th-century activities at Red Bay. The Red Bay

Visitor Centre was opened on 13 August 1990.

On 30 August 1989 an official Government of Canada plaque was unveiled in the

community describing the significance of the Basque whaling site at Red Bay to the

history of Canada. The same year, the

HSMBC stated that “...in light of the

exceptional significance of the Red Bay

Area at the national and indeed at the

international level, it was the collective

responsibility of the Federal Government

and that of Newfoundland and Labrador

to protect and present the resources

there associated with Basque Whaling

activities in the 16th century for the

benefit of this and future generations.”

At the same time the Board further

recommended that “...the Canadian

Figure 2.35 Visitor Centre opened by the Town 
of Red Bay in 1990. Parks Canada

Figure 2.36 Ceremonial unveiling of the Historic
Sites and Monuments Board of Canada plaque 
at Red Bay, 30 August 1989. Parks Canada
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Parks Service [now Parks Canada] be directed to enter into discussions without delay 

with the Government of Newfoundland and Labrador with a view to cooperating with

it in order to ensure, through federal acquisition of the site or otherwise, the protection 

of the resources at Red Bay, both terrestrial and underwater, associated with the theme 

of Basque Whaling and to provide for on-going research and interpretation of the sites 

as appropriate in the context of a park management plan.23” 

Following up on the recommendation of the HSMBC, the Government of Canada 

and the Government of Newfoundland and Labrador signed a memorandum 

of understanding concerning the future protection and presentation of the Basque

whaling site at Red Bay on 18 December 1991. The agreement included the preparation 

of a tourism development plan by the Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, 

the development of a site management plan by Parks Canada to include the identification

of significant archaeological resources and interpretive themes, and the cooperative

management of artefact collections associated with the recently completed archaeological

excavations. 

Also in 1991 the Labrador Straits Heritage Regions Project was undertaken by the

Labrador Straits Historical Development Corporation and the Heritage Canada

Foundation. Its goal was to help area residents cooperatively protect their natural 

and cultural heritage and use it for economic revitalization. The project report identified

the development of Red Bay’s Basque whaling resources as an immediate priority for

the region.

With both of these elements at the forefront, Parks Canada took the lead role in working

with community residents, the municipal and provincial governments and other

organizations in the region to formulate plans for the future development of the 16th-

century Basque whaling site at Red Bay. 

Infrastructure related to visitor services and interpretation was developed at Red Bay 

over the course of several years in consultation with local and regional stakeholders. 

A new facility was constructed to provide site orientation and introductory information

for visitors. This Orientation Centre sits on a prominent point in the community and

provides an impressive view of Red Bay Harbour and Saddle Island. It also houses the

restored 16th-century chalupa as part of a permanent exhibition about Basque whaling 

in Red Bay, which opened in 1998.

Also in 1998, the former Red Bay Visitor Centre was acquired by Parks Canada and

refitted for use as an Interpretation Centre to fully present the major themes and

messages of the National Historic Site. To tell the story of Basque whaling, this facility
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includes interpretive panels, original artefacts and a variety of other information related

to archaeological and archival research. Work on this building was completed in 2000

and it was opened on 29 July of that year. Additional information is provided by the self-

guided interpretive trail that winds through the archaeological sites on Saddle Island.

Further regional infrastructure development began in 1999 with the start of construction

of the Trans-Labrador Highway at Red Bay. Completed in 2009, the highway links

Southern Labrador with the central and western parts of the region as well as Québec 

and the rest of North America by a circuitous route through the Labrador wilderness.

The Red Bay Basque Whaling Station was included on Canada’s Tentative List for World

Heritage Sites in 2004. The inclusion of the site on the tentative list acknowledges the

significance of Basque whaling at Red Bay in the early European history of North America

and in the development of a global whaling industry.

Figure 2.37 Official opening of Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada, July 2000. Parks Canada/Geoffrey

Hancock
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3. Justification for
inscription

Remains of a large rendering oven on Saddle Island
Memorial University of Newfoundland Archaeology Unit
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3. a criteria under Which inscription is proposed
The Red Bay Basque whaling Station is nominated for inscription under criteria (iii), 
(iv) and (v) for the crucial role that it played in the development of the global whaling
industry. 

Criterion (i i i) : Red Bay is an exceptional example of the Basque whaling

tradition overseas and, at its peak in the 16th century, was the largest and most

important port in the world associated with the initial phase of international whaling.

Through its extensive archaeological remains, it presents the most outstanding and

complete evidence of the origins of the large-scale commercial whaling industry and 

of the associated traditions and techniques that developed and thrived globally for 

three centuries.

The extensive and well-preserved archaeological remains at Red Bay represent the
historical and global importance of the whaling industry. They bear exceptional testimony
to the early stages of large-scale commercial whaling and whale oil production at a time
when whale oil was becoming a major source of energy for light. It was the first source 
of artificial light ever to be commercially produced and was burned to light streets and
homes in cities across Europe and America for centuries. Whale oil later became widely
used as a lubricant for machinery during the industrial era and was also used in the
manufacture of paint, varnish, soap, cosmetics, perfumes, margarine and other diverse
products.  

Figure 3.1 Well-preserved whale oil rendering oven located at the north end of Penney Island.
Memorial University of Newfoundland Archaeology Unit
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The Basques began whaling in the Bay of Biscay as early as the 11th century, and for
almost 600 years they were the world’s only commercial whalers. They began overseas
whaling in the first half of the 16th century during a period of expansion westward from
Europe to exploit the natural resources of the Americas. By the 1540s the Basques had
established the world’s first industrial-scale whaling in the Strait of Belle Isle on the east
coast of North America. Red Bay was the largest and most important of a dozen ports
associated with what would ultimately become the start of a world-wide industry. 
By the time that whaling had declined in the Strait of Belle Isle at the end of the 1500s,
the demand for oil was high enough to support the development of a new phase of
whaling in the Barents Sea that eventually led to offshore whaling and took ships 
and men around the world in search of blubber for oil.

Archival research has revealed that during the peak years of whaling in the Strait of Belle
Isle in the 1560s and 1570s, at least one thousand whalers in as many as ten to twelve
ships annually used the sheltered harbour at Red Bay as their base for hunting whales 
and processing whale oil. In addition, 14 years of archaeological research on land and
underwater at Red Bay has uncovered the rich remains of the 16th-century whaling port.
It consisted of at least eleven whale oil processing areas that included fifteen rendering
ovens, four cooperages and several other workshop areas, a number of living quarters and
a cemetery. These remains, along with four whaling ships and extensive deposits of whale
bones from the period, all indicate that Red Bay was the largest and most extensively used
whaling port during the 16th century. Today it is the best and most complete illustration
of the origins of the global whaling industry and of the traditions and techniques that
came to be used around the world for centuries.

Criterion (iv): The archaeological remains at Red Bay are the world’s largest

and most extensive technological ensemble illustrating early industrial-scale whale oil

production. Remains of all components of the industrial whaling process — consisting 

of rendering ovens, cooperages, living quarters and ships — are present and preserved

at Red Bay. No other site in the world provides such a complete understanding of the

technology used at the genesis of the technology developed for whaling, a key industry

worldwide for three centuries. 

The extensive and well-preserved archaeological remains at Red Bay constitute an
outstanding example of an early shore-based whale oil production site representing 
the beginning of the commercial production of whale oil as a widely-used illuminant. 
The nominated property contains all of the elements necessary to illustrate the industrial
whaling process.
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By the 1540s the Basques were conducting the world’s first industrial-scale whaling 
in the Strait of Belle Isle; Red Bay was the largest and most important of their whaling
stations. using techniques and technology for hunting whales and processing oil
perfected in the Bay of Biscay since the 11th century, the Basques were the first to develop
an overseas whaling industry. Their techniques were emulated by others and became 
the standard practice for whaling until the advent of steam-powered whaling boats 
and artificially propelled harpoons during the second half of the 1800s.

Today the nominated property at Red Bay contains an outstanding technological
ensemble illustrating the production of whale oil that includes the remains of numerous
structures, well-preserved ships and boats and a collection of tools and implements that 
is unparalleled at any other whaling site from the period. 

The industrial process involved in whaling during the 16th century consisted of hunting
the whales, flensing them, rendering the fat to oil, assembling the barrels used to hold 
the oil and shipping the finished product to Europe. All aspects of the technology required
to carry out this process are exemplified by the archaeological remains found at Red Bay.

Fifteen ovens, each consisting of
between three and six fireboxes,
were found at eleven locations. 
The remains of a wharf found 
at one location was used to facilitate
access for bringing the fat to the
ovens and loading the barrels of oil
on the ships. 

other structures identified by
archaeologists at Red Bay include
four temporary structures used 
as living quarters by the whalers 
on shore, four cooperages where
barrels were assembled and several
less substantial structures also used
as workshops for barrel assembly. 

The collection of artefacts found at Red Bay includes numerous examples of the 
211-litre barrels used to store and ship the oil and staves from tubs used to purify it. 
The unequalled collection of tools and implements includes examples of harpoons, 
the blades of flensing knives and fragments of the copper cauldrons.

World Heritage Nomination for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station

Figure 3.2 The remains of a substantial stone rendering oven
at Area C on Saddle Island. Memorial University of Newfoundland

Archaeology Unit
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The only original examples of Basque whale boats or chalupas were found at Red Bay,
including the most complete example in existence from the 16th century. The significant
collection of ships and boats also includes the remains of the four well-preserved galleons. 

The significant collection of artefacts recovered from the 24M shipwreck site includes
several large components of the ship (the anchor, the capstan and the bilge pump), 
an assortment of objects associated with the rigging, and an assemblage of navigational
instruments used on ships of the period. 

The archaeological resources at Red Bay also include significant deposits of whale bone
that are representative of the industrial process. They are, in fact, the debris of the whale
oil production process. 

Red Bay is the most extensively excavated and researched whaling site of the 16th century
and is one of the most exemplary examples of a whaling site of any age. The number and
quality of archaeological features and artefacts that together comprise the outstanding
technological ensemble associated with the nominated property and our understanding 
of their role in the industrial process of whaling is unmatched by any other whaling site 
in the world. 

Criterion (v): The Basque whaling station at Red Bay is the most outstanding

example of land and sea use associated with early industrial-scale commercial whaling

and whale oil production. The archaeological resources found at Red Bay provide

unprecedented insights into the adaptation of the 16th-century Basques to the harsh

terrestrial and marine environment of Labrador as they became world leaders in the

hunting of whales and the processing of whale oil more than four centuries ago. 

The nominated property is an outstanding example of human interaction with an
extremely challenging environment. The extensive and well-preserved archaeological
remains at Red Bay are a testament to the way that Europeans interacted with the land
and the sea as they undertook seasonal, industrial activities in distant lands during the
mid 16th-century. 

The nominated property demonstrates the inhospitable conditions faced by the Basques
in Labrador as they hunted whales and processed whale oil. It is the best known example 
of the use of the environment associated with early industrial-scale whaling. While coastal
whaling in the Basque Country was on a much smaller scale than that developed in the
Strait of Belle Isle, the centuries-old Basque whaling traditions and technology were
adapted to the demands of this new world enterprise. The archaeological record clearly
demonstrates how the Basque whalers made effective use of both the land and the sea 
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as they adapted their whaling traditions and techniques to an environment and a climate
that was much harsher and more extreme than any they had previously experienced. 

the Basque Whalers’ relationship with the Land

The archaeological record at Red Bay reveals a number of significant aspects related 
to the use of the land by the Basque whalers at Red Bay. They took advantage of a variety
of geographical features, including headlands, bedrock outcrops, level areas near the
beaches and natural elevations, in order to most efficiently and effectively hunt whales
and process whale oil. 

The whalers used prominent headlands on Saddle Island and Twin Islands as points 
to look for whales and then signal their crewmates when one was spotted. Evidence of this
use was found in the form of the remains of fires on the headlands and debris scattered 
at the base of them.

The remains of rendering ovens that were used to actually produce the whale oil were
found on level terraces adjacent to the beach. Level land was required for construction 
of the ovens. They were located close to the shoreline to facilitate getting the whale
blubber ashore and the barrels of oil into boats to be loaded on the ships. They also chose
areas to build the ovens that were sheltered from the prevailing winds and had deep water
close to shore, also to make the production of whale oil more efficient. 

The Basques also took advantage of the natural elevations at Red Bay to build their
cooperages. The cooperages identified at Red Bay are located on level terraces near the
rendering ovens but at slightly higher elevations. The completed barrels were rolled 
down the hill to the ovens as they were needed.

The bedrock outcrops, characteristic of the geography of Red Bay, provided natural
shelter for the whalers. They were used as walls for temporary living quarters that they
built while working on land rendering whale oil. The whalers also incorporated readily
available material such as rocks and baleen.

The relationship between the Basque whalers and the land at Red Bay is also represented
by the cemetery. Located at the exposed eastern end of Saddle Island, it is the final resting
place for as many as 135 whalers in single and multiple-person graves. The cemetery 
is situated in an area that was unsuitable for the production of whale oil: a low-lying part
of the island that is exposed to almost all wind directions and that is unapproachable by
boat due to shallow water and numerous rocks located just offshore. It is also a moving
testament to the difficult environment in which the whalers lived and worked at Red Bay.
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the Basque Whalers’ relationship with the sea 

Whaling, by its very nature, demands that the whalers have a close relationship with 
and a deep understanding of the sea and of the behaviour of their prey. This relationship
is epitomized in the galleons, boats and other artefacts found at Red Bay.

For the whalers, the sea provided the natural resources. They in turn developed the
techniques and technology to harvest them. A significant testament to the whalers’
relationship with the sea at Red Bay is the collection of galleons preserved in the Harbour.
As the primary link across the ocean between Europe and North America, these ships
brought the whalers to and from the Strait of Belle Isle with their valuable cargo.

The whale boats are a further representation of the use of the sea by the whalers at Red
Bay. As previously described, the double-ended chalupa was the whaling vessel of choice.
These boats were specially designed for use on the open ocean, with a lightweight 
and streamlined hull allowing them to move quickly and effortlessly across the water 

Figure 3.4 The restored 16th-century chalupa on display at Red Bay National Historic Site 
of Canada. Parks Canada/Mark Clarke
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in pursuit of whales. The remains of several chalupas found at Red Bay include an
exceptionally well-preserved example renowned as the most complete 16th-century
whaling boat in the world.

In addition to activities associated with hunting whales and producing whale oil at Red
Bay, archaeological evidence indicates that the 16th-century Basque whalers were using
the land and sea as a source of sustenance. The remains of locally available food, such 
as fish, seabirds and berries associated with the 24M vessel indicate that provisions
brought from Europe were being supplemented with these resources.

The nominated property is the most outstanding example of the land and sea use
associated with the world’s first industrial scale production of whale oil.

3. B proposed statement of outstanding universal Value

The Red Bay Basque Whaling Station is located on the north shore of the Strait 
of Belle Isle, in the eastern-most Canadian province of Newfoundland and Labrador. 
The Basques were among the earliest Europeans to exploit the rich maritime resources 
of eastern North America, and established the world’s first large-scale commercial
whaling enterprise in the Strait of Belle Isle during the first half of the 16th century. 

Archaeological excavations at Red Bay have uncovered the best known and most complete
example of a whaling station from this key period of the global whaling industry. 
The Red Bay Basque Whaling Station contains an exceptional collection of technology
that illustrates all stages of whale hunting and whale oil processing during this period.
The whale oil produced was the best source of artificial lighting known at this period 
of history and illuminated the rapidly growing cities of Europe and North America 
for three centuries.

Criterion i i i : Red Bay is an exceptional example of the Basque whaling tradition
overseas and, at its peak in the 16th century, was the largest and most important port in
the world associated with the initial phase of international whaling. Through its extensive
archaeological remains, it presents the most outstanding and complete evidence of the
origins of the large-scale commercial whaling industry and 
of the associated traditions and techniques that developed and thrived globally for 
three centuries.

Criterion iv: The archaeological remains at Red Bay are the world’s largest and
most extensive technological ensemble illustrating early industrial-scale whale oil
production. Remains of all components of the industrial whaling process — consisting
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of rendering ovens, cooperages, living quarters and ships — are present and preserved at
Red Bay. No other site in the world provides such a complete understanding of the
technology used at the genesis of the technology developed for whaling, a key industry
worldwide for three centuries. 

Criterion v: The Basque whaling station at Red Bay is the most outstanding
example of land and sea use associated with early industrial-scale commercial whaling
and whale oil production. The archaeological resources found at Red Bay provide
unprecedented insights into the adaptation of the 16th-century Basques to the harsh
terrestrial and marine environment of Labrador as they became world leaders in the
hunting of whales and the processing of whale oil more than four centuries ago.

Integrity
The boundaries of the nominated property are clearly defined and encompass all of the
elements necessary to express its outstanding universal Value. All the known elements
relating to 16th-century Basque whaling and whale oil production at Red Bay, including
whale oil processing stations, well-preserved vessels and extensive whale bone deposits,
are included. owing to factors such as a remote location, cooperative management and
dedicated volunteers, the property benefits from an excellent state of conservation. 

Authenticity
The archaeological remains of the 16th-century whaling station at Red Bay have retained
a high degree of authenticity. The form and design, as well as the materials used to build
the ships and structures associated with whaling, are unquestionably Basque of that
period. They therefore represent significant elements of the Basque whaling tradition.
The location and setting, which has changed very little since the 16th century, was ideal
for a successful whaling station. Traditions and techniques associated with whaling 
are reflected in the archaeological record at Red Bay, including those associated with
shipbuilding during the period and the methods used to hunt whales and process whale
oil. other factors, such as the extensive archival material in Europe that reveals how 
the industry was organized and managed, and the tangible remains in the form of a large
collection of artefacts found at Red Bay, further support the claim that Red Bay was 
the largest and most important whaling station of the 16th century. 

Requirements for protection and management
A combination of federal, provincial and municipal legislation, policies, planning
processes and mechanisms for cooperation ensures the ongoing protection and
management of the nominated property and the cultural resources associated with 16th-
century Basque whaling at Red Bay. Effective provincial legislation combined with strong
federal policies, well-organized municipal planning and a dedicated local community 
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all contribute to the long-term protection of the nominated property and ensure the
preservation of its outstanding universal Value. The implementation of relevant federal,
provincial and municipal legislation, policies and planning processes is coordinated
through a management committee. A management plan for the nominated property is in
place that effectively integrates key elements of the associated Red Bay National Historic

Site of Canada Management Plan, the Town of Red Bay Municipal Plan and relevant
legislation and policies of the Government of Newfoundland and Labrador.

3. c comparative analysis

In order to compare the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station to other early industrial-scale
whale oil production sites, it was necessary first to carry out a broad comparison based 
on the criteria under which the nominated property is being proposed for inscription on
the World Heritage List. All areas of the world where shore-based whaling was carried 
out were considered, and the properties that met these criteria were then compared 
to the nominated property in terms of how well they illustrate the early commercial
production of whale oil on a large scale, including the completeness and extent of the
associated technological ensemble and the use of the land and the sea for the production
of the oil. The integrity, authenticity, conservation and management of the archaeological
remains of the various properties were also compared to those at Red Bay. 

As described in more detail in Section 2.B, whale oil was the primary source of light until
the middle of the 19th century. It also played a significant role in the industrialization 
of Europe, North America and other places around the world. 

The commercial production of whale oil began in the Basque Country as early as the 11th
or 12th century.24 Large-scale production of this vital resource however, began in the
Strait of Belle Isle in eastern Canada during the 16th century, a time when it was the
primary source of artificial light. Red Bay is the best known example in existence of the
early large-scale production of whale oil. In addition, the whaling tradition represented 
at Red Bay was crucial in the development of international whaling; the traditions and
techniques developed by the Basques and perfected in the Strait of Belle Isle prevailed
through several centuries of the industry, until they were replaced by modern mechanized
methods during the 19th century.

The nominated property at Red Bay has outstanding universal Value because it was the
largest and most important port used by Basque whalers during the early years of large-
scale commercial whaling. The extensive archaeological remains of the whaling station 
at Red Bay present the most complete and compelling evidence of the origins of large-
scale commercial whaling. 
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The nominated property is the most complete and most extensive example known 
of a whaling station associated with this period of whaling history. It a complete example
becasue the technological ensemble at Red Bay contains all the significant components 
of the industrial whaling process. All of the structures and equipment required to hunt
whales and process whale oil are represented within the nominated property. It is the
most extensive because it contains more examples of these components than any other
known whaling site from the period.

The technological ensemble includes four whaling ships used for the transport of men
and oil across the Atlantic ocean, fifteen rendering ovens at eleven separate whale oil
production areas where whale blubber was transformed to oil, four cooperages and two
other workshops where barrels for shipping the oil were assembled, two look-
out/signalling stations used to spot whales, and four temporary living quarters that 
the workers built on shore. A large collection of artefacts associated with the industrial
process have also been found at Red Bay, including the oldest known original example 
of a whale boat, and the tools and implements used to hunt whales and process oil. 

3. c (i) criteria for comparison

In identifying properties for comparison to the nominated property at Red Bay, all areas
of the world where shore-based whaling was carried out were considered, including
ancient sites in South Korea and Norway, early commercial whaling sites in Spain, eastern
Canada, New England, Iceland, Spitsbergen and Jan Mayan Island (both territories of
Norway), early 19th-century shore-based whaling sites in Australia, New Zealand and
South Africa, and modern whaling sites in Newfoundland and Labrador, the South
Atlantic ocean and the west coast of Canada and the united States. 

As discussed above, properties were first compared to the Red Bay Basque Whaling
Station based on criteria iii, iv and v. The properties that met these criteria were then
compared in more detail using the framework outlined below in Table 3.1. The
framework, which is the basis for the comparison that follows, is based on the proposed
Statement of outstanding universal Value for the nominated property, as contained in
Section 3.B. When Red Bay is compared to other properties that relate to the attributes
contained in the framework, it emerges as the best and most complete example of an early
overseas whaling station. The conclusions concerning the properties compared to Red
Bay in this comparative analysis are based on published sources, archaeological reports
and the work of experts in the field. 
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table 3.1 framework for comparative analysis of the red Bay Basque
Whaling station

Attributes Standards for  Comparison

criterion iii – early commercial whaling

Direct relation Is the property directly related to the earliest phase of large-scale

commercial whaling?

Quality of illustration How well does the property illustrate early commercial whaling?

criterion iv – technological ensemble

Completeness Does the technological ensemble found at the property contain all

the significant components of the industrial whaling process?

Extent How extensive are the technological components at the property?

criterion v – land and sea use

Land use Does the property illustrate land use associated with early

commercial whaling?

Sea use Does the property illustrate sea use associated with early

commercial whaling?

integrity

Archaeological remains Are the archaeological remains stable and in good condition?

authenticity

Documentary research How extensive are documentary sources related to the property?

Archaeological research How extensively have the archaeological remains within the

property been researched?

Records and inventory Are records and inventory related to the property complete and

available?

protection and management

Management Plan Is a management plan in place for the property?

Monitoring Are programs in place to monitor the condition of the remains?

Legal protection Is the property protected by legislation?

Visitor access Is visitor access to the property monitored and controlled?
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3. c (ii) sites on the World Heritage List or on tentative Lists for World
Heritage

There are currently no sites relating to the global whaling industry on the World Heritage
List. Two sites related to whaling were identified on the Tentative List for World Heritage
Sites of Norway and the Republic of Korea.

Jan Mayen Island,  Norway 2 5

Jan Mayen Island is part of a serial transnational nomination of the Mid-Atlantic Ridge
system included on Norway’s Tentative List for World Heritage Sites. The remains 
of whaling stations and associated graves found there are included as part of the island’s
cultural significance.

Jan Mayen Island is located in the Norwegian Sea, south of Spitsbergen and east of
Greenland. From 1614 to 1636 the island was used as a seasonal station by Dutch shore
whalers. This was an extension of the large-scale commercial whaling carried out by the
Dutch at Spitsbergen as described in Section 3.C (v). Jan Mayen Island therefore provides 

Figure 3.5 Whaling station at the North Bay of Jan Mayen Island, c. 1639. New Bedford Whaling Museum
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a good example of the northward expansion of commercial whaling that occurred during
the 17th century.

Documentary sources from the Jan Mayen Island whaling period include the journals and
log books of whaling captains and other mariners who recorded activities at the stations.
These sources indicate that about 200 whalers used the island each year and that shore
stations with temporary rendering ovens and tents to house the crews were initially
constructed at six locations on the west coast of the island. After the first few years these
stations were replaced by more permanent stations that consisted of large brick furnaces
with chimneys and wooden houses at two locations: the North Bay and the South Bay. 
By the 1630s whales were no longer plentiful in the waters around Jan Mayen Island and
the stations were abandoned after 1636. 

Archaeological investigations during the 1980s found the remains of the brick rendering
ovens as well as wooden dwellings and storehouses at both the North Bay and South Bay
locations. The results of this excavation have been recorded and inventoried. The remains
of the whaling stations on Jan Mayen Island represent the same whaling tradition as Red
Bay, which Dutch whalers learned from Basques hired as part of whaling crews going 
to the Barents Sea during the early 17th century. 

The cultural resources on Jan Mayen Island are protected by Norwegian law. As is the
case at Red Bay, archaeological work is regulated and the wilful damage or destruction 
of archaeological resources is illegal. The management of cultural heritage on Jan Mayen
Island is currently the responsibility of the Norwegian Directorate for Cultural Heritage
and the Governor of Svalbard. 

Natural forces on Jan Mayen Island are difficult to control. The island is volcanic and
consists of unstable lava. Coastal erosion has already had a detrimental effect on the
remains of the whaling stations. All of the rendering ovens and most of the other
structures have washed into the ocean. Monitoring of the archaeological resources that
remain is carried out on a limited basis by an archaeologist who visits the island. There 
is no management plan in place and visitation to Jan Mayen Island is not monitored.

Bangu-Dae,  Republic  of  Korea 2 6

Bangu-Dae, part of the Daegokcheon Stream Petro-glyphs included on the Republic of
Korea’s Tentative List for World Heritage Sites, is an ancient petro-glyph site that depicts
whales and scenes of whaling. It has the reputation of being the world’s most famous
whale petro-glyph site. Although this area of the Republic of Korea has long depended 
on whaling for subsistence, unlike Red Bay, Bangu-Dae does not represent commercial
whaling and does not contain archaeological evidence of the production of whale oil.
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3. c (iii) sites in north america

Early shore-based commercial whaling took place in two areas of North America: 
the Strait of Belle Isle and the Gulf of St. Lawrence in eastern Canada during the 16th
century and the northeast coast of what is now the united States of America during the
mid to late 17th century. Modern commercial whaling stations were established at several
locations in North America during the late 19th and early 20th centuries.

Strait  of  Belle  Isle,  Newfoundland and Labrador,  Canada 2 7

The sites in North America that can be most usefully compared to Red Bay are found
along the north shore of the Strait of Belle Isle and the St. Lawrence River in eastern
Canada.

The Basques used ports along the north shore of the Strait of Belle Isle for whaling during
the mid to late 16th century. These ports and the activities that took place there represent
the world’s first large-scale commercial whaling industry. Archaeological and/or archival
work has allowed researchers to identify nine sites in Labrador that were associated with
Basque whaling and whale oil production during the 16th century. They are:

• Red Bay
• Chateau Bay
• East St. Modeste
• Capstan Island
• West St. Modeste
• Carroll’s Cove
• Cape Charles
• Pleasure Harbour
• Schooner Cove

of these, Red Bay is the most complete, most extensive and best preserved example. 

Chateau Bay
Chateau Bay is a well-documented 16th-century Basque whaling port located in the Strait
of Belle Isle northeast of Red Bay. It was used as a whaling port concurrent with Red Bay.
Chateau Bay is a good representation of the initial phase of commercial whaling
established in the area by the Basques during the 16th century. Extensive archival
documents from the Basque Country and other parts of Spain indicate that this was an
important and regularly used port. Archaeological research at Chateau Bay has revealed
the presence of many of the major components of a 16th-century Basque whaling port,
including the remains of rendering ovens, a cooperage and a whaling ship from the
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period, as well as a significant deposit of whale bone. The results of the archaeological
work at Chateau Bay have been inventoried and published.

The main rendering areas are on Stage Island, located within the naturally sheltered
harbour. A smaller and less-used site is located on nearby Henley Island and a whale bone
deposit is found on Castle Island. In addition, one burial that shows characteristics
similar to the Basque graves at Red Bay has been investigated at Chateau Bay. While these
remains represent a good example of early shore-based whaling, with only two whale oil

processing areas identified, they are not
as extensive as those found at Red Bay.
The terrestrial archaeological sites
excavated during the 1980s were
stabilized once the work was complete.
The remains of a whaling ship found in
the harbour in 1978 have been left 
in situ.

Like Red Bay, the remains at Chateau
Bay are protected by legislation 
of the Province of Newfoundland 
and Labrador. The remote location 
of Chateau Bay, however, with its
sporadic seasonal habitation and
uncontrolled visitation by pleasure
boaters travelling the coast of Labrador

during the summer months leave the site vulnerable and susceptible to both inadvertent
and wilful damage. No management plan is in place to protect the site, nor is it monitored
on a regular basis to determine the effects of erosion and other natural factors. 
The remains of the whaling ship have not been investigated and have therefore
not been stabilized as the examples at Red Bay have been.

East St. Modeste, Capstan Island, West St. Modeste and Carroll’s Cove
Archival and/or archaeological evidence has identified East St. Modeste, Capstan Island,
West St. Modeste and Carroll’s Cove as locations used by the Basques for operations
similar to those at Red Bay. East St. Modeste has been identified only through
documentary evidence. To date, no physical evidence of whaling has been found there.
Roofing tile identical to that found at Red Bay has been recorded at Capstan Island and
West St. Modeste, but there are no other identifiable artefacts or features that can link
these sites to Basque whaling, nor are the locations mentioned in archival documents 

Figure 3.6 Chateau Bay, Labrador – the location 
of a 16th-century Basque whaling station. 
Xabi Otero
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that have been studied. Roofing tile and whale bone fragments have also been found 
at Carroll’s Cove near Red Bay. This location is also mentioned in a number of archival
documents, but the structures associated with whaling have been greatly disturbed by
19th and early 20th-century settlement at the location and very little physical evidence 
of whaling remains. 

Cape Charles,  Pleasure Harbour and Schooner Cove
Archaeological investigations have identified rendering oven structures at Cape Charles,

Pleasure Harbour and Schooner Cove.
Pleasure Harbour and Schooner Cove
are mentioned in archival documents.
While each location contains between
one and three sets of rendering ovens,
there is no identifiable evidence of the
other structures associated with whaling
that have been found at Red Bay. 

Gulf  of  St .  Lawrence,  Québec,  Canada 2 8

As the number of whales in the Strait of Belle Isle declined at the end of the 16th century,
the focus of whaling in eastern Canada shifted to the southwest along what is now the
Lower North Shore of Québec and into the estuary of the St. Lawrence River, where
harbours remained ice-free later in the season, giving the whalers more opportunity to fill
the ships with oil. Archival and/or archaeological research has identified a number of
sites in these areas as Basque whaling sites from the late 16th and early 17th centuries.
They are:

• Middle Bay
• Île aux Basques
• Blanc Sablon
• Boulet’s Harbour
• Hare Harbour
• Cinq Lieues
• Anse Steven

Figure 3.7 The remains of Basque whale oil
rendering ovens are found underneath fishing
structures at Cape Charles in southern Labrador. 
Parks Canada/Cindy Gibbons
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Middle Bay
The remains of a Basque whaling station are located at Middle Bay, southwest of Red Bay.
A small terrestrial archaeological excavation during the 1990s identified the remains 
of one whale oil processing station there, including a rendering oven with two fireboxes, 
a cooperage and a third structure of undetermined use. This work has been documented
and published. There are no known underwater archaeological resources associated with
the site at Middle Bay. The port, known as Gradun at the time, is mentioned in Basque
and Spanish archival documents. It appears to have been used mostly towards the end 

of the whaling period in the Strait of
Belle Isle, when most whaling activity
was moving southwest into the Gulf 
of St. Lawrence, where harbours stayed
ice-free until later in the season,
allowing the whalers to extend the
bowhead whale hunt into the winter. 

The site at Middle Bay is a fairly
complete whale oil rendering station,
with the large cooperage housing
onshore workers’ accommodations. 
It is however, limited to only one whale
oil production area. The site is located 
in a small cove near a fish processing
facility and is part of recent tourism-
related activities developed by the
community at Middle Bay. A slipway 

for small boat storage was recently constructed adjacent to the remains of the rendering
oven. While the remains are currently stable and protected by Québec provincial
legislation, they are vulnerable due to the commercial activity taking place close by. 
In addition, there is no management plan in place for the property, the remains are not
regularly monitored and visitation to the site is uncontrolled.

Figure 3.8 Site of the Basque whaling station at Middle
Bay, Québec. Lorraine Lavallee
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Île aux Basques
Documents indicate that Île aux
Basques, located in the estuary of the 
St. Lawrence River, was used by whalers
from French Basque ports during the
late 16th and early 17th centuries, 
after the decline of Spanish Basque
involvement in whaling. It is a good
example of the southward expansion of
the initial phase of commercial whaling.
Île aux Basques was designated a site 
of national historic significance by 
the Government of Canada based on 
the evidence of early trade between 
the whalers and local native groups. 
The archaeological work carried out 
at the site has been documented and 

the results published. Île aux Basques is limited to the remains of four whale oil rendering
ovens. No evidence of other structures associated with the technological process 
of whaling has been found. 

The archaeological remains at Île aux Basques are protected by legislation of the Province
of Québec and a protection plan is in place to ensure the long-term preservation of the
archaeological remains. The site is accessed by boat from the nearby town of Trois
Pistoles as a tourism-related activity during the summer months and visitor access is
strictly controlled. Île aux Basques is also the inspiration for the tourism development 
at Trois Pistoles known as le Parc d’aventure Basques en Amérique.

Blanc Sablon, Boulet’s Harbour, Hare Harbour, Cinq Lieues and Anse Steven
Blanc Sablon is mentioned in a number of archival documents referring to whaling 
in the Strait of Belle Isle, but no physical evidence of Basque whaling has been found 
at that location to date. Deposits of roofing tile matching those found at Red Bay have
been found at Boulet’s Harbour and Hare Harbour to the south of Blanc Sablon. 
While excavations at Hare Harbour have yielded large numbers of ceramic fragments
similar to those at Red Bay as well as underwater whale bone deposits that exhibit
evidence of butchering associated with processing whale oil, neither of these sites contain
any remains of identifiable structures that can be directly associated with whaling. 
Sites at Cinq Lieues and Anse Steven have yielded poorly preserved examples of rendering
ovens but no other associated structures or artefacts. 

Figure 3.9 Whale oil rendering oven at Île aux Basques 
in Québec. Mélanie Paquet
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Eastern united States 2 9  

English and Dutch colonists began shore-based whaling during the mid-1600s at places
such as Long Island and Nantucket Island on the east coast of the united States. Similar
in some respects to early Basque whaling in the Bay of Biscay, this earliest phase 
of American whaling was essentially an opportunistic hunt that operated on a relatively
small scale from areas where North Atlantic right whales passed close to shore during
their annual migration along that coast. unlike Red Bay, where there has been very
limited development since the 16th century, this is one of the most densely populated
areas of North America and very few physical features of the whaling industry still exist.
one exception is the remains of a tavern on Great Island at Wellfleet, Massachusetts that
was built in 1690 to provide hospitality to whalers in the area. It operated for several
decades until shore-based whaling declined and the industry moved offshore. Despite 
the fact that American whalers from the New England area dominated the industry in 
the 18th and 19th centuries, whale hunting and whale oil production were based on board
the ships at that time and shore installations were not used. 

20th-century whaling stations in North America 3 0

other shore-based whaling sites exist in North America that are associated with 
early 20th-century whaling. These include a number of sites around the coastline 
of Newfoundland and Labrador at places such as Grady Island, Hawke Harbour and

Schooner Cove in Labrador and
Williamsport, Aquafort, Trinity and
Dildo in Newfoundland. A variety of
structural remains related to hunting
whales and processing whale oil can
be found at all these sites. Similarly,
on the west coast of Canada in British
Columbia whaling stations operated at
five locations between 1907 and 1967.
The west coast of the united States
also had whaling stations in operation
during the 20th century, particularly
in the area around San Francisco and
Monterey in California. All of these

shore-based whaling stations are
associated with modern whaling

activities of the early 20th-century and therefore represent a very different and much
more advanced phase of commercial whaling than the nominated property. 

Figure 3.10 Whaling station at Hawke Harbour in 1950.
Charles Handley/James Mead
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3. c (iv) sites in Europe

Whaling sites in Europe that can be compared to Red Bay are located on North Atlantic
islands, namely the Norwegian territory of Spitsbergen and Iceland.

Spitsbergen,  Norway 3 1

During the 17th century, Dutch and English whalers were involved in the large-scale
production of whale oil at Spitsbergen, the largest island in the Svalbard Archipelago
located east of Greenland and north of Norway in the Barents Sea. Like Jan Mayen Island,
Spitsbergen is now a Norwegian territory.

Whale stocks were discovered in the waters around Spitsbergen at the end of the 1500s.
By 1614 both Dutch and English companies were sending whaling expeditions to the area.
Archaeologists have found the remains of a number of shore-based whaling stations on
the west coast of Spitsbergen. These sites represent the same early commercial whaling
tradition as Red Bay. In fact, the Dutch and English companies hired Basque whalers
because of their experience in the Strait of Belle Isle to essentially teach their crews how
to hunt whales and process whale oil.

The archaeological remains of four key whaling stations on the west coast of Spitsbergen
have been identified and studied. They are good illustrations of the expansion of
commercial whaling northwards that took place during the first half of the 17th century.
These archaeological sites are protected and regulated by the same Norwegian law that
applies to Jan Mayen Island, as described earlier. Prior to the passing of this law in 1974

Figure 3.11 Early 17th-century image of rendering whale oil at Spitsbergen. American Antiquarian Society
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however, archaeological investigations at Spitsbergen were not well coordinated. 
They were carried out by archaeologists from a number of countries and, consequently,
artefacts and records are kept at institutions in several different countries. Management
plans are not in place for these sites and visitation to them is uncontrolled.

Smeerenburg
Smeerenburg, which literally means “blubber town,” is a good example of an early large-
scale commercial whaling site. It was established by Dutch whalers at the northwest tip 
of Spitsbergen in 1614 and was used for whale oil production until about 1660.
Archaeological work carried out at Smeerenburg during the 1970s indicates that at its

peak at least 200 men worked on shore
processing whale oil during the whaling
season. The excavations also revealed
that the site contains the remains
of 16 buildings, including dwellings
and storehouses, and seven furnaces
for rendering whale oil. There was 
also a small fortress with space for 
two cannons for defence of the station.

Smeerenburg is in a poor state 
of conservation compared to Red Bay.
This is due to the harsh climatic
conditions and neglect over centuries.
Smeerenburg was abandoned during
the middle of the 17th century, when 
a scarcity of whales close to shore

forced the Dutch whalers out to sea for the hunt. After the site was abandoned, many 
of the structures were dismantled and any useful material was taken away. The rendering
ovens themselves, located near the shore, have for the most part been washed into the
ocean, leaving behind only the large concretions of burnt whale blubber.

Graveneset/Trinity Harbour
Another good example of an early European shore-based whaling site is the English 
shore station located at Graveneset, once called Trinity Harbour, on the west coast 
of Spitsbergen south of Smeerenburg. With only four rendering ovens used for just ten
years, Trinity Harbour is not as extensive an example as Red Bay. Although the English
whalers had abandoned Trinity Harbour as early as 1623, the cemetery was used for
almost 200 years and contains about 130 graves. The rendering ovens are in a poor state

Figure 3.12 Archaeological remains at Spitsbergen. 
Ben Bekooy, Arctic Centre, University of Groningen, The Netherlands
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of conservation and have suffered the adverse effects of uncontrolled tourism visits. 
Some graves have been disturbed. 

Lægerneset
The remains of another English shore-based whaling station from the first half of the
1600s were found at Lægerneset, which they knew as Edge Point or Whale Head, also 
on the west coast of Spitsbergen. This property contains three separate whale oil
processing areas and a cemetery with 17 graves. Each processing area has a rendering
oven — two with a single firebox and one with a double — and between one and four
permanent or temporary houses. A fourth processing area about 1,000 metres to the
south contains the remains of a single firebox and three temporary houses that appear 
to only have been used for a single season. The complete skeleton of a bowhead whale 
was also found in a nearby lagoon. Written sources indicate the main processing areas 
at Lægerneset were used by whalers from 1613 to 1654. While archaeological investigation
has determined that the remains at Lægerneset are in good condition, they are not 
as extensive as those at Red Bay.

Midterhuken
A third English whale oil processing station is found at Midterhuken, located on the tip 
of a peninsula to the north of Laegerneset. This property consists of a large processing
area, two smaller ones and a cemetery with 14 graves. The two smaller processing areas,
each with a single rendering oven and temporary house, are located in areas not
favourable for landing whale blubber and loading barrels of whale oil; they were most
likely only used for a single season. The larger and more substantial shore station consists
of one single and three double rendering ovens, five working platforms and one
permanent and three temporary houses. There is also archaeological evidence that
a cooper worked at this site. Despite the fact that the remains at Midterhuken are 
in a good state of conservation, they do not comprise as complete or as extensive 
an example of a whaling station as does Red Bay.

Strákatangi,  Iceland 3 2

Shore-based whaling was also carried out from Iceland during the early 1600s.
Archaeologists have recently found the remains of an early commercial whaling station 
at Strákatangi in the Westfjord region of the island. Excavations to date have revealed
structures that include a cooperage, living quarters, a brick rendering oven, a blacksmith
workshop and a storage area for barrels of whale oil. Several fragments of whale bone
were found off-shore near the site during an underwater survey carried out in 2009.
While archaeologists have so far been unable to conclusively determine the origin of the 
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station, the remains are similar to those
excavated at Dutch whaling stations 
on Spitsbergen. During the 2009
season, a second rendering oven was
found a short distance from the main
site at Strákatangi. This one appears 
to be older and is constructed of stone
rather than brick. It has not yet been
investigated by archaeologists. Even
though the archaeological remains 
of the whaling station at Strákatangi 
are in good condition, with only two
rendering ovens identified and a small
number of associated structures, the site
is not extensive enough to be considered

a better example of an early commercial whaling station than Red Bay. Archaeological
research at Strákatangi is continuing.

The Basque Region (Spain and France) 3 3

Commercial whaling started in the Basque Country as early as the 11th century. However,
the development of major cities and seaports along the coast of the Basque Country and
its neighbouring regions has largely eradicated any trace of structures and other physical
aspects associated with whaling in these areas.

3. c (v) sites in antarctica 

South Georgia Island (Great
Britain) 3 4

During the early 20th century South
Georgia Island, a British overseas
dependency in the South Atlantic
ocean, was an important base for
Norwegian whalers. A Norwegian
company established seven whaling
stations under leases granted by the
British governor of the Falkland Islands
at Grytviken, Leith Harbour, Stromness,
Prince olav Harbour, Husvik, Godthul

Figure 3.13 Archaeological remains at Strákatangi, 
Iceland. Ragnar Edvardsson

Figure 3.14 Early 20th-century whaling station at Leith
Harbour on South Georgia Island. David Nicholls
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and ocean Harbour. The remains of the whaling operations on South Georgia Island
include whaling vessels, processing areas, storehouses and residential buildings. 
Their condition ranges from stable to very poor. In some cases, particularly at Grytviken,
many of the buildings have been demolished, leaving just their concrete foundations.
unlike Red Bay, which represents the earliest stages of large-scale commercial whaling,
the South Georgia Island stations represent a much more modern and advanced phase 
of the whaling industry. 

3. c (vi) sites in asia and the pacific

Japan 3 5

Japan has an ancient tradition of whaling that dates to the 7th century, when whales were
a source of food, oil and other materials. organized shore whaling from open boats began
in the 1570s, and a system of hunting in groups was organized a short time later. Similar
to the Basque style of shore-based whaling, whales were spotted from stations along the
shore and boats were launched to kill them with harpoons and lances. Nets were later
used to trap whales before they were killed. The whales were flensed on shore and then
stored in warehouses to await further processing. Coastal whaling in Japan eventually
adopted the use of power boats and harpoon guns introduced by the Norwegians during
the second half of the 19th century. By the 1930s the Japanese were using factory ships
for offshore whaling. However, to the extent of our current knowledge, no significant
remains of early whaling stations exist in Japan. 

Austral ia  and New Zealand 3 6

Coastal whaling in Australia and New Zealand began when the area was first settled by
the British during the late 18th century. Like the shore-based whaling stations at Red Bay
from the 16th century, the hunting and processing activities at these sites included
harpooning whales by hand from open boats and rendering the whale blubber to oil over
open fires near the beach. A number of coastal whaling stations were established during
the 1820s and 1830s at places such as Bather’s Bay in Western Australia, Point Collision,
Fowler’s Bay and Sleaford Bay in South Australia and Bruny Island and Adventure Bay 
in Tasmania. The main whaling areas in New Zealand included the Forveaux Strait and
otago, the Banks Peninsula, Kaikoura, Port underwood, the Tory Channel, Kapiti and
Hawke’s Bay. The remains in these areas vary in condition and include a combination 
of rendering and processing areas, storehouses and residential buildings. The sites 
in Australia and New Zealand, however, are from a later date and are not representative
of the early shore-based whaling tradition that led to the development of the international
whaling industry. 
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3. c (vii) sites in south africa37

Shore based whaling began in South Africa in about 1792 and continued until 1975. 
Two whaling techniques were used during this period. Whaling from open boats with
hand-held implements took place between 1792 and 1912. Techniques using steam-power
catcher boats and harpoon guns were used from 1908 to 1975. Some remains of whaling
stations from the early 20th century exist at Durban, Bettie’s Bay and Donkergat, but no
physical evidence of the earlier shore-based whaling stations has yet been found.  

3. c (viii) summary

All known areas in the world where shore-based commercial whaling was carried out
were considered when identifying properties for comparison to the nominated property 
at Red Bay. Those sites considered the best comparisons based on the criteria identified
in the introduction to this section are sites located at Jan Mayen Island, Chateau Bay 
in Labrador and Middle Bay and Île aux Basques in Québec, Spitsbergen (Smeerenburg,
Trinity Harbour, Lægerneset and Midterhuken) and Strákatangi in Iceland. Red Bay 
is however, the best example of all of these sites that illustrates the beginning of large-
scale commercial whaling because it is the best preserved example, it contains the
archaeological remains of the complete technological ensemble required for hunting
whales and processing whale oil, and adequate conservation and protection measures 
are in place to ensure the preservation of the nominated property for present and future
generations. The results of the comparative analysis are summarized below in Table 3.2.
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table 3.2 summary of comparative analysis for the red Bay Basque Whaling
station

Attributes    Sites

criterion iii 

Direct relation

Quality of illustration

criterion iv

Completeness

Extent

criterion v 

Land use

Sea use

integrity

Archaeological remains

authenticity

Documentary research

Archaeological research

Records and inventory

protection and management

Management Plan

Monitoring

Legal protection

Visitor access

red Bay

Earliest phase

Excellent
representation 

ovens, cooperages,
dwellings, ships

Eleven processing
areas 

Yes

Yes

Excellent 

Wide

Extensive 

Complete 

Yes 
(pending signatures)

Yes

Yes

Yes

Jan Mayen island

Expansion north

Good
representation 

ovens
dwellings

Two processing
areas 

Yes

No 

Poor 

Limited

Limited 

Complete

No

Limited 

Yes

No

chateau Bay

Earliest phase

Good
representation 

ovens, cooperage,
ships

Two processing
areas 

Yes

Yes

Good 

Wide

Limited 

Complete

No 

No 

Yes

No

Middle Bay

Earliest phase

Excellent
representation 

oven, cooperages

one processing
area

Yes

No 

Good 

Limited

Limited 

Complete

No 

No 

Yes

No
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Île aux Basques

Expansion south

Good
representation 

ovens

Four processing
areas 

Yes

No 

Good 

Limited

Limited 

Complete

Yes

Limited

Yes

Yes

smeerenburg

Expansion north

Good
representation 

ovens, cooperages,
dwellings

Six processing
areas 

Yes

No 

Poor 

Wide

Extensive 

Partial 

No 

Limited

Yes

No

trinity Harbour

Expansion north

Good
representation 

ovens

Four processing
areas 

Yes

No 

Poor 

Limited

Limited 

Partial 

No 

Limited 

Yes

No

Lægerneset

Expansion north

Good
representation 

ovens, 
dwellings

Three processing
areas 

Yes

No 

Good 

Limited

Limited 

Complete

No 

Limited 

Yes

Closed to visitors

Midterhuken

Expansion north

Good
representation 

ovens, cooperage,
dwellings

Three processing
areas 

Yes

No 

Good 

Limited

Limited 

Complete

No 

Limited 

Yes

Closed to visitors

strákatangi

Expansion north

Good
representation 

ovens, cooperage,
dwellings

Two known 
processing areas 

Yes

No 

Good 

Limited

ongoing 

Complete to date

No 

Limited

Yes

No
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3. D integrity and authenticity

3. D (i) statement of integrity

Integrity is a measure of the wholeness and intactness of a nominated property and its
attributes. The conditions of integrity set out in the operational Guidelines are met 
by the nominated property at Red Bay. The property includes all the elements necessary
to express its outstanding universal Value, it is of adequate size to ensure the complete
representation of the features that convey its significance, and it does not suffer from 
the adverse effects of development or neglect.

all the elements necessary to express the outstanding universal Value are
included.

The nominated property at Red Bay is an exceptional example of an extensive Basque
overseas whaling station that was used for more than half a century. It contains the well-
preserved remains of the largest and most important port associated with the world’s first
large-scale commercial whaling enterprise. All the key elements associated with the large-
scale production of whale oil during the 16th century are preserved in their original
context and setting, including four whaling ships, 15 whale oil rendering ovens at 11
different locations, four cooperages, a number of temporary habitation sites, a cemetery
and several large concentrations of whale bones. The nominated property illustrates the
use of the land and the sea by the Basques as they adapted their whaling traditions and
techniques to the terrestrial and marine environment of Red Bay in order to successfully
hunt whales and process whale oil. In addition, archaeological research at Red Bay 
has revealed a collection of artefacts, including tools, implements and domestic objects,
that represent all aspects of life and work associated with whale oil production during 
the 16th century. 

Terrestrial Remains
The terrestrial remains preserved at Red Bay were largely undisturbed until
archaeological excavations started in the late 1970s. They include the stone rendering
ovens where whale oil was produced. These ovens were in varying states of preservation
depending on their immediate environmental conditions and the extent of use that they
incurred during the 16th century. The remains of cooperages and workshops at Red Bay
consist mainly of the roof tiles and iron nails used to build the structures. The stone
hearths and some walls and roof frames associated with temporary living quarters are
preserved at a number of locations on Saddle Island. There are deposits of whale bone
associated with the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station at both the east and west ends of the
nominated property. The cemetery at the east end of Saddle Island has been excavated
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and restored, including the reburial 
of more than half the skeletons found.
More details about the condition of the
terrestrial archaeological resources 
and their ongoing conservation are
found in Chapter 4.

underwater Remains
The remains of three of the four 16th-century whaling galleons found in the harbour 
at Red Bay remain in situ and preserved in their original locations. The fourth was

completely excavated, dismantled 
for recording and study and the
components reburied in the original
location. This is the most extensive and
best-preserved collection of whaling
ships at any single location in the
world. They are a remarkable example
of the ships required for the large-scale
commercial whaling industry of the
1500s. An incredible collection of
whale bones — the debris of 16th-
century whaling — is also preserved in
the harbour at Red Bay. The remains
of a wharf used to access a whale oil
rendering area has also been identified
and recorded. 

Taken together, all of these well-
preserved elements and features
express the outstanding universal
Value of the nominated property at
Red Bay: that it was the largest and

Figure 3.15 Whale oil rendering oven found 
at Saddle Island Area G. Memorial University 

of Newfoundland Archaeology Unit

Figure 3.16 Whale bones recovered from the
24M wreck site. Parks Canada/D. Pagé
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most important port associated with the world’s first large-scale commercial whaling
industry; and that today it is the most complete and best-preserved archaeological site 
in the world associated with the early shore-based global whaling industry.

adequate size to ensure complete representation

The archaeological features that convey the outstanding universal Value of the
nominated property at Red Bay consist of the ships, rendering ovens, cooperages and
temporary habitations used by the 16th-century whalers for producing and shipping
whale oil. They also include deposits of bone from the discarded carcasses of whales and 
a cemetery used during the period. The size of the nominated property ensures that 
all of these features are included and fully represented.

The boundaries of the nominated property encompass all areas of the Harbour and
shoreline of Red Bay where these features are located. They also extend in all directions 
to an appropriate extent to ensure that all areas used by the whalers are included. 
The boundaries also encompass high points of elevation that provide views to all areas 
of the nominated property.

The Harbour itself is where the first stage of whale oil processing took place. The whaling
ships were moored up in the Harbour throughout the whaling season, and the dead
whales were tied up next to them or towed to the beach to have the fat stripped from
them. Today the Harbour contains the well-preserved and stabilized remains of the
whaling ships, along with the wharf remains and large deposits of whale bone.

once the fat was removed from the whale, it was taken onshore, where the actual oil
rendering process took place at the rendering ovens. The whale oil rendering areas
surround the Harbour on both the Saddle Island and mainland shores. Cooperages were
located nearby but at higher elevations. Temporary habitations were also close to the
ovens, wherever suitable shelter could be found. All areas of the shoreline surrounding
the Harbour are included within the boundaries of the nominated property. These areas
contain the remains of rendering ovens, cooperages and temporary living quarters.

Areas on the periphery of the Harbour and the core processing area were also used 
by the whalers and contain significant remains associated with 16th-century whaling,
including a cemetery at the east end of Saddle Island and prominent headlands near 
the cemetery and on Twin Islands that were used as signalling stations to watch 
for whales and send a signal to other whalers when one was sighted. These areas are
included in the nominated property, as are beaches at the east and west extremities 
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that contain onshore deposits of whale bone associated with the 16th-century activities 
at Red Bay. No remains associated with Basque whaling at Red Bay are found outside 
the nominated property.

absence of adverse effects of development and/or neglect 

The nominated property is free from adverse effects of development. Red Bay is located 
in a remote area of northeast Canada and it has never had a population of more than 350
people. Development has been limited to shoreline infrastructure related to the inshore
fishery that has sustained the community for the past two centuries and minor building
projects related to the fish processing facility and the Coast Guard light station.

The management tools of the Town of Red Bay, the Province of Newfoundland and
Labrador and Parks Canada protect the nominated property and the cultural resources
that it contains. A joint management plan ensures the ongoing protection of the site 
from a variety of factors, both natural and human-induced, and includes land zoning,
conservation policies, a harbour-use policy, development guidelines and a strategy 
to track and control the number of visitors to the terrestrial portion of the property.
Access to the underwater portion of the site is very limited. All permits for archaeological
diving are issued by the Provincial Archaeology office under the Historic Resources Act.
A new policy on the protection of underwater cultural resources at Red Bay being
developed by the Government of Newfoundland and Labrador will create a registry to
record and monitor recreational diving in the Harbour. This registry will be implemented
by the Town of Red Bay as per section 8.1.1 of the Policy. The complete policy can be
found in Appendix 3e.

Neither does the nominated property suffer the effects of neglect. The cooperative
management approach of the Town of Red Bay, the Province of Newfoundland and

Labrador and Parks Canada ensures 
that the property is well cared for. 
The impact of both natural factors, such
as erosion, and man-made ones, such 
as proposed developments, are carefully
monitored to ensure that they have little
or no effect on archaeological sites. 

Figure 3.17 Reburial mound protecting 
the 72M wreck site in Red Bay Harbour. 
Parks Canada/Thierry Boyer
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The ideal preservation conditions provided by the cold water and silt of Red Bay Harbour
have contributed greatly to the excellent state of conservation of the underwater
archaeological remains. The shipwreck sites have been stabilized and are monitored 
on a regular basis to ensure that the high standard of conservation is maintained. 
Details on the state of conservation of the vessels and the monitoring program can 

be found in Chapters 4 and 6. 

Terrestrial sites are protected from 
the natural processes of erosion 
by stabilization using sandbags and
backfill material covered by local sod.
The sites are monitored to ensure that
the materials remain in place and are
working effectively. unexcavated sites
are also monitored to ensure that there
are no adverse effects from erosion.

In addition, residents of Red Bay 
are engaged in the protection and
monitoring of the property. Many have
been involved in the research and
interpretation related to Basque whaling
at Red Bay and have consequently
developed a strong sense of stewardship
for the nominated property. A willing
group of volunteers assists with regular
monitoring of sites, mitigation when
required and general observations to
ensure that the archaeological features
remain in good condition and free from
any adverse effects.

3. D (ii) statement of authenticity

A nominated property meets the conditions of authenticity if its cultural values are
truthfully and credibly expressed through a variety of attributes. The authenticity of the
Basque whaling station at Red Bay is demonstrated by attributes that include the form
and design of various components, the materials used in construction, the traditions and
techniques associated with whaling and the location and setting of the property. 
The authenticity of the nominated property is further demonstrated by a vast collection 

Figure 3.18 Local volunteers help stabilize a rendering
oven site at Red Bay. Parks Canada/Cindy Gibbons



3. JuSTIFICATIoN FoR INSCRIPTIoN

World Heritage Nomination for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station 121

of related archival material and an unparalleled collection of artefacts associated with 
the life and work of the Basque whalers at Red Bay.

form and Design

Terrestrial remains
Authenticity of form and design is demonstrated by the terrestrial archaeological remains
at Red Bay. The various aspects of the whaling port and the individual whale oil
processing areas were situated specifically to most effectively and efficiently render whale
blubber into oil. 

The rendering ovens were located close to the beach so that bringing whale blubber
ashore and loading the full barrels of oil into boats could both be accomplished faster 
and easier. The location of the ovens on the shoreline in relatively flat areas that were
protected from prevailing winds made for an ideal, sheltered workplace for the processing
of whale oil. The rendering ovens were designed and built specifically for rendering whale
blubber to oil: the fireboxes were constructed to hold the huge copper cauldrons used 
to melt the fat and lined with clay to insulate them and retain as much heat as possible. 

The cooperages were located to the rear of the ovens and at a higher elevation in order 
to easily roll the assembled barrels down the slope as they were needed. Also close by
were living quarters that allowed the men to stay on shore until the work of processing 
the whale oil was complete. 

underwater remains
The well-preserved underwater archaeological remains at Red Bay also demonstrate 
the authenticity of form and design of the nominated property. The whaling ships found
within the nominated property are without question sailing ships of what is known 
as the Iberian-Atlantic tradition believed to have originated in the Mediterranean. 
The detailed excavation and study of the 24M vessel has revealed that its hull was
conceived and constructed in the manner described in Iberian shipbuilding treatises 
and other archival documents of the 16th and early 17th centuries. The construction
techniques used to build this vessel also compare to the techniques observed and studied
on other known Iberian ships from the period. Exploratory excavation carried out on the
other three whaling ships at Red Bay revealed that they were built using the same basic
design and techniques. The squared stern with rudder and wide beam that are
characteristic of these vessels were ideal for ocean-going ships that brought valuable
cargos, such as whale oil, from the Americas to Europe.

Authenticity of form and design is further demonstrated by the chalupa found under the
hull of the 24M vessel. Described in detail in Chapter 2, the unique construction of the
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chalupa combined the boatbuilding
techniques of overlapping planks (called
“clinker”) with edge-to-edge planks
(called “carvel”) to create a streamlined
and lightweight craft that moved quickly
and easily through the water in pursuit of
whales. As such, it was an indispensible
tool for the Basque whalers at Red Bay. 

Materials and substance
Terrestrial remains

The archaeological remains of a number
of structures found on land at Red Bay
demonstrate the authenticity of materials
of the nominated property. A number 
of Basque archival documents reference
barrels of clay and large quantities of
tiles brought to Labrador on whaling
voyages. This documentation is
supported by the remains of rendering
ovens at Red Bay. From archaeological
research it has been determined that
although they were constructed from

local granite, the fireboxes were lined with insulating clay from Europe. Each complex 
of rendering ovens, as well as the nearby cooperages, was protected by a structure roofed
with clay tiles, also from the Basque Country. 

Supply lists found in Spanish archives
refer to nails as part of the cargo 
on ships outfitted for whaling voyages 
to Labrador. This too is supported 
by the remains at Red Bay where large
numbers of hand-forged iron nails have
been found that were used to construct
the wooden structures that covered 
the rendering ovens. 

Figure 3.19 1:20 scale model of the 24M vessel based 
on archaeological evidence recovered from Red Bay. 
Parks Canada/G. Vandervlugt

Figure 3.20 Roof fall from cooperage at Saddle
Island Area B. Memorial University 

of Newfoundland Archaeology Unit
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The other substantial buildings associated with the Basque whaling station at Red Bay 
are the cooperages. Even though the tiles that covered the roofs of these buildings are
practically all that remain of them, it can be reasonably inferred that the structures 
would have been fairly substantial in order to support the weight of the tiled roof. Large
numbers of hand-forged iron nails have also been found in the context of the cooperages.

other less substantial structures, such as the temporary living quarters found near some
rendering ovens, have left behind evidence that baleen was used as roofing material. 
This keratinous material that occurs in the mouths of baleen whales is impermeable,
making it an ideal roofing material.

underwater remains
The original materials used in the construction of the ships and boats found at Red Bay,
as well as their associated artefacts, are very well-preserved and therefore demonstrate
the authenticity of materials of the nominated property. The ships and boats were

constructed primarily of white oak
(Quercus alba), a tree that was cultivated 
in the Basque Country specifically for
shipbuilding. Some components of the
small boats were made from other types 
of wood, including softwoods native
to Labrador, indicating that repairs 
or modifications were made to them
locally during the whaling season. The
keel of the 24M vessel was carved from
the trunk of a single European beech tree
(Fagus sylvatica). They grow high in the
mountains of the Basque region and,
devoid of branches at lower levels, allowed
the ship builders to create a straight,
strong keel. 

The 24M vessel was built using 
a combination of iron nails, spikes and
wooden pegs or treenails. The treenails,

found intact during the excavation of the ship, still held various elements of the ship
together in a strong bond. The iron fasteners used in construction had completely
dissolved in the salt water but the holes and rust stains they left behind allowed
archaeologists to discern where each was located as well as its shape and size.

Figure 3.21 Hemp rope recovered from the 24M 
wreck site.  Parks Canada/D. Pagé
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During the 1500s hemp was the predominate material used in sailcloth and rope. 
While it appears that the sails of the 24M vessel were salvaged at the time of the wreck, 
a significant quantity of the hemp rope that was used in conjunction with the vessel’s
rigging was found during the excavation. unprocessed hemp mixed with pine tar was 
also used as caulking on the hull of the ship. 

traditions and techniques 

The traditions and techniques associated with Basque whaling in the 16th century are
evident in the archaeological record at Red Bay and play a large role in demonstrating 
the authenticity of the nominated property.

Among the most outstanding traditions and techniques revealed by the remains at Red
Bay are those associated with Iberian shipbuilding. The study of the 24M vessel has
revealed that the ship was built using techniques described in Iberian shipbuilding
treatises and other Basque archival documents. These included the shape and curvature
of the main frames that determined the final form of the vessel and the specialized types
of wood cultivated in Basque forests for various components.

The techniques directly associated with hunting whales and processing whale oil were
developed in the Basque region and transferred to Labrador as the overseas industry
developed. Archaeological excavations at Red Bay have uncovered the best known
example of a whaling station from the beginning of the global whaling industry, complete
with ships and boats, land-based structures such as rendering ovens and cooperages, and
an unmatched collection of associated artefacts. Together they illustrate all stages of
whale hunting and whale oil processing, from the pursuit to the final purification and
storage of the oil for shipment to Europe.

A high degree of authenticity is also demonstrated by the further transfer of these
techniques to subsequent phases of international whaling. The techniques, which were
developed in the Basque Country and adapted for use in what was the beginning of large-
scale commercial whaling, a phenomenon that is best represented at Red Bay, formed 
the basis of the global whaling industry.

While the 16th-century cemetery on Saddle Island, with its shallow graves and rows of
stones for markers, does not closely resemble Basque cemeteries of the period, its basic
structure reflects traditional European Christian burials. The graves were oriented with
the heads to the west, and most of the bodies were interred in the prone position with
arms folded on the chest or pelvis.
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Location and setting

The authenticity of the nominated property is further demonstrated through its location
and setting, which made it an ideal place for a whaling station during the 16th century.
Red Bay is located on the north shore of the Strait of Belle Isle, the narrow strip of ocean
that separates the island of Newfoundland from the eastern North American continent
(see Map 1). In many ways, this was the ideal location for the whale hunt. The strait 
is a natural bottleneck, bringing migrating species, such as the North Atlantic right
whales and bowhead whales, closer to shore, making them easier to spot, pursue and kill.

The setting of the nominated property has undergone minimal change since it was the
principal Basque whaling port of the 1500s. The physical features of the property that
made it an ideal location for a whaling port still exist and are described below.

The sheltered conditions created by the surrounding hills and the configuration of the
Harbour at Red Bay were ideal for a whaling port, providing protection for the ships that
lay at anchor during the whaling season as well as for the workers as they went about 
the process of rendering whale blubber to oil.

The high surrounding hills offered another advantage for whalers, allowing for the
stationing of sentinels and for signalling when whales were spotted. Excavation has

Figure 3.22 Red Bay Harbour. Parks Canada/Cindy Gibbons
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uncovered the remains of two structures and hearths on or in the shelter of prominent
headlands. A hearth was found at the highest point of a headland on the east end of
Saddle Island and domestic debris was found at the base, and on Twin Islands the
remains of a temporary structure were found at the sheltered base of the most prominent
headland. 

Given that there was no evidence of whale oil processing at these sites, that there are clear
views from one headland to another around the Harbour, that there is evidence of crew
members spending significant amounts of time at these sites, and given the Basque
practise of using a series of signalling stations to communicate whale sightings,
archaeologists and other researchers have concluded that these headland locations were
used by the Basques to watch for whales in the Strait of Belle Isle and to send signals
using fires or other means at each sighting. other prominent points in the area may have
been used in a similar manner. 

Consistent with the demands of rendering whale oil, the ovens at Red Bay were parallel
and adjacent to the shoreline on both sides of the Harbour fronting on deep water,
making for easy access by boat. In some cases this ease of access from the water was
further facilitated by piers built near the ovens. For the same reasons, areas at the east
end of the Harbour used by the Basques have been favoured locations for inshore fishing
operations since the community was first settled in the mid-1800s.

The cooperages, as previously described, were located on terraces above the rendering
ovens providing a separation of the skilled work of the coopers from the highly
industrialized activities of the rendering stations. This position also facilitated the
transfer of assembled barrels which could be easily rolled down the slope to be filled with
oil. The terraces and slopes near the shoreline where the cooperages were located remain
visible features of the nominated property.

The whaling crews’ temporary living quarters near the main work sites took advantage 
of natural geographical features at Red Bay and incorporated readily available materials
such as rocks and baleen. The rocky outcrops used to construct these habitations are 
a very prominent physical feature of the nominated property.

The location of the Basques’ cemetery in a low-lying area at the east end of Saddle Island
is also significant in that its exposed location made it susceptible to winds from practically
all directions and unsuitable for any other use associated with whaling. For these same
reasons, the cemetery area was not used by subsequent inhabitants of Red Bay and has
remained undisturbed and unchanged since the 1500s.
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other supporting Historical Evidence

Archival Documents
In support of the authenticity of the nominated property are the thousands of archival
documents, held in the archives of the Basque Country and elsewhere in Spain, that
describe practically every aspect of the Basque whaling industry represented at Red Bay.
A summary of the types of documents found and descriptions of specific examples are
contained in Appendix 9c. Maps and other documents from the 1500s were used to
identify Red Bay as the Basque whaling port of Buttes. Documents specifically relating 
to activities at this port range from 1554 to 1603, although there are other documents 
that refer to whaling in the Strait of Belle Isle before and after this period. 

From a business perspective, Basque whaling in Labrador, as represented at Red Bay, 
was highly structured. Numerous documents provide information regarding virtually 
all aspects of the organization and management of the industry, including crew hiring,
expedition financing, ship chartering, voyage provisioning and vessel insurance.

Artefact Collection
Another aspect that confirms the authenticity of the nominated property is the large
collection of artefacts recovered at Red Bay. The collection represents diverse aspects 
of life and work in a 16th-century whaling port in Labrador and helps illuminate the
lifestyle of the whalers. It includes tools associated with rendering oil and assembling

barrels, implements used to hunt 
and flense whales, and navigational
instruments and other devices that
allowed early modern mariners 
to navigate the North Atlantic.

of particular note is the massive number
of roof tile fragments found on land 
and underwater. Documents refer 
to thousands of tiles being brought 
to Labrador on whaling voyages for use
on the structures associated with the
production of whale oil. 

The most abundant of the artefacts 
are the whale bones from the period.
They are scattered on the beaches near
Red Bay and thousands more lie buried
in the silt of the Harbour.

Figure 3.23 Pile of Basque roofing tile recovered during
excavations on Saddle Island. 
Parks Canada/Cindy Gibbons
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underwater Archaeology Report
The intensive excavation and study of the remains of the 24M vessel, now reburied 
in the Harbour at Red Bay, has greatly contributed to the knowledge and understanding
of 16th-century Basque whaling and shipbuilding and the role that they played in the
history of Canada and in the development of the global whaling industry. In 2007, 
the results of this study were published in an extensive report entitled The Underwater

Archaeology of Red Bay: Basque Shipbuilding and Whaling in the 16th century. 
The excavation and study of the 24M vessel and the report are upheld as models 
in the discipline of underwater archaeology and are key components of the authenticity 
of the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station. 
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4. A Present State of Conservation

The nominated property at Red Bay includes both terrestrial and underwater

archaeological remains associated with the extensive whaling operations that took place

there during the 16th century. Intensive archaeological studies during the 1970s and

1980s revealed a large collection of features that, while in varying conditions of

preservation, present a very clear picture of what was the most important port associated

with the world’s first large-scale whaling industry.

Both the Commemorative Integrity Evaluation38 and the State of the Site Report

prepared for Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada by Parks Canada in 2011 indicate

that the archaeological resources located within the boundaries of the nominated

property are 

in good condition and are not impaired. All underwater cultural resources are stable 

and well-preserved, but some terrestrial archaeological sites have experienced erosion

and need to be monitored on a regular basis. More details of these evaluations can be

found in Chapter 6.

The excellent state of conservation of the nominated property and the cultural resources

within its boundaries is attributable to several factors that protect the site naturally 

as well as through legal and policy means. These factors will help ensure the conservation

of the property’s heritage and Outstanding Universal Value for present and future

generations. 

Figure 4.1 Infrastructure associated with the contemporary inshore fishery is located throughout
the nominated property. Destination Labrador/Chris Samson
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The relatively isolated location and cold water conditions of Red Bay have been

instrumental in the preservation of the archaeological resources in the nominated

property. While the remains of post-whaling activity and an active portion of the present-

day community of Red Bay are evident in the nominated property, future impacts will 

be limited and controlled by current conservation measures, by legislation and by

planning practices that allow managed development without threatening the cultural

resources of international value. 

Certain natural environmental conditions also contribute to the excellent state 

of conservation of the nominated property. This is particularly true of the anaerobic

environment created by the cold water and silt of the Harbour. That environment 

is largely responsible for the exceptional quality of preservation of the shipwreck remains

compared to the condition of the remains of vessels from the same period found in

warmer waters to the south. 

Red Bay’s location on the south coast

of Labrador is not susceptible to the

devastating effects of natural disasters.

Monitoring programs are in place 

to minimize and mitigate the effects 

of erosion, Arctic pack ice and other

minor environmental factors.

The relative isolation of Red Bay and

the small population of the area have

kept development at a minimum.

Human activity, largely associated

with the inshore fishery, has had

minimal impact on the archaeological

remains at Red Bay. The structures

associated with the fishery, including

houses, were built without basements

and generally rested on wooden foundations dug only a few centimetres into the surface.

The area of the community that was used by the Basque whalers is not zoned for

development and any new structures built there by homeowners must follow guidelines

established by the Town of Red Bay to ensure that there is no impact on archaeological

resources.

The state of conservation of the nominated property also benefits from strong local

stewardship and a local sense of ownership and pride in the site and its international

Figure 4.2 Local residents clean up an area of the
nominated property believed to contain 16th-century
archaeological remains. Parks Canada/Cindy Gibbons
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significance. Local volunteers assist with monitoring and mitigation of the archaeological

sites as required.

4. A (i) Terrestrial Archaeological Resources

Terrestrial archaeological resources related to 16th-century Basque whaling at Red Bay

are located on both the north shore of Saddle Island and the nearby mainland. Some

resources have been fully excavated by archaeologists while others have been left intact

and unexcavated. Owing to factors described above, the condition of most of the extensive

archaeological resources ranges from good to fair, with the condition of only one feature

rated as poor.

World Heritage Nomination for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station

Figure 4.3 Unexcavated whale oil rendering oven at Saddle Island Area A. Parks Canada/Jenneth Curtis



4. STATE OF CONSERVATION AND FACTORS AFFECTING THE PROPERTY

134

Unexcavated Resources 

A total of eight unexcavated features related to Basque whaling have been identified

within the nominated property at Red Bay; their locations are shown on Map 3. Five 

of these have been rated good and three rated fair.39 The ratings are summarized 

in Table 4.1:

Cultural  Resource

Rendering oven

Rendering oven

Midden between areas B&E

Lookout

Rendering oven

Shore station

Shore station with cooperage

Condition

Good

Good

Good

Good

Good

Fair

Fair

Comments

Large, well-preserved

example

Early example partly
dismantled by Basques

Stable, good coverage 
by vegetation

Location is intact as it 
was in the Basque period

Large, well-preserved
example; Coast Guard
structure on site but has 
had little impact

Abundance of Basque 
roof tile indicates remains 
of a shore station located
under and amongst modern
buildings

Testing indicated 
presence of a cooperage; 
area is underneath 
current restaurant

Table 4.1 State of Conservation of the Unexcavated Terrestrial Archaeological

Resources  

Location

Saddle Island Area A1

Saddle Island Area A2

Saddle Island Area B/E

Saddle Island Area K

Coast Guard Building Site

Red Bay Village

Red Bay West 1
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Excavated Resources 

Most of the terrestrial archaeology within the nominated property at Red Bay has taken

place on Saddle Island, mainly because it was uninhabited and therefore available for

excavation. Excavations were also carried out at the Red Bay East site on the mainland

shore, Twin Islands and Penney Island.

The archaeological resources at Red

Bay that remain in situ include the

stonework of the rendering ovens, 

the footprints of other structures and

some wooden components, such as

roof poles and working platforms. 

The excavated areas were backfilled

and covered with local sod after 

the features were recorded. The

conservation goal for the excavated

archaeological resources at Red Bay 

is to maintain them in stable condition

with a good protective layer covering

the structural remains.

A total of 32 archaeological resources have been excavated within the nominated property

at Red Bay. Their condition is generally good, with only five features identified as fair 

and one as poor.40 The feature rated “poor” is the remaining rear wall of a rendering oven

located near the shoreline of Saddle Island. Natural erosion had washed most of the

structure into the Harbour before the site was excavated. This was confirmed by

underwater archaeologists, who found quantities of roof tile, wood fragments and fire-

cracked rocks underwater immediately adjacent to this site. The condition of the

excavated terrestrial archaeological resources is summarized in Table 4.2:

Figure 4.4 Stabilization of excavated area at 
the Saddle Island West site. Parks Canada



Table 4.2 State of Conservation of the Excavated Terrestrial Archaeological

Resources 

Location

Saddle Island Area A

Saddle Island Area B

Saddle Island Area B

Saddle Island Area C

Saddle Island Area C

Saddle Island Area C

Saddle Island Area E

Saddle Island Area F

Saddle Island Area G

Saddle Island Area G

Saddle Island Area J

Saddle Island Area J

Saddle Island Area J

Saddle Island Area J

Saddle Island Area K

Saddle Island Area L

Saddle Island Area L

Saddle Island Area M

Saddle Island Area M

Adam’s Point

Saddle Island West

Saddle Island West

Saddle Island West

Saddle Island Ponds

Saddle Island Dwellings

Twin Island 3

Twin Island 3

Organ’s Island

Red Bay East

Red Bay East

Red Bay East

4. STATE OF CONSERVATION AND FACTORS AFFECTING THE PROPERTY

136

Cultural  Resource

Cooperage

Rendering oven

Cooperage midden

Rendering oven

Midden

Structure

Cooperage

Structure

Rendering oven

Structures

Rendering oven

Rendering oven

Single oven

Structure

Midden/structure

Cemetery

Structure

Burials

Shelters

Rendering oven

Rendering oven

Structure

Structure

Various ponds

Various small structures

Pond

Structure and midden

Rendering oven

Rendering oven

Rendering oven

Cooperage

Condition

Good

Poor

Good

Fair

Good

Good

Good

Fair

Fair

Good

Good

Good

Good

Fair

Good

Good

Good

Good

Good

Good

Good

Good

Good

Good

Good

Good

Good

Fair

Good

Good

Good

Comments

Protective vegetation cover in place

Erosion had removed most of this resource before

excavation in 1979; it was documented through

archaeological excavation 

Protective vegetation cover in place

A few rocks are exposed

Vegetation cover in place

Preserved wood in situ

Some original roof fall remains in situ on bedrock slope

Sparse vegetation; exposed patches of sand

Rock walls exposed

Protective vegetation cover in place

Depressions of fireboxes evident; good vegetation cover

Protective vegetation cover in place

Protective vegetation cover in place

Sparse vegetation

Protective vegetation cover in place

Restored, including rock markers

Protective vegetation cover in place

Restored, including rock markers

Protective vegetation cover in place

Subject to erosion in the past

Protective vegetation cover in place

Thin vegetation cover

Protective vegetation cover in place

Excellent organic preservation

Unexcavated examples may exist

Excellent organic preservation

Protective vegetation cover in place

Backfill eroding along shore

West end recently re-stabilized

Site recently stabilized

Portions remain in situ
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4. A (ii) Underwater Archaeological Resources 

Underwater cultural resources identified within the nominated property include three

distinct elements: shipwrecks, whale bone deposits and the remains of a wharf structure.

All of these underwater cultural resources were found in an excellent state of conservation

due to favourable environmental conditions on the Harbour bottom. The state of

conservation is being maintained with stabilization measures and conservation methods

which recreate the burial environment. The measures used include:

• covering the remains of the ships and the wharf structure with silt and further

protecting them with a covering of man-made materials;

• leaving the whale bone deposits in situ in their original burial environment;

• installing devices within the reburial mound to allow archaeologists to monitor

the immediate environmental conditions of the wrecks; and  

• monitoring these devices and the mounds on a regular basis.

Site 24M

As previously described, this wreck was

completely dismantled for study during

the 1980s and the components reburied

on site in order to preserve them. Visual

examination of the reburial mound,

chemical analysis of the water inside

and outside of it and the examination 

of modern wood samples buried in the

mound all indicate that the remains 

of the vessel are stable and well-

preserved. The most recent monitoring

exercise of the wreck site revealed

evidence of ice scour around the mound

and some small disturbance of the

tarpaulin covering it, but the remains 

of the vessel inside the mound were 

not disturbed.

Figure 4.5 Releasing sand during the
creation of the reburial mound over 
the remains of the 24M vessel.  
Parks Canada/D. Pagé
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Sites 27M and 29M

These two wrecks were found during the course of Harbour surveys and were partially

excavated and then reburied. Exposed areas of the wrecks were covered with loose sand

and heavy tarpaulins secured with sandbags for extra protection. Modern wood samples

have recently been installed to allow archaeologists to monitor the rate of degradation 

of wood at the sites. Regular visits to the wrecks indicate that they are generally well-

preserved, but some movement of sand has been detected in areas not covered with

tarpaulins and sandbags. This does not appear to be having an impact on the state 

of conservation and the situation is being monitored so that mitigation measures can 

be undertaken if necessary.

Site 72M

Discovered in 2004 and partially excavated in 2005, the site was then surrounded with 

a wall of sandbags, the centre filled with sand and the entire site covered with heavy

tarpaulins held in place with cement-filled tires. This wreck is in an area exposed to ice

and wave action and some evidence of disturbance to the reburial mound was observed 

in 2009. Results of the water and wood analysis carried out by Parks Canada underwater

archaeologists in 2009 indicate that the mound is protecting the site from chemical and

biological deterioration.

Whale Bone Deposits

Six whale bone deposits have been identified on the harbour bottom where they remain 

in situ, extremely well-preserved by the silt and cold water.

Wharf Remains

This site is located just off the shoreline of Saddle Island, adjacent to an area containing

the remains of stone ovens used to render whale oil. The remains consist of a crib

structure — a framework of logs secured underwater by a bed of rock — that was

excavated, recorded and then reburied.
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4. B. Factors Affecting the Property

This section examines the main threats that could potentially impact the nominated

property, including development, environmental and visitor/tourism pressures.

Development pressures could potentially impact that part of the property occupied 

by the present-day community of Red Bay. Environmental pressures consist largely 

of the impacts of wave action and ice. While tourism and visitation to the nominated

property do not currently pose a threat, the numbers are carefully monitored to ensure

that they remain within manageable levels. The area encompassed by the boundaries 

of the nominated property and buffer zone is home to 104 people who are supportive 

of stewardship initiatives. This support is expected to continue, so they do not pose 

a significant threat to the state of conservation of the property. This section also outlines

the measures that have been developed to mitigate these factors and to preserve the

cultural resources and values of the nominated property.

Condition

Good

Fair

Fair

Good

Good

Good

Comments

Remains completely excavated, recorded and reburied.

Reburial area covered with special tarpaulin and held

in place by cement-filled tires.

Partially excavated; exposed area covered with sand

and tarpaulin.

Partially excavated; exposed area covered with sand

and tarpaulin.

Partially excavated; site surrounded by sandbags and

covered with tarpaulin.

In Situ; covered in natural silt in the Harbour.

Site excavated and recorded, then reburied.

Table 4.4 State of Conservation of Underwater Cultural Resources 

Resource Group

24M Wreck

27M Wreck

29M Wreck

72M Wreck

Whale Bone Deposits

Wharf Remains
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4. B (i) Development Pressures

Development pressures exist in areas of the nominated property located within the

present-day community of Red Bay. 

Since it was founded as the permanent

community of Red Bay during the mid-

1800s, settlement has had limited

impact on the property due to the small

population and remote location.

However, the archaeological resources

contained within the nominated

property may be impacted by the future

development of infrastructure, such as

road work and new water and sewer

systems, and the addition or removal 

of buildings in the area. 

In order to minimize the impact on

known or potential archaeological

resources, the Town of Red Bay

Municipal Plan, described in detail in Chapter 5, requires a permit for any development

activity, including residential, commercial or industrial development, within the Town’s

planning areas. This includes all new development and redevelopment and any change 

of use, alteration or improvement to land or existing buildings. Proposed development

activities that may have an impact on archaeological resources, particularly those within

the boundaries of the nominated property, are assessed by the Town in partnership with

Parks Canada and the Provincial Archaeology Office of Newfoundland and Labrador. 

The Town, working with its partners, has the authority under the municipal plan to make

recommendations for the approval, denial or modification of proposed developments.

Development activities that are approved are carefully monitored by the Town and its

partners as they proceed to ensure that they do not have any adverse effect or impact on

archaeological and other cultural resources. 

Development pressures have been controlled and have had a minor impact on the wreck

sites at Red Bay. The 24M vessel is located in an area of the nominated property

immediately adjacent to the shore of Saddle Island which is owned and administered 

by Parks Canada as Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada and protected under the

jurisdiction of the Province of Newfoundland and Labrador. The Red Bay National

Historic Site of Canada Management Plan, described in more detail in Chapter 5,

Figure 4.6 Recent development related to docking
facilities for cruise ship passengers was monitored 
to ensure that no cultural resources were disturbed.
Parks Canada/Cindy Gibbons
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stipulates that this area will be used for the purposes of telling the story of Basque

whaling in Labrador. Any development along the shoreline adjacent to the wreck site 

will be limited to that associated with providing visitor experience activities. In addition,

the Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada Management Plan and other management

tools are designed to ensure that Parks Canada protects and presents the national historic

site for the benefit and enjoyment of present and future generations. 

The other wrecks are located outside the National Historic Site near the mainland shore

of the nominated property and are more vulnerable to the impact of development on the

adjacent shoreline. As is the case with the terrestrial sites, development in the area is

controlled and managed through the permit process by the town with the cooperation 

of the Provincial Archaeology Office and Parks Canada to ensure minimal impact 

on underwater archaeological resources.

4. B. (ii) Environmental Pressures

The natural environment of the nominated property has in many ways been responsible

for the excellent state of conservation of the property, protecting the archaeological

resources along the shoreline and on the Harbour bottom from the full force of ocean

currents and discouraging organic

growth that would otherwise cause

deterioration of wood and other

organic materials. Nonetheless, 

the nominated property is subject 

to some environmental pressures.

Many of the terrestrial 

archaeological resources associated

with the production of whale oil in

the 1500s, particularly the stone

rendering ovens, are located within 

a few metres of the shoreline 

of the harbour on the islands and

mainland portions of the nominated

property. They are therefore subject

to natural erosion from run-off 

and from waves. 

A program is in place to regularly monitor the condition of all terrestrial archaeological

sites, noting particularly any erosion that may be taking place. Mitigation measures are

Figure 4.7 Arctic pack ice in Red Bay Harbour 
over the 24M wreck site, spring 2009. 
Parks Canada/Cindy Gibbons
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implemented based on this monitoring. These mitigation measures include site

stabilization, documentation of the changes to better understand the rate of erosion, and,

in extreme cases, the documentation and excavation of the resource.

The underwater cultural resources located within the nominated property are subject 

to a different set of environmental pressures. The extent and impact of ice in the spring

season is an unavoidable factor at Red Bay. The Strait of Belle Isle fills with pack ice that

moves south from the Arctic each year. Monitoring has detected ice scouring on the

Harbour bottom on several occasions, and both the 24M and 72M wreck site reburial

mounds suffered surface damage from particularly heavy ice in the spring of 2009. 

The damage has been repaired by the Parks Canada underwater archaeology team. 

Wave action and extreme weather may also have an impact on the underwater

archaeological resources at Red Bay. The areas of the 27M and 29M wreck sites that 

were test excavated, as explained in Chapter 2, are covered by protective tarpaulins. 

The unexcavated areas of these sites are not covered and are therefore particularly

susceptible to the effects of wave action, which can shift the loose sand and expose 

the wood of unexcavated areas of the wrecks. If not re-covered, the exposed wood 

is subject to minor wood borer damage. Wave action in the Harbour may also deposit

foreign material on the wreck sites. 

Regular monitoring of all underwater and terrestrial archaeological resources allows 

for the early identification and mitigation of issues related to these environmental factors

and is crucial to minimizing the risks that they pose. The results of the monitoring

exercises are used to determine whether or not additional conservation measures are

required. This will become particularly important as the impacts of changing weather

patterns on the natural environment are better understood.

4. B (iii) Natural Disasters

Red Bay is located in a region that is not particularly susceptible to the effects of natural

disasters such as earthquakes and tsunamis. The area is, however, prone to high winds,

heavy rains and tidal surges associated with the hurricanes in the Atlantic Ocean. 

When and if the storms come ashore as far north as the coast of Labrador in the Strait 

of Belle Isle, the coastal erosion and wave action noted in Section 4.B. (ii) may be greater

than normal. Mitigation in such cases involves the use of sandbags to stabilize the land

around the cultural resources and to minimize the immediate effects of erosion.

Permanent stabilization of the affected areas in the future will include constructing 

small breakwaters and other barriers as required to prevent further possible damage.
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4. B (iv) Visitor/Tourism Pressures

Visitor statistics have been kept at Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada since 

it officially opened in 2000. This information indicates that there has been no notable

increase or decrease in the number of visitors recorded during the five year period

between 2007 and 2011.41 The current level of visitation within the nominated property

remains sustainable and has no adverse effects on the archaeological resources. Table 5.1

in Section 5.H (ii) shows the number of visitors to Red Bay National Historic Site of

Canada since 2000.

Saddle Island, part of Red Bay National

Historic Site of Canada, is visited

regularly during the tourism season

from July through September each

year. To minimize visitors’ impact 

on the archaeological resources there,

an established path with guided and

self-guided walks leads visitors along 

a carefully planned route among the

archaeological sites. Saddle Island has

an estimated carrying capacity of 6,300

visitors per season. This is based on

current practices of controlled

accessibility to the island, which is

provided by a private boat operator

under contract to Parks Canada. 

The most recent data available indicates

that no more than 1,000 visitors use

Saddle Island per season. 

The Boney Shore and Tracey Hill area

at the west end of the nominated

property receives approximately 2,000

visits per year from both residents 

and non-residents.42 Again, established

and well-planned trails lead hikers to the top of Tracey Hill and to the whale bone

deposits on the Boney Shore. Signage advises of the legal protection against the removal

of archaeological material. The remainder of the nominated property is situated within

residential areas of the Town of Red Bay and is not generally subject to tourist visits.

Figure 4.8 A Parks Canada guide leads a guided walk
for young visitors to Saddle Island. 
Parks Canada/Greg Locke
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It is anticipated that visitation to Red Bay and the nominated property will increase

during the next five years due to the recent completion of a new highway through

Labrador and the potential addition of the property to the World Heritage List.

In the event of an increase in visitation, strategies regarding access to the nominated

property will focus on the protection of its Outstanding Universal Value and associated

archaeological resources. Parks Canada personnel and staff of the Town of Red Bay will

be on the site to ensure that archaeological resources are not removed or in any way

disturbed or compromised in areas that have been developed for visitor access, such as

the Boney Shore, Tracey Hill and Saddle Island. 

Undeveloped areas of the nominated property are located in residential areas of Red Bay.

Access to these areas is currently unsupervised and therefore not encouraged. In order 

to protect the values and resources of the property and the privacy of the area’s residents,

planned strategies for visitation to these areas include restrictions to guided experiences

only.

The recent increase in cruise ship

visitation to Red Bay has been identified

as a concern in terms of the ongoing

protection of the underwater

archaeological resources located 

within the nominated property. Red Bay

is being promoted as a key port of call 

to the expedition cruise ship industry.

Each season, the port attracts between

three and five ships that range from 

100 to 500 passenger capacity. 

They generally visit in September 

and October, with occasional stops

earlier in the summer. Less frequently,

the port receives visits from larger luxury cruise ships with capacities between 500 

and 1200 passengers. This occurs no more than once per season and generally 

at mid-summer.

While the known shipwreck sites in the Harbour are designated no-anchorage zones,

there are other known and potential archaeological resources that could be impacted 

by the presence of smaller expedition cruise ships that use the Harbour. For example, 

the discovery of the 72M wreck in 2004 was the result of it being partially exposed by 

the propeller wash of an expedition cruise ship. In order to avoid future occurrences such

Figure 4.9 Cruise ship entering Red Bay Harbour. 
Parks Canada/Cindy Gibbons
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as this, a remote sensing survey was carried out in Red Bay Harbour in 2009 to help

identify safe anchoring zones for cruise ships and other large vessels. The conclusions

from the survey are incorporated into the Policy for the Protection of Underwater

Cultural Resources at Red Bay developed by the Government of Newfoundland and

Labrador (Provincial Archaeology Office) and its partners. 

The impact of visitation on the nominated property will continue to be monitored and

evaluated in order to protect the property and its archaeological resources and values 

and to optimize the quality of the visitor experience opportunities available. Increased

visitation is a factor taken very seriously by managers of the nominated property. 

Should property visitation significantly exceed predictions or impacts on the property 

be observed, alternative visitor management will be employed. Possible strategies 

for the management of high visitation levels include limiting access to developed areas 

of the site; creating controlled visitor experience opportunities in currently undeveloped

areas; and creating opportunities with partners to present the site in ways that reduce 

the level of visitation to areas that contain archaeological resources.

4. B. (v) Number of Inhabitants Within the Property and Buffer Zone

The inhabitants of the nominated property live along the mainland shore of the Harbour

from the west side of Kelpy Cove westward and north-westward as far as the Red Sands,

which coincides with the northwest extent of the boundary of the nominated property.

Those living in the buffer zone are located just to the north of the nominated property

boundary in the same area. Seasonal inhabitants of the nominated property include

residents of the community who spend part of the year elsewhere and Canadians who

have purchased local houses as vacation homes.

Due to factors such as out-migration and low birth rates, the number of inhabitants 

of the nominated property and buffer zone is not expected to increase in the future. 

In addition, this area is not zoned by the Town of Red Bay for future residential

expansion.
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Table 4.5 Number of Inhabitants Within the Property and Buffer Zone43

Area of the nominated property 

Estimated number of inhabitants within the nominated property

Area of the buffer zone

Estimated number of inhabitants in the buffer zone 

Estimated population total for property and buffer zone 

Year 

312.973 hectares 

79 permanent

15 seasonal 

285.2 hectares

10 permanent

89 permanent

15 seasonal

2010
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Sonar survey of Red Bay Harbour, 2009
Parks Canada/Jonathon Moore
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Canada is a federal state consisting of a national government, ten provincial governments
and three territorial governments. There are numerous municipalities, each with a local
government, within each province and territory. Responsibility for cultural heritage
conservation in Canada is shared among these three levels of government. Specifically,
the federal government is responsible for the cultural resources that it owns, such as
national historic sites administered by Parks Canada and heritage buildings owned by
government departments. Provincial and territorial governments are responsible for
legislating the protection and management of cultural heritage resources within their
jurisdiction and for the regulation of private property, including that with heritage value.
In the context of relevant provincial and territorial legislation, municipal governments
have the authority to regulate and manage planning and development at the local level.
This allows them to shape heritage conservation locally.

The nominated property is therefore protected by convergent legislation at three levels.
That legislation includes protective designations, resource protection and prohibited
activities. There are also a number of plans and policies specific to the property which
guide managers in its protection and management. 

The relevant federal, provincial and municipal entities with responsibilities for the
nominated property and its associated cultural resources have developed appropriate
measures for its protection and management. A Memorandum of Understanding

Concerning the Joint Management and Protection of the Proposed Red Bay Basque

Whaling Station World Heritage Site (Appendix 2b) has been negotiated and is currently
being circulated for signatures. The purpose of this agreement, and the management
committee that it creates, is to ensure a coordinated and consistent management
approach for all areas of the nominated property, regardless of jurisdiction. The
committee, which will meet twice annually, is composed of representatives from each 
of the jurisdictions within the property boundaries, namely the Town of Red Bay, 
the Province of Newfoundland and Labrador, Parks Canada and the federal Department
of Fisheries and Oceans. The committee will ensure that the Management Plan 

for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station (Appendix 2a) is implemented to the highest
possible standards. The preparation of the management plan was led by Parks Canada 
in consultation with the other entities that have responsibilities for the protection 
and management of the nominated property. The plan sets out agreed objectives, 
policies and programs for the future management, protection and promotion of the
nominated property.
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In addition to the commitment of those who have management authority within the
boundaries of the nominated property, local stakeholder groups and residents have
expressed great support for the World Heritage nomination process. A Steering
Committee made up of representatives of regional stakeholder organizations in the
Southern Labrador area came together at the beginning of the nomination process 
and have helped guide and shape the process in the community through initiatives 
such as public awareness campaigns and communications programs. One notable
undertaking was the creation and signing of a community declaration in support 
of the World Heritage nomination for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station. There was
overwhelming support among the residents of Red Bay for the declaration (Appendix 6). 

This support reflects the years of dedication and commitment by community members 
to the research, archaeology, preservation and promotion of the whaling station. 
The dedication continues as local volunteers assist with monitoring the condition of the
archaeological sites, carry out required site remediation and other mitigation measures,
and organize community events associated with the nominated property and its
significance. 

5. A Ownership

Approximately 85% of lands included in the nominated property are provincially owned
(Crown Lands), including the coastline and islands within the nominated property 
(see Map 7). The Crown Lands division, part of the provincial Department of
Environment and Conservation, is responsible for the administration of all provincially
owned lands in Newfoundland and Labrador. These lands are part of the planning area 
of the Town of Red Bay, which governs their use and zoning, and the lands are subject 
to the statutes and laws of Newfoundland and Labrador. Parcels of land within this area
are leased or granted by the Crown Lands division to homeowners and businesses 
in the community. Lands located underwater within the nominated property are also
considered Crown Lands. While they are not part of the planning area of the Town 
of Red Bay, they are subject to the same legislation as terrestrial lands. 

The remaining 15% of the lands within the nominated property are owned by the
Government of Canada, including Saddle Island and a water lot surrounding it that
contains the reburied remains of the 24M vessel. There are also several small parcels 
of land on the mainland that are used for administrative and interpretive purposes
associated with the operation of Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada, including
a water lot and submerged lands adjacent to the Visitor Interpretation Centre. 
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The Small Craft Harbours Division of the federal Department of Fisheries and Oceans 
has title to a small parcel of land on the shoreline west of Parks Canada’s Visitor
Interpretation Centre within the nominated property that includes an adjacent water 
lot and its submerged land. It includes a fixed pier, a floating dock and a small boat basin
and is used for a variety of purposes including berthing local inshore fishing boats and
visiting pleasure crafts and disembarking cruise ship passengers. This installation and 
the activities that take place do not have an impact on archaeological resources. The area
is administered by a local Harbour Authority committee.

World Heritage Nomination for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station

Figure 5.1 Saddle Island Parks Canada/John McQuarrie
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The water column covering the submerged lands within the nominated property falls
under the protection and management of the federal Department of Transportation.

Map 7 illustrates the administration of lands within the nominated property and buffer
zone. As described above, a memorandum of understanding among the various parties
with administrative responsibilities within the property has been negotiated and
is currently being signed. 

5. B Protective Designation

Three levels of government have jurisdiction over the various parts of the nominated
property at Red Bay. At the federal level, the Navigable Waters Protection Act governs
activities related to navigation and the construction of works in, on, over and under the
waters of Red Bay Harbour that are included in the nominated property. At the provincial
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level, archaeological sites, including those located on lands underwater, are protected
under the Historic Resources Act. It is administered by the Newfoundland and Labrador
Department of Tourism, Culture and Recreation. Through the Municipalities Act and 
the Urban and Rural Planning Act, the provincial government gives municipalities 
in the province the authority to zone areas of land under their jurisdiction for certain 
uses and protection, including cultural resource protection. The following section briefly
explains the pieces of protective legislation that apply to the nominated property.

5. B (i) Government of Canada

Navigable Waters Protection Act, (1995) 

The Navigable Waters Protection Act (Appendix 5a) is administered by the federal
minister responsible for the Department of Transportation. The Act minimizes the
interference to navigation on navigable waters in Canada. Navigable waters include all
bodies of water that are capable of being navigated by any type of floating vessel for the
purpose of transportation, recreation or commerce. The Harbour at Red Bay, which 
is included in the nominated property, is therefore considered a body of navigable water
and is protected by the Act. 

The Navigable Waters Protection Act, in ensuring a balance between the public right 
to navigate and the need to build works such as bridges, dams and docks in navigable
waters, prohibits construction in navigable waters, regulates the removal or wreck and
other obstacles to navigation, and prohibits the throwing or depositing of any material
into navigable waters. 

Parks Canada Agency Act (1998) 

The Government of Canada, represented by the Parks Canada Agency, owns several
parcels of land within the nominated property that it operates as Red Bay National
Historic Site of Canada. The Parks Canada Agency administers these lands under the
Parks Canada Agency Act (Appendix 5b). All elements of national historic significance
contained within these lands, including those related to the Outstanding Universal Value
of the nominated property, are cared for through this Act and associated policies. 
The purpose of the Parks Canada Agency Act as it relates to the nominated property is:

• to commemorate places, people and events of national historic significance; 
• to ensure the commemorative integrity of national historic sites;
• to protect the nationally significant examples of Canada’s natural and cultural

heritage in national parks, national historic sites, national marine conservation
areas and related heritage areas in view of their special role in the lives of
Canadians and the fabric of the nation;
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• to present that heritage through interpretive and educational programs for public
understanding, appreciation and enjoyment, both for international visitors and
the Canadian public, thereby enhancing pride, encouraging stewardship and
giving expression to our identity as Canadians;

• to carry out Canada’s international obligations and agreements to protect,
conserve and present that heritage and to contribute towards the protection 
and presentation of the global heritage and biodiversity; and

• to manage visitor use and tourism to ensure both the maintenance of ecological
and commemorative integrity and a quality experience in such heritage and
natural areas for this and future generations.

5. B (ii) Government of Newfoundland and Labrador

Historic Resources Act, (1990) 

All archaeological resources located within the boundaries of the nominated property 
are protected by virtue of the Historic Resources Act (Appendix 5c) of the Government 
of Newfoundland and Labrador. The Act is administered by the minister responsible for
the Department of Tourism, Culture and Recreation and implemented by the Provincial
Archaeology Office. Historic Resources Act requires a permit for any terrestrial or
underwater archaeological investigations on provincial lands. The discovery of an
archaeological object or site must be reported to the minister immediately through 
the Provincial Archaeology Office. It must not be moved, destroyed, damaged, altered 
or otherwise disturbed in any way. 

All archaeological resources in Newfoundland and Labrador, whether on private 
or Crown Land, belong to the Crown. Under the Historic Resources Act, the minister
responsible may order a “historic resources impact assessment” to be carried out to
determine the effects and implications of proposed activities on historic resources. 
In addition, where the minister is of the opinion that an activity has potential to damage
or destroy a historic resource, he or she may issue a temporary stop-work order to salvage
the resource and/or to carry out an assessment of the site.

Municipalities Act (1999) and Urban and Rural Planning Act (2000) 

Under the Municipalities Act (Appendix 5d) and the Urban and Rural Planning Act

(Appendix 5e), the Town of Red Bay has developed and is implementing regulations 
for land zoning as well as for permitted, prohibited and discretionary uses of each zone.
The areas of the nominated property that contain known and potential archaeological
resources are zoned for heritage protection and development, and uses are limited to
traditional and low impact activities. These regulations are explained in greater detail 
in section 5.C.ii.
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5. C Means of Implementing Protective Measures

Three levels of government – federal,
provincial and municipal – work
cooperatively to ensure the protection
and effective management of the
nominated property and its associated
archaeological resources. The property
benefits from the plans, policies and
expertise of each of them. Each agency
has mechanisms and resources at its
disposal to plan for and review
proposals, implement activities and
monitor change. All will be used 
to ensure the future conservation 
and management of the nominated
property. As indicated above, 
a memorandum of understanding

among the agencies responsible for the management of the nominated property, 
its archaeological resources and its cultural values has been prepared and is presently
being circulated for signatures. The memorandum of understanding outlines the roles
and responsibilities of each agency in the implementation of the management plan for 
the nominated property (see section 5.E). The memorandum of understanding and 
the management plan are intended to ensure that all areas of the nominated property,
regardless of ownership or jurisdiction, are adequately and consistently protected and
managed into the future.

5. C (i) Federal Jurisdiction

Parks Canada Agency

The mandate of the Parks Canada Agency is to protect and present nationally significant
examples of the country’s natural and cultural heritage and to foster public
understanding, appreciation and enjoyment of them in ways that will ensure their
integrity for present and future generations. With regard to Red Bay National Historic
Site of Canada, Parks Canada is committed to preserving the site’s history and ensuring
that its archaeological resources are fully protected. Parks Canada is also committed to
telling the story of the site and to ensuring that Canadians and other visitors understand
and appreciate the significant role that the 16th-century Basque whalers played both 

Figure 5.2 Provincial Archaeology Office and Parks
Canada personnel surveying an area of the Boney
Shore. Provincial Archaeology Office/Stephen Hull
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in the history of Canada and 
the establishment of the global 
whaling industry.

The Parks Canada Agency is
responsible for the management of the
lands and submerged lands to which 
it has title for the purpose of operating
Red Bay National Historic Site of
Canada, including the conservation 
and management of archaeological
remains located on them. Parks Canada
uses a number of policy documents 
to guide its management of Red Bay
National Historic Site of Canada. 

National historic sites administered by Parks Canada are managed with a long-term
vision through the management planning process. Parks Canada management plans are
presented to Parliament and reviewed every five years. They are approved by the federal
minister responsible for Parks Canada and provide a framework for decision making 
on issues related to resource protection, education and visitor experience at each site. 
The Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada Management Plan (Appendix 2d) was
tabled in Parliament in December, 2011. 

Everyday activities and special projects at the national historic site are designed and
carried out in accordance with Parks Canada’s Cultural Resource Management Policy

(Appendix 3b), which ensures the respect and maintenance of historic values. 
The activities and projects are implemented using a variety of directives, manuals and
guidelines related to archaeological resource management, impact assessments and
conservation. Interventions on archaeological resources are planned and implemented
using the Cultural Resource Management Policy and the Standards and Guidelines 

for the Conservation of Historic Places in Canada (Appendix 3c). 

Parks Canada regularly monitors and reports on the condition of its national historic
sites. The Commemorative Integrity Evaluation assesses the condition of cultural
resources, the effectiveness of communicating the site’s main messages and the
implementation of appropriate management practices. The Visitor Experience

Assessment examines the various aspects of visitors’ experience, from trip planning to
programs and activities on site. Every five years a State of the Site Report compiles all

Figure 5.3 A Parks Canada interpreter helps local
children learn the story of Basque whaling at 
Red Bay. Parks Canada/Greg Locke
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available information on the site’s condition and is made available to the public. The first
State of the Site Report for Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada was prepared in
2011 (Appendix 4b). It indicates that, as described in this document, the archaeological
resources at Red Bay related to whaling in the 16th century are in good condition.

5. C (ii) Provincial Jurisdiction

Department of  Tourism, Culture and Recreation

The Provincial Archaeology Office of the Department of Tourism, Culture and Recreation
is responsible for implementing Part II of the Historic Resources Act, which concerns
archaeological resources, including the Archaeological Investigation Permit Regulations.
The associated responsibilities of the Provincial Archaeological Office include:

• selectively issuing permits to carry out archaeological activities;
• reviewing land-use applications to determine the need for archaeological

assessment;
• developing policies and procedures to protect cultural resources;
• consulting with archaeologists and other researchers on fieldwork and other

projects; and
• increasing the awareness of archaeology and related issues amongst the general

public, all levels of government and industry.

The Provincial Archaeology Office works closely with Parks Canada, the Town of Red Bay
and local volunteers to ensure that its responsibilities related to the nominated property
at Red Bay are fulfilled.

Legal protection of the archaeological resources located in all areas of the nominated
property rests with the Historic Resources Act. The Management Plan for the Red Bay

Basque Whaling Station (Appendix 2a) and the associated memorandum of
understanding among management authorities outlines the commitment of the
Government of Newfoundland and Labrador to the ongoing protection and management
of the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station. This includes sharing information gathered
through archaeological investigations within the nominated property with other
management authorities and providing the expertise and research necessary for the
protection of the property. 



5. PROTECTION AND MANAGEMENT OF THE PROPERTY

158

5. C (iii) Municipal Jurisdiction

The Town of  Red Bay

Other than the lands owned by the Government of Canada, the terrestrial lands included
in the nominated property fall within the planning zone of the Town of Red Bay. Under
the provisions of the Urban and Rural Planning Act, the Town has zoned areas under 
its jurisdiction that contain known and potential archaeological resources as “culturally
sensitive.” Activities in these areas are restricted to conservation, transportation (limited
to docks on the shoreline) and recreation (limited to non-intrusive activities: hiking, cross
country ski and snowmobile trails and related facilities).

The Town of Red Bay Municipal Plan (Appendix 2c) also contains a clause that requires
any resident who accidently discovers archaeological remains within the town to
immediately contact the town office. The town then consults with the Provincial
Archaeology Office and Parks Canada in order to properly protect the resource.

5. C (iv) Community Involvement 

Also at the community level is the
involvement of local volunteers who
assist in a variety of ways in the
protection of the archaeological
resources located within the boundaries
of the nominated property. Since the
discovery of archaeological resources 
at Red Bay in the late 1970s, area
residents have taken an active interest
in protection of the nominated property
and its values. Many have been directly
involved in its archaeology, research
and presentation. Local volunteers
continue to work with the Town of 
Red Bay, the Provincial Archaeology
Office and Parks Canada to ensure 

that the property is stable and properly protected and that issues relating to it are brought
to the attention of the proper authorities.

Figure 5.4 Local students working to stabilize 
a rendering oven site at Red Bay during 
the mid-1980s. Cindy Gibbons personal collection
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5. D Existing Plans Related to Municipality and Region in which the

Nominated Property is Located

The following section provides an overview of the plans and studies for the area 
in and around Red Bay and the nominated property. They are related to the conservation
and management of the nominated property or to the role that the remains of the Basque
whaling station at Red Bay play in the development of the local community and 
of a broader tourism destination area. 

5. D (i) Town of Red Bay Municipal Plan

The current Town of Red Bay Municipal Plan (Appendix 2c) was prepared in 2010 
under the specifications set out in the Urban and Rural Planning Act (2000). The plan
was developed by an independent consultant after meetings with town councillors,
community residents and other relevant organizations and individuals. During the
preparation of the plan, much consideration was given to land use, to development and
the local economy, and to the rich cultural heritage of the community — including the
property to be nominated to the World Heritage List.

Section 1.2 of the municipal plan specifically expresses the intent of the Town of Red Bay
to accommodate and support the World Heritage Site nomination for the Red Bay Basque
Whaling Station. It also contains the policies needed to preserve the archaeological
resources related to the nominated property’s proposed Outstanding Universal Value. 
The land within the nominated property that contains the cultural resources has been
zoned by the municipal plan for heritage preservation. Any proposed development for 
this area is subject to an assessment before approval. The assessment includes
consultation with the Provincial Archaeology Office and with Parks Canada.

Section 2.1 of the Town of Red Bay Municipal Plan outlines the objectives that will 
be addressed by the Town of Red Bay during the 2010-2020 planning period. In terms 
of heritage preservation, the objectives include:

• to fully support the nomination of the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station 
as a UNESCO World Heritage Site;

• to support the preservation of Red Bay’s heritage for residents as well as visitors;
• to support heritage preservation and presentation projects such as the

development of hiking trails, the erection of plaques and storyboards interpreting
local heritage and the collection and recording of stories about Red Bay; and

• to encourage the designation of all archaeological sites and sites of historic
significance in all land-use designations identified by the plan.
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Section 2.2 of the Town of Red Bay Municipal Plan outlines the land-use policies 
of the town and the activities that are permitted within specifically defined land-use
zones, as well as other policies that apply to them. The zones that apply to the nominated
property are shown on Map 7 and described below.

Zones of  mixed development 
The traditional mix of residential, public and commercial uses that have always co-existed
in Red Bay will continue in zones of mixed development. Some areas that contain cultural
resources are included in these zones. In these cases, the Town of Red Bay will assign the
highest priority to the preservation of structures and sites that demonstrate and represent
the cultural and natural heritage of Red Bay. In recognition of the international
significance of the archaeological resources at Red Bay, development proposals within 
the mixed development zones will be sent to the Provincial Archaeology Office and Parks
Canada for review. Conditions recommended by these agencies concerning the
preservation of archaeological resources will be implemented.

Heritage preservation zones and archaeological  s ites
Heritage preservation zoning extends 
to the shoreline of the Harbour and
Basin at Red Bay and also includes 
the islands. The general intent 
of this zoning is to preserve the natural 
and cultural heritage of Red Bay 
in recognition of its significance to 
the community, the province, the
country and the world. Development 
in this area will be limited to those
initiatives that promote the
conservation of natural and cultural
heritage. Trail development may be
permitted in ways that are sympathetic
to heritage preservation. Similarly, uses
related to the fishery and marine
transportation may also be permitted

provided that the proper evaluation is carried out with respect to historic resources and
engineering requirements. Before any development can be authorized with a permit by
the Town of Red Bay or the Crown Lands division of Newfoundland and Labrador, it must
first have the approval of the Provincial Archaeology Office.

Figure 5.5 The shoreline of Twin Island, 
which is zoned by the Town of Red Bay 
as an area of Heritage Protection. 
Destination Labrador/Chris Samson
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Heritage preservation and archaeological sites are also addressed in the General Policies
(Section 2.2.6) of the Town of Red Bay Municipal Plan. The town will assign high priority
to the preservation of structures and sites that demonstrate and represent the natural 
and cultural history of Red Bay. The municipal designation of structures and sites will be
pursued under provision 248 of the Municipalities Act, (1999). The town also recognizes
the great potential for new archaeological sites to be found within the planning area. 
In such cases, the town council will set a high priority on consultation with the Provincial
Archaeology Office and Parks Canada.

Commercial  Zone
The nominated property contains a small area of land that is zoned for commercial
development. Uses permitted within this area include those related to fishery, tourism
and other water-based commercial activities.

Rural  and Resource Zones
The remainder of the lands within the nominated property are designated rural and
resource zones. It is the intent of the municipal plan that the traditional use of these
lands for subsistence, recreation, public utility and other purposes be continued. 
This designation also ensures the environmental protection of sensitive areas. These
lands will generally be retained in their natural state and development will be limited 
to environmental conservation, passive recreation and resource-based activities.
Development proposals for these lands will be evaluated to determine potential impacts
on the natural environment and cultural heritage of Red Bay.

5. D (ii) Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada Management Plan

The Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada Management Plan (Appendix 2d) was
prepared in 2011 by Parks Canada using the Parks Canada Guide to Management

Planning. The plan provides strategic direction over the next 15 years for achieving 
Parks Canada’s mandate to protect heritage resources, facilitate visitor experience
opportunities and foster public appreciation and understanding of the national historic
site. The Management Plan includes:

• a vision for the future towards which the site will aspire over the next fifteen
years; 

• three key strategies and associated objectives which will guide the overall
direction of the site;

• a five-year implementation strategy summarizing planned actions and targets 
for measuring the success of management actions; and

• a summary of the Strategic Environmental Assessment conducted for the
Management Plan.
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The vision for Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada as presented in the Management
Plan is that: 

Red Bay National Historic Site (NHS) is the guardian of the heritage and stories

of Basque whalers who came to Coastal Labrador in the 16th century. The site’s

extraordinary and well-conserved terrestrial and underwater cultural resources

— shore stations used for processing whale oil, the footprints of cooperages,

where barrels used to ship whale oil were assembled, and the remains of four

whaling ships buried at the bottom of the bay — are the foundation for bringing

the past presence of the Basque whalers to life for present-day visitors. 

Visitors travel by land and by sea in increasing numbers to experience this

unique place — its connection to the history of whaling, its long history spanning

many Aboriginal and European cultures, its rugged northern coastal beauty, and

distinctive local culture. Red Bay is considered “the place” to discover world-class

practices of underwater archaeology and the otherwise unseen world of artefacts

buried in the sea. Through a menu of learning, recreational, and experiential

opportunities that meet visitors’ varying interests and needs — such as hearing

Basque music, learning about seafaring technology, hiking the trails and

discovering whale bones, or hearing Aboriginal stories — visitors create their

own personal connections to the site. In their own homes and in their own

communities, people across Canada are inspired by Red Bay NHS and have

opportunities to discover the site.

The youth of the area are inspired to continue and further the strong local

tradition of stewardship and engagement with Red Bay NHS. Area residents,

Aboriginal communities, Basque people and organizations, and other partners,

and stakeholders engage with the site in new and innovative ways, undertaking

or contributing to projects and events that help to attract visitors and strengthen

connections with the community, Canadians, and the world. 

The three key strategies of the management plan provide concrete direction for
addressing both issues and opportunities identified relating to Red Bay National Historic
Site while focusing efforts and resources on achieving the vision. The key strategies are:

1. By Land and By Sea — Opening the Door to the Red Bay Experience.

This strategy aims to capitalize on changing tourism trends in the Labrador region
by working with partners to attract more visitors to the national historic site.
Objectives of this strategy include understanding the changing tourism trends 
as well as the needs, motivations and interests of visitors to Red Bay National
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Historic Site of Canada, strengthening promotions for the site, and improving
the pre-trip information available to potential visitors.

2. Red Bay and You — Facilitating Opportunities for Discovery,

Enjoyment and Connection to Red Bay National Historic Site.

This strategy is focused on facilitating meaningful visitor experiences through 
a selection of learning, experiential and recreational opportunities to help visitors
discover, enjoy and connect to Red Bay National Historic Site, raise the profile 
of the site and increase visitation over the long-term. Objectives of this strategy
include enhancing visitor experience opportunities to better meet the varying
needs and interests of current and potential visitors, creating opportunities for
visitors to discover the undeveloped stories of the site and the area, and discovery
of the site by more Canadians through targeted outreach programs, satellite
exhibits and a better presence on the World-Wide Web.

3. Spirit of Relationships — Inspiring the Next Generation and Sharing

Red Bay with the World. This strategy seeks to further the engagement,
support and commitment to the national historic site by community residents, 
the Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, Aboriginal communities and
other stakeholders to the protection of the site’s archaeological resources and to
increase the enthusiasm for attracting more visitors and sharing Red Bay with the
world, particularly among the youth of the area. The objectives of this strategy
include continuing to protect the cultural resources and historic values of the site
in partnership with local landowners, the Town of Red Bay, the Government 
of Newfoundland and Labrador and other partners, increasing the participation 
of local partners and stakeholders in projects, activities and events that facilitate
visitor experience opportunities and attract visitors, supporting and completing
the World Heritage Site nomination proposal for the Basque whaling station, 
and inspiring youth to get involved with the site.

The complete Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada Management Plan, including
the implementation strategy, is included as Appendix 2d.
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5. D (iii) Uncommon Potential: A Vision for Newfoundland and

Labrador Tourism 

In 2009 the Government of Newfoundland and Labrador released, a ten-year tourism
strategy for the province. It focuses on creating a sustainable tourism industry that has
economic, social and cultural benefits for the province and its residents. It recognizes
tourism as a means of preserving and protecting the natural and cultural heritage 
of Newfoundland and Labrador and recognizes the need for strong leadership and
partnerships to build a solid tourism industry in the province.

Uncommon Potential outlines seven strategic directions for the tourism industry in
Newfoundland and Labrador (see complete strategy in Appendix 7a). While all of them
are important to the industry in Red Bay and the surrounding area, two of them are
essential to the continued development and sustainability of the nominated property.

Strategic Direction 1 — Private Public

Leadership: A Partnership for Tourism

Growth and Development. This strategic
direction emphasizes the need to work
collectively at all levels to achieve 
a sustainable tourism industry. Effective 
and dynamic partnerships are essential 
to the success of modern ventures. 
This is particularly true in the case 
of Red Bay, where a relatively small group 
of people has committed to preserving 
a site of international significance. 

Under this strategic direction, local
organizations have committed to working
with various levels of government to
undertake the future development and
promotion of various heritage tourism
attractions, including Red Bay, and creating
a vibrant and successful tourism industry 
in the region that includes the protection 
of archaeological resources, properly trained
and knowledgeable guides and positive
economic benefits for the whole region.

Figure 5.6 Promotional poster for a CD
commemorating the Basque whaling history 
of Red Bay – a collaboration between local
musicians, Parks Canada, the Arts Council 
of Newfoundland and Labrador and others. 
Shirley Montague/Louis MacDonald
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Strategic Direction 4 – Product Development: Delivering Strategic and Sustainable

Traveller Experiences. This strategic direction focuses on developing authentic
attractions and experiences that highlight the cultural heritage of Newfoundland and
Labrador. The goal is to develop products, experiences and infrastructure that create
economic benefits and preserve cultural assets for future generations. 

Product development has been identified as crucial to the success of the tourism 
industry of Southern Labrador. This strategic direction is therefore very important 
to the partners working together to effectively present and preserve the Basque whaling
station at Red Bay. 

5.D (iv) Labrador’s Uncommon Potential, 2011-2014

Closely associated with the Newfoundland and Labrador tourism strategy is Labrador’s

Uncommon Potential, 2011-2014 (Appendix 7b). This is the business plan developed by
Destination Labrador, the destination marketing organization for the region of Labrador.
Destination Labrador provides marketing support and expertise to tourism operators 
and partners in Labrador.

The goals of Labrador’s Uncommon Potential, 2011-2014 include leading marketing
initiatives in the region, becoming an advocate for the tourism industry in Labrador,
providing professional development and market readiness assistance and generating
increased tourism business. 

5. D (v) Labrador Straits Integrated Community Sustainability Plan

The Labrador Straits Integrated

Community Sustainability Plan

(Appendix 7c) was prepared in 2010. 
It identifies priorities for municipalities
in the region that can be addressed 
on both community and regional levels
and that will in turn contribute to the
sustainability of the area. 

Figure 5.7 Restoration of the former light
keepers’ residence on Saddle Island 
is an objective of Red Bay’s Integrated
Community Sustainability Plan. 
Parks Canada/Cindy Gibbons
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The plan includes a vision, goals and objectives for each municipality in the region. 
It also includes a section on regional cooperation, which identifies initiatives to be
pursued jointly. Many of the initiatives identified in the plan for the Town of Red Bay 
are associated with its history and culture, and most of them are specifically related 
to its 16th-century Basque whaling history.

Many of the opportunities identified for Red Bay are related to the further development 
of tourism infrastructure, including:

• refurbishing a former fish plant as a tourism facility;
• upgrading the attached wharf to accommodate cruise ships, expedition ships 

and other pleasure craft;
• expanding the existing hiking trail system; and
• encouraging businesses to develop more tourism-related products and services.

The plan also encourages the Town of Red Bay to work with Parks Canada to ensure the
preservation and presentation of the community’s history and heritage. It also recognizes
the importance of retaining youth in the community and enabling them to develop
opportunities and initiatives related to the tourism industry. 

5. D (vi) Labrador Straits Development Corporation Strategic

Economic Plan, 2011-2014

The Labrador Straits Development Corporation (LSDC) is the regional economic
development board for the southern Labrador region that extends from Red Bay 
to L’Anse au Claire. The overall goal of the organization is to collaborate with and support
regional stakeholders to develop long-term economic development plans and initiatives
that lead to a stable, growing and innovative regional business community.

The current LSDC Strategic Economic Plan (Appendix 7d) was developed in consultation
with communities, businesses, municipalities and organizations in the region. The reports
of various past initiatives were integrated into the new plan. It prioritizes initiatives to
focus on those that can be reasonably achieved using available resources.

The plan calls for increasing efforts to develop experiences built on the region’s heritage
and historic places and identifies opportunities for development associated with heritage
tourism, cruise ship shore packages, tourism package products and the continued
development of anchor attractions at Red Bay and nearby Point Amour. 
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5. E World Heritage Site Management Plan

Each agency with management authority within the nominated property has 
a management plan and/or policies that guide its activities and decision-making. 
These documents guide the implementation of their individual mandates and apply 
only to the areas of the property under their jurisdiction. The management authorities
have therefore developed a joint management plan to ensure the effective and consistent
management and conservation of the entire nominated property. This integrated, joint
Management Plan for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station is found in Appendix 2a.

The purpose of the plan is to provide an overall management framework that guides
decision-making related to the nominated property in a cohesive manner. It takes into
account the responsibilities of the Town of Red Bay, the Province of Newfoundland and
Labrador and Parks Canada for the nominated property and its Outstanding Universal
Value. It builds upon the legislation and policies that protect the archaeological resources
at the federal, provincial and municipal levels and brings together elements of existing
planning documents which facilitate their implementation within the nominated
property.

The management plan outlines shared goals and objectives for the management
authorities and others involved in the protection and presentation of the nominated
property. It also builds on the responsibilities, legislation and policies of each authority 
to ensure a collaborative approach to information sharing and decision making for 
the long-term conservation of the property and its Outstanding Universal Value. 
The management plan is implemented through the existing plans and policies of the
management authorities, as described in sections 5.C and D. The goals and objectives 
of the Management Plan for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station are listed below.

Goals  and Objectives

Goal of the Management Plan
The goal of the Management Plan for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station is to ensure
the overall protection, conservation and presentation of the nominated property and the
attributes that support its Outstanding Universal Value. 

Objectives
The three objectives of the Management Plan for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station

are:

i. to set the framework for how all areas of the nominated property will be
managed so that its Outstanding Universal Value is properly protected and
conserved for present and future generations;
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ii. to identify a manageable plan of action to engage local and international
communities in the long-term management of the site and to increase awareness 
of its Outstanding Universal Value; and
iii. to identify a sustainable approach to the continued development of heritage
tourism and educational initiatives that prioritizes the protection of the
Outstanding Universal Value of the nominated property.

Implementation
Management Plan for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station will be implemented by the
management authorities using the guidelines set out in the Red Bay National Historic

Site of Canada Management Plan, the Town of Red Bay Municipal Plan and provincial
legislation in the form of the Historic Resources Act, its archaeological regulations 
and the newly developed Policy for the Protection of Underwater Cultural Heritage 
at Red Bay, Labrador, which is described below. 

Parks Canada 
The Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada Management Plan (2011) applies to lands
administered by Parks Canada as Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada. This
management plan sets direction for the management of the national historic site and
identifies key strategies for moving forward during the next five years. The strategies 
and direction of the national historic site management plan are incorporated into and an
integral part of the Management Plan for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station. The key
strategies of the The Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada Management Plan,
outlined in detail in Section 3.D (ii), focus on visitor attendance and visitor experience
opportunities at the site, and the objectives and actions associated with Key Strategy 3
include continuing and improving efforts to monitor and maintain the excellent state 
of conservation of archaeological resources under the jurisdiction of Parks Canada.

The Province of Newfoundland and Labrador
The Historic Resources Act and its Archaeological Investigation Permit Regulations apply
to all lands – terrestrial and submerged – included in the nominated property. This piece
of legislation is of great importance to the long-term preservation of the archaeological
resources found in the nominated property at Red Bay. The Act and its associated
Archaeological Investigation Permit Regulations ensure that the resources are protected
against unauthorized removal and wilful damage and protected as well as possible from
the effects of natural forces. The new Policy for the Protection of Underwater Cultural

Heritage at Red Bay, Labrador was developed specifically to strengthen and improve the
protection of underwater archaeological resources contained within the nominated
property. This policy is designed to ensure that, through monitoring and educational
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programs, activities carried out in the Harbour, including cruise ship visits, recreational
boating and recreational diving, do not have an adverse impact on underwater
archaeological resources.

The Town of Red Bay
The Town of Red Bay Municipal Plan is applicable to all terrestrial lands included in the
town’s planning area. This plan supports the goals of the Management Plan for the Red

Bay Basque Whaling Station. It recognizes the need to protect areas that contain
archaeological resources and have zoned them accordingly. The plan also places emphasis
on the importance of reviewing development proposals before proceeding, and on
monitoring projects that are in progress, to ensure that development does not
compromise attributes of the nominated property and its Outstanding Universal Value.

5. F Sources and Levels of Finance

As the agency directly responsible for the operation of Red Bay National Historic Site of
Canada, Parks Canada has assigned an annual operating budget of $310,000 for the site.
This covers:

• staffing of the visitor facilities; 
• presentation of the site’s messages of significance; and
• protection of the archaeological resources under the care of Parks Canada.

The financial resources from the Provincial Archaeology Office and the Town of Red Bay
come from larger budgets that cover much more than resource protection at Red Bay. 
The contribution that they provide to support cultural resource management at Red Bay
is made on an “as needed” basis and varies from year to year. Additionally, new
opportunities to augment current funding through public and private sources will
continue to be pursued. 

5. G Sources of Expertise and Training in Conservation and Management

Techniques 

Parks Canada provides a wide range of expertise in conservation and management to 
the nominated property. Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada is managed by Parks
Canada’s Western Newfoundland and Labrador Field Unit. The managers, engineers,
technicians, maintenance workers and interpreters responsible for the site are trained in
the principles of conservation through programs such as the Agency’s Cultural Resource

Management Policy Orientation Course and the Standards and Guidelines for the

Conservation of Historic Places in Canada.
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Red Bay is rich in archaeological resources and displays a large collection of associated
artefacts. Support for their conservation and management is provided by archaeologists
and conservators based at Parks Canada’s Atlantic Service Centre in Halifax, Nova Scotia.

Red Bay has a very significant collection
of whaling galleons located in situ in the
Harbour and a collection of associated
artefacts. Full-time archaeology and
conservation professionals in Parks
Canada’s Underwater Archaeology
Services at Ottawa, Ontario provide
ongoing support for the conservation and
management of the underwater cultural
resources at Red Bay. This team has
designed and implemented a regular
monitoring program to evaluate the
effectiveness of the reburial techniques
used for all the shipwreck sites. The
professional and technical skills required

to carry on this monitoring program have been transmitted to new team members and
each site visit is considered as an opportunity to improve the tools and devices used to
monitor the condition of the remains. Reports created after each visit help to ensure the
best possible management of the underwater archaeological resources.

In addition to Parks Canada, management and conservation assistance is also provided 
to Red Bay by archaeologists from the Provincial Archaeology Office and by conservators
and curators at The Rooms Provincial Museum in St. John’s, Newfoundland. Parks
Canada and the provincial agencies work closely with the Town of Red Bay to ensure 
that its staff and volunteers are familiar with the basic principles of conservation and
management of cultural resources.

Figure 5.8 Parks Canada underwater archaeologists
conduct a sonar survey of Red Bay Harbour, 
June 2009. Parks Canada/Jonathan Moore
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5. H Visitor Facilities and Statistics

5. H (i) Visitor Facilities 

The primary visitor facilities related to the nominated property at Red Bay are owned 
and operated by Parks Canada. 

Visitor Orientation Centre
Located on a prominent hill overlooking
Saddle Island and the Harbour, the
Visitor Orientation Centre provides
visitors with an introduction to the
national historic site at the core of the
nominated property. Heritage guides
are available during the tourism season
(June — September) to help visitors
plan their activities. The guides can 
also provide general visitor information
about the community of Red Bay, 
the surrounding area and the rest of
Labrador. At the Visitor Orientation
Centre the film The Basque Whalers 

of Labrador gives visitors and tourists 
a 30-minute overview of the archival
and archaeological research that has
taken place related to Red Bay. The
restored chalupa is also on display.
Regular and handicapped parking
spaces and facilities are available at the
Visitor Orientation Centre, as well as
parking space for motor coaches.  

Visitor Interpretation Centre
The second of Parks Canada’s visitor
facilities is the Visitor Interpretation
Centre on the shoreline of the Harbour
opposite the western end of Saddle

Island. Established in 2000, the Visitor Interpretation Centre features an interpretive
exhibit on 16th-century Basque whaling at Red Bay. The exhibit draws from the rich
collection of artefacts found at Red Bay by underwater and terrestrial archaeologists. 

Figure 5.9 Visitor Orientation Centre at Red Bay
National Historic Site. Destination Labrador/

Chris Samson
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The related archival material, period reproductions, video clips and scale models enhance
the visitor experience with details of whaling ships and oil rendering stations. A look-out
area at the top of the Interpretation Centre provides an excellent view of Saddle Island,
the Harbour and other areas of the nominated property. The dock adjacent to the Visitor
Interpretation Centre affords access to the water taxi service to Saddle Island.

Both the Visitor Orientation Centre and the Visitor Interpretation Centre are in general
operation each year between June 1 and September 30. They are closed during the rest 
of the year because very few tourists visit the area outside of these months. Both Centres
can, however, be visited by appointment during the off-season.

Red Bay Right Whale Exhibit
The Town of Red Bay has also developed 
an interpretive exhibit that complements 
the Parks Canada facilities. Located at the town
hall, it focuses on the North Atlantic right whales
and bowhead whales hunted so successfully 
by the Basques. The exhibit also helps visitors
assess current efforts to protect modern whale
populations. The centrepiece of the exhibit 
is a 16th-century bowhead whale skeleton
recovered during underwater archaeological
excavations in the Harbour during the mid-1980s. 

This exhibit is open to the public during July and
August and can be visited by appointment during
the off-season.

Public  and Community Access to the Nominated Property 
Because the nominated property has changed very little since the 1500s, visitors can
readily appreciate it as the Basques did simply by following any of several walking trails
established in and around the nominated property. 

Access to Saddle Island is provided by water taxi between July 1 and September 30. 
On the island, visitors may take a guided or self-guided tour on a trail developed 
by Parks Canada. It highlights the location of various 16th-century archaeological features

Figure 5.10 The remains of a bowhead whale killed
during the 16th century are displayed at the Town
Hall in Red Bay. Parks Canada/Cindy Gibbons
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as it winds through the island landscape. Interpretive panels that explain the features 
and their role in Red Bay’s history as the largest and most important port associated 
with the beginning of the global whaling industry are placed at appropriate points. 

The Town of Red Bay has developed trails on the west side of the Harbour to complement
the Parks Canada experience. The Boney Shore Trail takes hikers to the most accessible
on-shore whale bone deposit from the 1500s. Here hikers can see the large skull bones 
of at least 32 bowhead whales along with other specimens scattered on the landscape. 
The Tracy Hill Trail gives users an all-encompassing view of the Harbour and shoreline
once used by the Basque whalers to render whale oil. A series of interpretive panels along
the trail gives users a glimpse into the history and culture of the community.

These trails were developed using existing traditional footpaths that have long been 
used for picking berries, accessing trout ponds and, in the 19th and early 20th centuries,
travelling overland to neighbouring communities. Traditional public access to these trails
will be permitted as long as there is no negative impact on the cultural resources and
viewscapes of that particular area of the nominated property.

Figure 5.11 View from the Boney Shore Trail. Parks Canada/John McQuarrie
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Additional information about the nominated property can be found at the following web
sites:

• http://www.pc.gc.ca/redbay
• http://www.labradorcoastaldrive.com

Regional Considerations Regarding Visitor Facilities

Other visitor services in and around the nominated property are operated as private
businesses. A gift shop and restaurant operate immediately adjacent to the Visitor
Interpretation Centre. The same business owns and operates four self-contained
accommodation units located nearby. In addition, there is a five-room bed and breakfast
about two kilometres from the nominated property in Red Bay. Other local business
services include two convenience stores, two gas stations, a hair salon, laundry and
shower facilities, a recreational vehicle hook-up service and a post office.

Red Bay is located on Highway 510 in Southern Labrador. It is at the end of an 80-
kilometre stretch of paved highway and the beginning of the gravel portion of Route 510
that continues north through Labrador, eventually reaching towns located in the central
and western parts of the region. Red Bay is most often accessed by driving the Viking
Trail (Route 430) along the west coast of Newfoundland and taking a 90-minute ferry
ride from St. Barbe to Blanc Sablon in Québec, then driving east to Red Bay. Visitors may
also arrive at Red Bay by taking a gravel road from Baie Comeau in Québec that connects
to the Trans-Labrador Highway in the western region of Labrador and continues east 
and south as Routes 500 and 510 of the Newfoundland and Labrador provincial highway
system (see Map 1). Alternatively, visitors may fly into the regional airport at Blanc
Sablon from St. John’s, St. Anthony and Goose Bay in Newfoundland and Labrador, or
from Sept-Îles in Québec. Two car rental agencies operate from the Blanc Sablon Airport.

The Labrador Straits tourism region along Route 510 includes seven communities: L’Anse
au Claire, Forteau, L’Anse au Loup, Capstan Island, West St. Modeste, Pinware and Red
Bay. In addition to the services at Red Bay described above, the region’s largest hotel 
is in L’Anse au Claire. There is also a smaller hotel with additional cottages at West St.
Modeste, as well as cottages at Forteau and bed and breakfast accommodations at L’Anse
au Claire, Forteau, and L’Anse au Loup. The hotel and cottage accommodations also have
restaurants associated with them.
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5. H (ii) Visitor Statistics

Table 5.1 contains the number of visitors to Red Bay National Historic Site since 2000.

The peak in the number of visitors to Red Bay National Historic Site in 2003 coincided
with the opening of the first phase of the Trans-Labrador Highway. For the first time ever,
visitors could drive north from Red Bay through Labrador and make a link to the rest of
Canada. The decline in numbers following this peak may be linked to a number of factors,
including a decline in the number of Americans travelling to eastern Canada, a decline 
in the number of visitors arriving at the site as part of organized motor coach tours and 
a general weakening of the global economy.

In late 2009, the Trans-Labrador Highway linking coastal Labrador to the rest of Canada
was completed and officially opened by the Government of Newfoundland and Labrador.
This and other factors, such as the potential inscription of the Red Bay Basque Whaling
Station on the World Heritage List, are expected to result in an increase in the number of
visitors to the nominated property within the next decade. It is reasonable to expect that
local tourism infrastructure will continue to develop and expand in order to accommodate
this increase. These developments will be guided and monitored by the Town of Red Bay

Municipal Plan. 

Table 5.1 Visitor Statistics 

Season

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

Total

8,369

7,961

9,713

10,414

9,829

9,246

8,462

7,971

8,304

7,662

7,751

6,851



5. PROTECTION AND MANAGEMENT OF THE PROPERTY

176

The number of visitors to the nominated property will continue to be monitored 
at Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada. Staffing levels and conservation measures
will be adjusted as necessary to address any notable increases.

5. I Policies and Programs Related to the Presentation and Promotion 

of the Property

The proper presentation and promotion of the nominated property has a high priority
within the proposed Management Plan for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station.
Specifically, the objectives and goals in the management plan reinforce the importance 
of understanding and presenting the property, as well as the advancement of scientific
research and educational opportunities. 

5. I (i) Presentation of the property 

The primary presentation of the
nominated property is delivered by
Parks Canada at Red Bay National
Historic Site of Canada. The visitor
facilities contain a series of non-personal
interpretive media explaining the
significance and key messages of the
site, including artefacts, interior and
exterior exhibit panels, video excerpts,
reproductions and models. The media
exhibits are enhanced by heritage guides
who welcome visitors, conduct guided
tours, make special presentations, lead
educational programs, monitor visitor
activity and provide basic information
about the community and the region.

Parks Canada is now implementing the Explorer Quotient (EQ) program. Developed in
partnership with the Canadian Tourism Commission, EQ uses social values as criteria for
determining visitor preferences and expectations. By analysing the social values of
travellers – instead of traditional visitor criteria such as age, gender, income and
education – Parks Canada can better satisfy their expectations and preferences through
specially developed personalized visitor experience opportunities. More information
about the Explorer Quotient Program can be found in Appendix 8c.

Figure 5.12 Parks Canada interpreters deliver 
a storytelling program on Saddle Island. 
Parks Canada/Cindy Gibbons
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In addition to new visitor experience opportunities being created and implemented by
Parks Canada as part of the Explorer Quotient program, new and innovative programs are
being developed in partnership with local businesses and stakeholders such as the Town
of Red Bay. These present the stories of the nominated property and the surrounding
area. The methods developed to present the story of 16th-century Basque whaling at Red
Bay include storytelling, interpretive walks, dramatic presentations, traditional
interpretive displays and guided tours.

Visitor Orientation Centre 

The Visitor Orientation Centre at Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada functions as
an introduction for visitors to the nominated property. The building itself was constructed
at a prime location to facilitate interpretation of the nominated property. It has views to
virtually all aspects of the nominated property. The services and exhibits featured at the
Visitor Orientation Centre are described in detail in Section 5.H (i).

Visitor Interpretation Centre 
The Visitor Interpretation Centre uses a variety of media to interpret the key messages
and the Outstanding Universal Value of the nominated property. 

Figure 5.13 Visitors at the Visitor Orientation Centre learn about the unique chalupa found 
in Red Bay Harbour. Destination Labrador/Chris Samson
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An interpretive display, Whales, Ships and Men, tells the story of the Basque whalers at
Red Bay and the history of the site as the primary port involved in the early development
of overseas whaling during the 16th century. The exhibit is enhanced by the display 
of an impressive collection of original artefacts recovered by archaeologists both on land
and under water, including examples of the tools and implements used for hunting
whales and processing whale oil, navigation instruments found on the sunken galleons,

items used in the everyday life of the
whalers and personal items brought 
by the Basques to Labrador.

The organization and business practices
related to the industry are illustrated 
by images and translations of original
archival material found in Basque and
Spanish archives. The exhibits also
contain a variety of models that help
explain the industry. A 1:20 scale model
of the 24M vessel, based on
archaeological studies of the original,
gives insight into the shipbuilding
techniques of the 16th century as well 

as the methods of transport involved in the whaling industry. A full-scale cross-section 
of the vessel also illustrates these ideas and a 1:4 scale model of a whale oil rendering
oven helps visitors understand the process of rendering whale blubber to oil.

Right Whale Exhibit
To better understand the Basque whaling industry in Labrador during the 1500s 
and the beginning of the global whaling industry, it is necessary to learn about the whales
they hunted: the North Atlantic right whale and the Greenland right or bowhead whale.
The interpretive display at the Visitor Interpretation Centre has a small section that uses
models of the whales, a video, scientific data and a selection of whale bones to introduce
visitors to the two species of whales. This concept is expanded upon by The Red Bay Right
Whale Exhibit located at the Red Bay Town Centre. This exhibit is explained in detail 
in section 5.H (i).

Other Facil i t ies  Off-Site
Interpretive facilities outside the area have incorporated information about Red Bay into
their displays as well. An exhibit at the Gros Morne National Park Visitor Reception
Centre in western Newfoundland includes material about Red Bay. The exhibit is

Figure 5.14 Local children enjoy a visit to the Visitor
Interpretation Centre at Red Bay National Historic
Site of Canada. Parks Canada/Dale Wilson
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designed to provide visitors to Gros
Morne with information about sites
along the Great Northern Peninsula 
of Newfoundland and in Southern
Labrador. The Rooms Provincial
Museum includes material about Red
Bay and other 16th-century Basque
whaling sites in Labrador in its
permanent exhibit about the history and
culture of Newfoundland and Labrador.
At a national level, the Canada Hall
exhibit at the Canadian Museum 
of Civilization in Gatineau, Québec
(Canada’s National Capital Region)

features a component on 16th-century Basque whaling in Labrador based on archival and
archaeological research related to Red Bay. Internationally, information about Red Bay
has been incorporated into a new exhibit at the Basque Museum in Boise, Idaho, U.S.A. 
In addition, Red Bay’s historical link to the Basque Country is also being commemorated
at museums and other venues there.

Interpretation on the World Wide Web is provided through a comprehensive website
(http://www.pc.gc.ca/redbay) including an overview of the history and archaeology 
of the Basque whaling station at Red Bay, basic visitor information, learning experiences
and activities related to the site. Additional information about 16th-century Basque
whaling at Red Bay can be found at http://www.labradorcoastaldrive.com and
http://www.civilization.ca.

5. I (ii) Promotion of the property 

The nominated property at Red Bay is generally promoted by Parks Canada, which owns
and operates Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada. Parks Canada has a national
strategy for external relations and visitor experience called On Target that includes the
promotion of national parks, national historic sites and national marine conservation
areas to specific audiences. One of the goals of the strategy is to reach as broad an
audience as possible. Specifically, Parks Canada is attempting to reach as many new
Canadians, young families, young adults (aged 18-34 years) and school-age children as
possible, with an emphasis on these audiences in urban areas of Canada. The complete
strategy can be found in Appendix 8d.

Figure 5.15 Exhibition entitled Basque Whaling:
Danger and Daring on a Distant Shore at the
Basque Museum and Cultural Centre in Boise, 
Idaho. Basque Museum and Cultural Center, Boise, Idaho
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Promotional materials created specifically
for the site are distributed through Visitor
Information Centres and other venues in
Newfoundland and Labrador. Other Parks
Canada publications promote Red Bay as
well, including Tuckamore (the visitor guide
to Gros Morne National Park) and the
Vacation Planner for Parks Canada facilities
in Atlantic Canada.

Parks Canada also works in partnership with
other regional organizations and agencies 
to promote Red Bay. Foremost among them
is the Destination Labrador program.
Destination Labrador is a marketing
organization responsible for the promotion
of the Labrador region as a tourism
destination. The 16th-century Basque
whaling site at Red Bay has been identified
as a key attraction in Labrador and it is
promoted as such to various segments 

of the travel trade, such as the cruise and motor coach industries. In addition, the Cruise
Association of Newfoundland and Labrador promotes Red Bay as a port of call for cruise
lines interested in visiting the province.

On a regional level, Parks Canada and the Town of Red Bay have partnered with other
local organizations and businesses in the Labrador Coastal Drive marketing initiative.
Red Bay has been identified as a primary and unique selling point for the southern
Labrador region. Marketing strategies for the Labrador Coastal Drive include a website
and a variety of print materials.

5. J Staffing Levels

In order to fulfil its mandate and maximize the tourism potential and economic benefit 
of the nominated property to the local community, Parks Canada provides the key staff
directly responsible for the protection and presentation of the nominated property at Red
Bay. Parks Canada’s permanent positions at Red Bay include:

• a site supervisor responsible for overseeing the entire operation of Red Bay
National Historic Site of Canada;

Figure 5.15 Promotional material 
for the Labrador Coastal Drive region features
the Basque whaling site at Red Bay. 
Labrador Coastal Drive Tourism Association
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• a maintenance person to ensure the smooth and effective operation of both
visitor facilities on the mainland and those provided on Saddle Island; and

• six seasonal heritage guides responsible for the communication of the site’s
Outstanding Universal Value to visitors and the general public. 

In addition, Parks Canada provides expertise in the fields of interpretation, archaeology,
conservation, engineering and a variety of technical trades.

The Town of Red Bay, under whose jurisdiction the majority of the nominated property
(outside the Parks Canada administered lands) lies, has one full-time employee who
manages the affairs of the municipality. The municipality in turn works with professionals
at both the Provincial Archaeology Office and The Rooms Provincial Museum. They
provide the services of archaeologists and conservators as they are needed.

In addition, a group of long-term volunteers who gained valuable experience working
with both the underwater and terrestrial archaeological teams at Red Bay during the
1980s assist with various activities related to the nominated property, including
monitoring the condition of archaeological sites, assisting with site remediation when
necessary and organizing and implementing various programs and activities related 
to the site.
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6. Monitoring

Monitoring terrestrial sites on Saddle Island, 2009
Parks Canada/Cindy Gibbons
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6. A Key indicators for Measuring State of Conservation

A monitoring program is in place, led by Parks Canada, to collect data on the state 

of conservation of the archaeological resources located within the entire nominated

property. In addition, Parks Canada also monitors the quality of visitor experience

opportunities available and the effectiveness of both the educational programs presented

and how the property and its heritage values are being promoted.

Terrestrial sites are regularly monitored to ensure that the natural processes of erosion 

do not have an adverse impact on the archaeological resources and that the protective

vegetative cover remains in place. Regular monitoring of the underwater sites is carried

out to ensure that they are not being impacted by the movement of ice, wave action or

other natural occurrences and that the reburial mounds protecting the shipwreck sites

remain in place and effective. Monitoring of local activities, such as shipping and land

development, will continue in order to ensure that they have no adverse effects on the

archaeological resources of the nominated property.

6. A (i) terrestrial archaeological resources

A set of key indicators has been developed to monitor the state of conservation 

of the terrestrial archaeological resources located within the nominated property. 

These indicators are the basis of a monitoring program undertaken each year by 

Parks Canada personnel and community volunteers. The indicators allow the quick

identification of any impacts of natural or human-induced factors on the archaeological

resources. The monitoring program includes a series of master photographs of the

resources taken at the beginning of the program. Each year a new set of photographs 

is taken and compared to the master photographs using the key indicators. Every five

years a detailed report is prepared and a new set of master photographs taken.  

The indicators are detailed in Table 6.1 below. 

The results of the first monitoring exercise, carried out in 2009, are outlined in Chapter 4;

the entire report is contained in Appendix 4c.
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Indicator

The percentage of in situ

cultural resources that

remain intact

The percentage of each

cultural resource that is

covered by vegetation

providing a protective

layer

The rate of coastal erosion

The number of new

infrastructure and

residential developments

within the property

The number of visitors to

the property

Method

Photography and existing

archaeological records

Photography

Photography and

measurements from

features to known

landmarks

Photography and local

information

Point of entry counts and

information gathered at

trail heads

Periodicity

Annually by staff and

volunteers at Red Bay and

every five years by Parks

Canada archaeologist

Annually by staff and

volunteers at Red Bay and

every five years by Parks

Canada archaeologist

Annually by staff and

volunteers at Red Bay and

every five years by Parks

Canada archaeologist

Annually by staff and

volunteers at Red Bay and

every five years by Parks

Canada archaeologist

Annually

Location of  Records

Parks Canada, Red Bay

National Historic Site of

Canada and Atlantic Service

Centre, Halifax, Nova Scotia

Parks Canada, Red Bay

National Historic Site of

Canada and Atlantic Service

Centre, Halifax, Nova Scotia

Parks Canada, Red Bay

National Historic Site of

Canada and Atlantic Service

Centre, Halifax, Nova Scotia

Parks Canada, Red Bay

National Historic Site of

Canada and Atlantic Service

Centre, Halifax, Nova Scotia

Parks Canada, Red Bay 

National Historic Site of

Canada

table 6.1 indicators of the state of conservation of terrestrial archaeological

resources
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6. A (ii) Underwater archaeological resources

The following indicators have been developed as part of the monitoring program used 

by the Parks Canada Agency’s Underwater Archaeology Services to evaluate the stability

of the reburied wreck sites. Monitoring of the underwater archaeological resources 

at Red Bay takes place every five years. These are presented in Table 6.2 below.

The results of the most recent monitoring of underwater cultural resources at Red Bay 

is outlined in Chapter 4 and contained in Appendix 4d.

Indicator

Physical changes to the

reburial sites (sediment

patterns, ice scour,

damage to tarpaulins,

movement of tires,

presence of foreign

material and algae growth)

Interior temperature, pH

levels, salinity and amount

of dissolved oxygen inside

the reburial mounds

Extent of degradation of

wood

Method

Video and photography

Water sampling and

recording probes

Modern wood samples

Periodicity

Every five years by Parks

Canada Underwater

Archaeology Services

Every five years by Parks

Canada Underwater

Archaeology Services

Every five years by Parks

Canada Underwater

Archaeology Services

Location of  Records

Parks Canada, Underwater

Archaeology Services,

Ottawa, Ontario

Parks Canada, Underwater

Archaeology Services,

Ottawa, Ontario

Parks Canada, Underwater

Archaeology Services,

Ottawa, Ontario

table 6.2 indicators of the state of conservation underwater archaeological

resources
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6. B Administrative Arrangements for Monitoring the Property

Annual monitoring of the indicators related to terrestrial archaeological features will be

carried out under the leadership of Parks Canada staff at Red Bay National Historic Site

of Canada, who will work in partnership with volunteers and staff associated with both

the Town of Red Bay and the Provincial Archaeology Office. The five-year monitoring 

of indicators related to terrestrial archaeological sites will be carried out by archaeologists

from Parks Canada’s Atlantic Service Centre. Regular monitoring of underwater

archaeological sites will be conducted by archaeologists from Parks Canada’s Underwater

Archaeology Services. Monitoring data is available through:

Historic  Site  Supervisor

Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada

P.O. Box 103

Red Bay, NL

A0K 4K0

Town Clerk

The Town of Red Bay

P.O. Box 108

Red Bay, NL

A0K 4K0

Provincial  Archaeologist

Provincial Archaeology Office

Department of Tourism, Culture and Recreation

P.O. Box 8700

St. John’s, NL

A1B 4J6

Director

Parks Canada, Atlantic Service Centre

1869 Upper Water St.

Halifax, NS

B3J 1S9

Chief  Marine Archaeologist

Underwater Archaeology Services

Parks Canada, Ontario Service Centre

1800 Walkley Road

Ottawa, ON

K1A 0M5
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6. C results of Previous reporting Exercises

As a requirement of the Parks Canada Agency Act, an evaluation of the commemorative

integrity of Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada was carried out in October 2011 

(see Appendix 4a). An explanation of the concept of commemorative integrity is included

in section 4.A. The review of the condition of the archaeological resources carried out 

as part of the commemorative integrity evaluation includes all those contained within 

the nominated property. 

The evaluation carried out in 2011 indicates that the commemorative integrity of the

nominated property has no significant impairment. The evaluation recognizes that some

work is required to improve the presentation of the property to visitors. This is being

addressed by the Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada Management Plan and the

Management Plan for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station. The evaluation of the

archaeological resources within the nominated property indicates that the only threats 

to them are from natural forces such as erosion and the annual appearance of arctic pack

ice. Monitoring and mitigation programs are in place to address these issues.

Strengths identified by the evaluation include:

• the stable condition of archaeological features within the property;

• the proactive approach of the community to monitoring and protecting 

the property; and

• the cooperation between the Town of Red Bay, the Province of Newfoundland

and Labrador and Parks Canada in the overall protection of archaeological

resources at Red Bay.

The Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada State of the Site Report prepared by 

Parks Canada in 2011 reflects the findings of the Commemorative Integrity Evaluation

and the continued excellent state of conservation of the archaeological resources within

the nominated property. The Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada State of the Site

Report and Commemorative Integrity Evaluation are contained in Appendices 6b and 

6c respectively.

Regular monitoring of the underwater archaeological sites at Red Bay has been carried

out by Parks Canada underwater archaeologists on a five-year basis since the main

excavation was completed in 1985. The results show very little change in the condition 

of the remains and confirm the stability of the site’s reburial environment.
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Videography and photography have enabled archaeologists to detect physical changes 

and damage to the exterior of the reburial mounds and to mitigate any problems. 

Both the water sampling and recording probe results indicate that the environment

within the reburial mounds has remained anaerobic and stable. The new wood samples

indicate no signs of degradation. Details of the underwater monitoring program are

contained in Appendix 4e.

To date, the monitoring program described in sections 4.A (ii) and 6.A (ii) and involving

the comparison of the physical condition of sites from year to year using photographs 

is the only comprehensive reporting exercise to be carried out on terrestrial

archaeological resources in the nominated property.
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Excavated rendering oven on Saddle Island
Memorial University of Newfoundland Archaeology Unit
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7. a Photographs, slides, image inventory and authorization table and other audiovisual

materials

7. a (i) appendix 1a

Digital images with contact sheet and Authorization Table (CD)

7. a (ii) appendix 1b

Video introduction to the nominated property (DVD)

7. B texts relating to protective designation, copies of property management plans or

documented management systems and extracts of other plans relevant to the property

7. B (i) appendix 2 – management Documents for the nominated Property

2a. Management Plan for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station 
2b. Memorandum of Understanding Concerning the Joint Management and Protection of the Proposed

Red Bay Basque Whaling Station World Heritage Site
2c. Town of Red Bay Municipal Plan
2d. Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada Management Plan

7. B (ii) appendix 3 – Protection Documents

3a. Red Bay National Historic Site Commemorative Integrity Statement
3b. Parks Canada Cultural Resource Management Policy
3c. Standards and Guidelines for the Conservation of Historic Places in Canada
3d. Status of Designations Committee Report on the Designated Place of Red Bay National Historic Site

of Canada
3e. Policy for the Protection of Underwater Cultural Resources at Red Bay

7. B (iii) appendix 4- monitoring and Reporting Documents

4a. Commemorative Integrity Evaluation for Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada, 2011
4b. Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada State of the Site Report, 2011
4c. State of Conservation of Terrestrial Cultural Resources of the Basque Period, Red Bay, Labrador
4d. Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada Underwater Archaeology Survey, 2009
4e. Conservation of Underwater Archaeology Sites at Red Bay, Labrador
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7. B (iv) appendix 5 – Legislation

5a. Navigable Waters Protection Act (Canada)
5b. Parks Canada Agency Act (Canada)
5c. Historic Resources Act (Newfoundland and Labrador)
5d. Municipalities Act (Newfoundland and Labrador)
5e. Urban and Rural Planning Act (Newfoundland and Labrador)

7. B (v) appendix 6 – community Declaration

7. B (vi) appendix 7 – Regional Plans

7a. Uncommon Potential: A Vision for Newfoundland and Labrador Tourism
7b. Labrador’s Uncommon Potential, 2011-2014
7c. Labrador Straits Integrated Community Sustainability Plan
7d. Labrador Straits Development Corporation Strategic Economic Plan, 2011-2014

7. B (vii) appendix 8 – Presentation and Promotion Plans

8a. Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada Visitor Information Program, 2009 Final Report
8b. Red Bay National Historic Site of Canada Visitor Experience Assessment, April 26-27, 2010
8c. Explorer Quotient Program Information
8c. on Target: A Strategic Focus for External Relations and Visitor Experience

7. B (viii) appendix 9 – Research Reports

9a. The Underwater Archaeology of Red Bay: Basque Shipbuilding and Whaling in the 16th Century
9b. Archaeology at Red Bay, Labrador: 1978-1992
9c. A Report on Documentary Research Relating to 16th-century Whaling at Red Bay, Labrador,

Carried out in Basque and Spanish Archives Between 1972 and Present

7.B (ix) appendix 10 – miscellaneous Letters of Support

7. B (ix) appendix 11 – maps

Map 1 – Regional Setting
Map 2 – Proposed World Heritage Boundary and Buffer Zone
Map 7 – Land Use and ownership
Map 8 – Archaeological Resources of the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station
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7. c Form and Date of most Recent Records or inventory of Property

The inventory of archaeological sites for the Province of Newfoundland and Labrador is held by the
Provincial Archaeology office at St. John’s, Newfoundland. It includes all known underwater and terrestrial
archaeological sites at Red Bay. The inventory exists in both digital (Microsoft Access) and hard copy
format. Records include the location, description, research and published and unpublished references for
each recorded site. The Provincial Archaeology office also holds the original copies of the required field
season reports for archaeological work at Red Bay since 1978.

Under the Historic Resources Act for the Province of Newfoundland and Labrador, artefact collections and
inventories are the jurisdiction the Province. The Rooms Provincial Museum is the repository for most
provincial collections. All artefact collections and inventories associated with terrestrial archaeological sites
at Red Bay, with the exception of the main Saddle Island excavation (EkBc-1), are held by The Rooms
Provincial Museum at St. John’s. The EkBc-1 collection and inventory are held by Memorial University’s
Archaeology Department in St. John’s. These inventories are in digital and hard copy format. They include
original artefact field tags, field notes, photographs and slides, site maps and conservation treatment
records. Artefact record forms exist in both digital (Microsoft Access) and hard copy format.

Under an agreement with the Province of Newfoundland and Labrador, artefact collections and inventories
associated with the underwater archaeological sites at Red Bay are held by Parks Canada’s Underwater
Archaeology Services at ottawa, ontario. These inventories consist of field record forms, artefact record
forms, photographs, video and other formatted multi-media records, site maps, research notes and
conservation treatment records, which are held in both digital (Microsoft Access) and hard copy format.

7. D address Where inventory, Records and archives are Held

Provincial  Archaeology office
Department of  Tourism, Culture and Recreation
Government of  Newfoundland and Labrador
West Block,  Confederation Building
P.o. Box 8700
St. John’s, NL
A1B 4J6

The Rooms Provincial  Museum
9 Bonaventure Avenue
P.o. Box 1800
St. John’s, NL
A1C 5P6
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Department of  Archaeology
Memorial  University  of  Newfoundland
Queen’s  College
210 Prince Phillip Drive
St. John’s, NL
A1C 5S7

Underwater Archaeology Services
Parks Canada,  ontario Service Centre
1800 Walkley Road
ottawa, oN
K1A 0M5
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ICOMOS, in a letter dated December 21st, 2012, requested additional information from Canada 
regarding the World Heritage nomination for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station. The request is 
summarized as follows: 

1. Could the State Party significantly reinforce the analysis of the socio-technical system that 
operated at the Red Bay site (nature and economics of the fuel, cooperage wood, technical 
structure and operation of rendering ovens, storage units and circulations on the site, state of 
health of populations, etc) in order to better justify criterion (iv)? 

2. Could the State Party, in order to reinforce knowledge about the property, present the scientific 
results obtained from the study of human remains from the Basque cemetery with regard to the 
state of health of the populations (the response to this point may be incorporated with the 
previous point)? 

3. Could the State Party provide additional information about the Management Committee, its 
composition, the way it functions now and will function in the future, and its role as the 
coordinating authority for the management of the property? 

4. Could the State Party consider extending the buffer zone in order to better ensure sustainable 
protection of the property’s visual integrity? 

5. Could the State Party provide information on the monitoring and protection of the underwater 
remains? 

Canada sought clarification on the first question in the above correspondence by means of an e-mail to 
ICOMOS on January 15th, 2013, which read as follows: 

As we prepare this additional information, it would be helpful to have further clarification of one point. 
 
Specifically, would you be able to please clarify the definition of ‘socio-technical’ as used in this letter?   Is 
it broadly interpreted to mean bringing a human dimension to the archaeological presentation made for 
criterion (iv)?  Any additional comments you can provide on these points will be greatly appreciated and 
taken into consideration during our work in developing a response to ICOMOS. 

In response ICOMOS provided further clarification by e-mail on January 17th, 2013. 

Système sociotechnique" est utilisé dans le sens usuel donné à ce terme en histoire ou en archéologie, et 
tout particulièrement en histoire des techniques. Il indique qu’une bonne connaissance du système 
sociotechnique permet de comprendre l'ensemble des facteurs matériels, techniques, humains et 
économiques associés à une activité humaine de production ou de consommation, ainsi que les 
corrélations entre ces facteurs. 



2 
 

 
Ici, il indique le besoin de beaucoup mieux décrire la succession des processus matériels en œuvre, du 
double point de vue technique et social. L'exemplarité technique du bien, nécessaire à l'établissement du 
critère (iv), doit être démontrée non seulement par les éléments archéologiques effectivement présents, 
mais aussi par une connaissance scientifique d'ensemble suffisante des processus en jeu, tant d'un point 
de vue technique (description et fonctionnement des dispositifs techniques, structure et flux de 
l'exploitation, matières premières, produits, etc.) que d'un point de vue social et économique, au sens le 
plus large de ces termes (savoir-faire, structure sociale, organisation du travail, flux économiques en jeu 
(ici particulièrement importants), modes de vie, état sanitaire des populations, etc.). 
 
En d’autres termes, l'analyse de certains aspects est partielle (venant manifestement de spécialistes 
différents) ou relativement succincte (extrait de documents de communication grand public) ou encore 
absente (ils sont indiqués dans la lettre du 21 décembre 2012) et doivent faire l’objet d’une synthèse 
historique, dans l’optique notamment de mieux justifier le critère (iv).   
 
An English translation of this correspondence is provided as Appendix 1 to this document. 

Canada is pleased to provide responses to the above questions in the text that follows.   
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Question 1: Could the State Party significantly reinforce the analysis of the socio-technical 
system that operated at the Red Bay site (nature and economics of the fuel, cooperage wood, 
technical structure and operation of rendering ovens, storage units and circulations on the 
site, state of health of populations, etc) in order to better justify criterion (iv)? 

Question 2: Could the State Party, in order to reinforce knowledge about the property, present 
the scientific results obtained from the study of human remains from the Basque cemetery 
with regard to the state of health of the populations (the response to this point may be 
incorporated with the previous point)? 

 

ICOMOS requested that Canada significantly reinforce the analysis of the socio-technical system that 
operated at the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station in order to better justify criterion iv, as well as provide 
further information of the study of human remains. The following response describes that system and 
how it contributes to our knowledge and understanding of the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station as an 
exceptional example of a technological ensemble representing the earliest stages of large-scale 
commercial whaling. ICOMOS also requested that the State Party, in order to reinforce knowledge of the 
nominated property, present the scientific results of the study of the human remains from the Basque 
cemetery at Red Bay with regards to the state of health of the whalers. Analysis of the burial patterns 
and human skeletal remains found at Red Bay is the subject of an ongoing study by Memorial University 
of Newfoundland Master of Arts student Lori White. White has prepared a paper that outlines her 
findings to date as they relate to additional information requested by ICOMOS concerning the 
nomination of the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station. Information from this report has been incorporated 
into a combined response to questions one and two. The complete report is attached to this response as 
Appendix 2. 

Please note that detailed descriptions of the technical components of the Red Bay Basque Whaling 
Station, including the ships, are contained in section 2A(i) and (ii) of the main nomination document. 
Section 2B(vi) of that document contains a description of the technical processes involved in whaling 
and whale oil production at Red Bay. 

For several centuries whaling had been a local industry centred along the Basque coast in the Bay of 
Biscay. Whaling at Red Bay and other Labrador ports started in the 1520s after Basque cod fishermen 
noticed large numbers of whales in the Strait of Belle Isle during their summer voyages to Atlantic 
Canada. The earliest voyages for whales were combined with cod fishing expeditions. When French 
explorer Jacques Cartier made his first voyage through the Strait of Belle Isle in 1534, whaling operations 
at Red Bay were well-established and in full production. With the demand for whale oil in Europe 
growing, Basque outfitters and investors had recognized the potential of overseas whaling, and by the 
1540s they were sending ships to Labrador solely for the purpose of whaling. 

Whaling at Red Bay during the 16th century was part of a long-established Basque tradition and is 
recognized as the world’s first large-scale commercial whaling operation. The Basques had developed 
the skills and techniques of whaling at home in the Bay of Biscay. They were streamlined and adapted to 
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large-scale production at Red Bay and other Labrador ports during the 16th century and, subsequently, 
during the early 17th century Basques were hired to teach these skills and techniques to Dutch and 
English whaling crews at Spitsbergen. These skills and techniques then formed the basis of the huge 
offshore whaling industry that developed during the following centuries. The basic techniques did not 
change until the development of modern industrialized whaling practices in the 19th century. 

A description of the technical process of whaling as taught by Basques to English whalers at Spitsbergen 
in 16131

Whaling voyages to Red Bay and other Labrador ports were organized in the Basque Country through 
charter parties

 forms part of our knowledge base, along with the archaeological remains at Red Bay and 
evidence from Spanish and Basque archives, of the socio-technical system that existed at the Red Bay 
Basque Whaling Station. 

2 – agreements between ship owners and outfitters. The selection of crew members was 
split. The outfitters appointed a captain who was then responsible for engaging crew members. The ship 
owners, however, reserved the right to hire certain crewmembers, which allowed them to maintain 
some control of the whaling expeditions to the other side of the Atlantic Ocean.  Beyond this, we do not 
have a complete understanding of the process of recruiting crew for a whaling expedition because most 
hiring contracts were verbal3

The whaling crews that came to Red Bay during the 16th century consisted of three distinct groups: the 
oficiales (officers), mariners, and apprentices and pages. As well as the usual officers in charge of the 
ship, such as the captain, master, pilot, boatswain and steward, the officers on a whaling voyage 
included skilled tradesmen such as coopers, harpooners and flensers. These were the highest paid 
members of the crew. The mariners or ordinary seamen were less well paid but were expected to 
perform the more difficult and dangerous work associated with whaling, such as rowing the whaleboats 
and tending the pots of boiling oil. These men therefore had to be strong and in the prime of life. The 
apprentices and pages consisted of several categories. Apprentice tradesmen were generally 11 or 12 
year old boys and were often the sons or nephews of the skilled tradesmen. Apprentice whalers were 
grown men and the work required of them was extremely hard and dangerous. Apprentices were paid 
part of the share earned by the masters from whom they were learning their trade. Ships boys and 
pages were the lowest paid members of the expedition. They were at the service of the crew and were 
required to carry out tasks that ranged from cleaning the ship to reciting the morning and evening 
prayers

.  

4

                  
1 Robert Fotherby’s journal of a 1613 English whaling expedition to Spitsbergen (referred to as Greenland at the 
time) is held by the American Antiquarian Society. A digital copy of the original document can be accessed at 
http://www.americanantiquarian.org/Exhibitions/View/3/fig3_10.htm. 

. 

2 Charter parties were among the many documents studied by researchers Selma and Michael Barkham in Basque 
and Spanish archives. A summary of their work is found in Appendix 9c of the World Heritage nomination 
document for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station. 
3 Jean-Pierre Proulx, “Basque Whaling Methods, Technology and Organization in the 16th Century.” In Robert 
Grenier, Marc-Andr  Bernier and Willis Stevens (Eds), The Underwater Archaeology of Red Bay: Basque 
Shipbuilding and Whaling in the 16th Century, Vol I, pp. 42-96. Ottawa: Parks Canada, 2007, pp. 58-59. 
4 Proulx, “Basque Whaling Methods,” pp. 59-60. 
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The spiritual and physical health of the whalers was a significant concern of the organizers of the 
expeditions. Documents indicate that the crews of larger vessels going to Red Bay and other whaling 
ports included a chaplain and surgeon. They administered to the needs of all whalers at the port and 
often travelled to other nearby ports as they were required5

The religious beliefs of the whalers that came to Red Bay during the 16th century are reflected in the 
burial practices observed during study of the cemetery located on Saddle Island (Area L and a portion of 
Area M on Map 3b found on page 34 of the nomination document). The west-east orientation of the 
remains, the extended burial positions and the position of the hands and feet of the individuals buried 
at Red Bay are indicatively Christian

.  

6.  Further evidence of the deep and strong Christian beliefs of the 
whalers comes from documents found in Basque archives. For example, the will of Juan Martinez de 
Larrume, written at Red Bay in June 1577, contains requests for masses to be said at churches in his 
home town of Orio and at other churches in the Basque Country. There are also a number of bequests 
to the various churches7

A significant part of preparing for a whaling voyage was the outfitting. According to charter parties that 
have been studied by researchers in Basque archives, the outfitters were required to supply the 
expedition with all the equipment necessary for a successful whaling voyage, including whale boats, 
harpoons, lances and other whale hunting tools, copper cauldrons for rendering the oil and materials 
necessary for building and repairing structures at the whaling station.  

. 

The outfitters were also responsible for providing enough food and drink for the crew during the entire 
expedition.  The expedition depended on it, as without a sufficient diet the whalers would not have 
been able to carry out the difficult tasks required of them. Several archival documents have been found 
that list the types of provisions provided for the whalers at Red Bay8. The daily diet of the whalers at Red 
Bay included ships biscuit9

Whalers also took a private supply of food with them to Red Bay, increasing the amount of food that 
they had available each day and adding a little variety to their diet. These private stores included items 
such as nuts, raisins, cheese, good wine and extra cider. In addition, archaeological remains of a variety 

, bacon, beans, peas, wine and cider. The outfitter also sometimes provided 
additional supplies such as salt cod, sardines and olive oil. Vinegar, mustard seed, garlic and/or butter 
were also provided to add some flavour to the diet. 

                                                           
5 Proulx, ibid, p. 59. 
6 Lori White, “Research Paper Addressing ICOMOS Question 2.” Prepared for the Department of Tourism, Culture 
and Recreation, St. John’s, NL, 16 February 2013, pp. 8-9. 
7 Original of the Will of Juan Martinez de Larrume is held by Archivo Histórico de Protocolos de Gipuzkao, Oñati, 
Spain. Information cited here is based on a translation by M. Barkham. 
8 Details of the provisions taken on several whaling voyages to Labrador can be found in Michael Barkham, 
“Aspects of Life Aboard Spanish Basque Ships During the 16th Century, with Special reference to Terranova 
Whaling Voyages.” In Robert Grenier, Marc-Andr  Bernier and Willis Stevens (Eds), The Underwater Archaeology of 
Red Bay: Basque Shipbuilding and Whaling in the 16th Century, Vol V, pp. 45-64. Ottawa: Parks Canada, 2007,pp. 
46-49. 
9 A simple biscuit made from flour, water and sometimes salt. It was inexpensive and was commonly used on long 
sea voyages because it kept a long time without spoiling. 
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of land animals, birds, fish and berries indicate that the whalers at Red Bay supplemented their diet with 
locally available food. 

Based on this documentary and archaeological evidence, researchers have concluded that the whalers 
at Red Bay were generally healthy and well-nourished10. The combination of European rations and 
locally available food comprised a healthy and balanced diet. The dried beans and peas provided some 
protein that was supplemented by the fish and game taken locally. Also, the large amount of apple cider 
taken on the voyages provided the whalers with essential vitamins. Researchers estimate that each 
whaler received approximately 2.7 litres of cider per day during the expedition11

The overall good health of the whalers at Red Bay is also substantiated by Lori White’s ongoing study of 
the human remains found in the cemetery area on Saddle Island. Her overall assessment of the remains 
of the whalers is that they were a young, strong and healthy group. There is evidence that some of the 
individuals suffered from dietary deficiencies as children but none as adults

. The Vitamin C in the 
diet of the whalers was also likely supplemented by the availability of a variety of wild berries found at 
Red Bay, such as bakeapples (cloudberries), partridgeberries (lingonberries) and blackberries 
(crowberries).  

12

Whaling at Red Bay was a seasonal operation, with whaling crews arriving in the spring, hunting whales 
and processing oil for several months and then sailing back to the Basque Country. Whaling crews at Red 
Bay consisted of 50 to 120 men, depending on the size of the ship.  Whale oil processing stations have 
been found by archaeologists at eleven distinct locations at Red Bay. Based on archival documents that 
refer to the size of whaling crews and the extent of the archaeological remains at Red Bay, 
archaeologists have estimated that as many as 1,000 whalers came to Red Bay each year during the 
1560s and 1570s. 

. 

The nature of a seasonal operation did not lead to permanent settlement or construction of any of the 
structures usually associated with it, such as dwelling houses, chapels or hospitals. The goal of the 
expeditions was to kill enough whales and process enough oil to fill the ships and head back to Europe 
to sell it as quickly as possible. The emphasis was on building and maintaining the structures that were 
essential, namely the rendering ovens and cooperages, without time to build or construct anything 
permanent that was not necessary for the quick and efficient production of whale oil.  

The archaeology of the site has revealed that these structures, the most important and only permanent 
structures erected at Red Bay, were roofed with tiles. The ovens, which typically consisted of anywhere 
between three and seven fireboxes, were constructed of local granite stones. The fireboxes were lined 
with insulating clay and wooden structures with ceramic tile roofs were built over the ovens to shelter 
them and the workers from the worst of the Labrador elements. Both the clay and the tiles were 
brought from the Basque Country. Archaeological evidence from two rendering oven sites at Red Bay 
has yielded wooden elements associated with the structures that covered them, built of local softwood 

                                                           
10 Barkham, “Aspects of Life,” p. 56. 
11 Proulx, “Basque Whaling Methods,” p. 57. 
12 White, “Research Paper Addressing,” p. 11. 



7 
 

that grows in the areas surrounding the inner harbour at Red Bay. Three cooperages which had wooden 
walls and tiled roofs have also been excavated.  

With no permanent dwellings constructed on land, the living and eating quarters of the whalers at Red 
Bay were therefore on board the whaling ships moored in the harbour. There are, however, a couple of 
exceptions based on archaeological evidence.  Domestic debris associated with the cooperages indicates 
that the coopers lived as well as worked in the workshops. The other exception is the presence of 
rudimentary structures located near the rendering ovens. These shelters were generally built using rock 
faces as one or two walls and covered with sail cloth, whale baleen or other available materials. There 
was a place to build a small fire and space for a couple of men to sleep. It is possible that some whalers 
preferred to sleep on land during the warmer months and perhaps prepare their own food. 

The crews arrived at Red Bay each year in late May or early June after spending about six weeks at sea. 
The first task upon arrival was to ensure that the previous year’s structures associated with the shore 
stations or processing areas (the rendering ovens and cooperages) were in good shape. This work was 
the responsibility of the carpenters and involved building new structures or making repairs to existing 
ones, depending on the amount of damages incurred during the previous winter.  This work could 
involve replacing stones in the fireboxes of the ovens, lining them with fresh clay, replacing tiles on the 
roofs and making repairs to the wooden parts of the structures.  It was also the responsibility of the 
carpenters to ensure that the wooden structures that covered the ovens were in good repair. Tiles 
usually had to be replaced on the roofs after the harsh Labrador winter.  

The necessary repairs to the shore stations were completed as quickly as possible so that the real 
business of whaling could begin.  Archaeological evidence for lookout or signalling stations has been 
found at two headlands at Red Bay, at which men were posted to watch for whales. On a small island 
with no other evidence of whaling activity, a small shelter was found at the base of a large rock outcrop 
that provides a wide view of the Strait of Belle Isle.  The remains of a firepit at the top of one rock 
outcrop and domestic debris at the base of it suggests that men were tasked with signalling when 
whales were spotted. Once the signal went up the whaleboats, which the Basques called chalupas, set 
out in pursuit. These boats, manned by crews of five to seven men that included a harpooner, were 
specially designed to move lightly and quickly over the water. The whaleboats were generally rowed but 
were also equipped with sails to take advantage of favourable wind conditions.  

It was the responsibility of the oarsmen to manoeuvre the boat close enough to the whale for the 
harpooner to make his initial strike. It was more important at this point to firmly attach a harpoon to the 
whale than to actually kill it. Once struck, the whale generally reacted by swimming away from its 
pursuers and a long line attached to the shaft of the harpoon played out as the whale swam away. The 
end of this line was attached to the boat, enabling the crew to stay with the whale and acting as a 
mechanism to slow down and further tire the injured whale. Once it had exhausted itself, the buoyant 
whale came to a rest and floated on the surface of the water.  At this point the oarsmen could get their 
whaleboat close enough for the harpooner to kill the whale with a well-aimed strike of his lance to the 
whale’s blowhole. 
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After the whale died it continued to float on the surface. The men attached a tow rope to the tail of the 
whale and towed it back to the harbour at Red Bay. Each whaleboat assisted by attaching ropes to the 
others to make the task easier. Tied together, several whaleboats formed a train to tow the huge whale 
back to the harbour.  

Upon return to Red Bay the men did what was necessary to quickly get the whale flensed and the oil 
processed. Consequently, particularly during peak periods, whale oil production could be a 24-hour a 
day process, with the men working in shifts to get the whale oil rendered and stored in barrels in an 
effort to fill the ship and head back home as quickly as possible. 

Flensers were among the well-paid skilled workers of the expedition. The whale was taken to the ship 
moored up in the harbour. The ship’s tackle was used to help the men strip the blubber from the whale. 
Specially made slings suspended from the side of the ship were placed around the body of the whale to 
hold it in place. Long-bladed flensing knives were used to cut into the fat of the whale and a hook at the 
end of a rope from the ship was attached to the fat. A winch, capstan or other device attached to the 
rope on the ship was turned to remove a large strip of blubber from the whale as it was rotated in the 
slings. 

The strips of blubber were cut into smaller pieces and taken ashore to the rendering ovens, where they 
were placed in copper cauldrons over open fires in the fireboxes to render out the oil. Men were 
responsible for keeping the fires going and tending the cauldrons full of hot, melting blubber from 
platforms built behind the fireboxes. 

Once the fat had melted and all the oil was extracted, it was ladled into barrels for transfer to the ships. 
The barrels, with a standard capacity of 211 litres, were pre-made in the Basque Country, broken down 
into bundles of staves and reassembled at Red Bay. Each whaling crew at Red Bay included a cooper and 
his apprentices. The cooperages found at Red Bay were located near the rendering ovens, but further 
from the beach and at a higher elevation. This kept the skilled work of the coopers a little distant from 
the heat and smells of the rendering ovens and also took advantage of the higher elevations to make it 
easier to move the completed barrels to the rendering ovens by rolling them downhill. 

The rendered oil was purified by a very simple but effective method before being poured into the 
barrels. A vat or other large container was half filled with fresh water and the oil poured in on top. The 
oil floated on the water and any dirt and impurities settled to the bottom of the vat. The finished oil was 
then skimmed off and ladled into the barrels. The filled barrels were rolled down to the beach and 
floated out to the ships. Once the ship was filled with oil the crew packed up their tools and personal 
belongings and set sail for Europe.  

In her study of the remains of the whalers found in the cemetery at Red Bay, Lori White has observed 
evidence of occupational stress on the majority of the skeletons, which generally manifests itself in 
unusual patterns of degenerative arthritis. Osteoarthritis is present in most of the skeletons that she has 
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studied. The most common evidence of occupational stress that she observed is found on the arms and 
shoulders, which is consistent with the tasks carried out by the whalers at Red Bay13

The whaling industry of the mid-16th century was incredibly lucrative.  Although it is difficult to 
determine the value of the cargo in modern currency, in 1985 researchers concluded that a barrel of oil 
was valued at approximately $6,000 (1985 Canadian dollars)

. 

14. The ships at Red Bay had an average 
capacity of about 1,000 barrels, meaning that their cargo was valued at about $6,000,000. We know 
from archival documents that when men signed on for a whaling voyage they agreed to work on the 
shore system. That is, they worked in exchange for a percentage of the total value of the cargo when it 
was sold. Documents show that a full share of a whaling voyage was worth 4.5 barrels of oil in 1565. The 
number of shares allotted to crew members depended on their rank within the crew hierarchy. 
Harpooners, for example, were entitled to three full shares15. Based on the above estimates, a 
harpooner at that time would have made the equivalent of about $80,000 per voyage. The whalers who 
came to Red Bay were often attracted by the fact that they could earn much more on a single whaling 
voyage than most people who worked on land at home could earn in the same time16

The Basques initially crossed the Atlantic Ocean to hunt North Atlantic right whales. At that time the 
whaling voyages were completed by late summer and the ships headed back to Europe. Documentary 
research has revealed that the duration of whaling voyages during the 1550s was getting longer

. There was a 
substantial financial incentive for the men to work hard to ensure that the ship was filled with oil and 
returned safely across the ocean as quickly as possible. For them, the end return was worth the hard 
work and the dangers encountered on whaling expeditions that often lasted eight or nine months.  

17

The new stock of whales that was the impetus for the extended whaling season was bowhead whales. 
The bowhead whale is generally larger than the North Atlantic right whale and has a thicker layer of fat, 
therefore yielding more barrels of oil per whale for the 16th-century whalers. Recent scientific studies 
looking at the DNA of whale bones associated with Basque whaling at Red Bay and several other whaling 

. The 
demand for whale oil was continuing to increase and the number of investors sending ships to take 
advantage of the growing demand was also increasing. Increased hunting was affecting the number of 
whales available in the Strait of Belle Isle during the summer and the crews had to stay in Labrador 
longer in order to fill their ships. The lateness of the departures actually led to the discovery of a 
different whale population that migrated south through the Strait of Belle Isle during autumn. According 
to Barkham’s research, by the 1560s Basque ships were being outfitted for an extended season of eight 
or nine months and staying in Red Bay and other Labrador ports until November or December. The 
extension of the whaling season provided the stock of whales necessary for the industry to peak during 
the 1560s and 1570s.  

                                                           
13 White, “Research Paper Addressing,” p. 13. 
14 Robert Grenier, “Excavating a 400-year-old Basque Galleon.” National Geographic 168.1 (1985), p. 58.  
15 Proulx, “Basque Whaling Methods,” p. 76 & note 487 on p. 95. 
16 Ibid, p. 76. 
17 Michael Barkham, personal communication, October 2005; research results remain unpublished. 
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ports from the period have concluded that the bowhead whale was the primary target of the 16th-
century whale hunt in the Strait of Belle Isle18

The whaling crews that stayed at Red Bay into the late fall and early winter during the peak years of 
whaling ran the risks associated with the cold, harsh climate of Labrador in order to avoid returning 
home without a full cargo of oil. Documentary evidence and extensive archaeological study of a burial 
ground at Red Bay reveal that these men took great risks during a whaling expedition. Several burial 
sites within the cemetery contain multiple burials, suggesting that they died at the same time. For 
example, a group of seven men buried together is consistent with the crew of a whaleboat and may be 
the result of an accident. Ships were lost due to the harsh conditions, such as the San Juan, which broke 
its moorings in a wind storm at Red Bay in the fall of 1565. There are also records of ships being frozen 
in the ice by early freeze-ups. For example, in 1576/77 crews were trapped in at least three Labrador 
harbours, including Red Bay, by the ice and were forced to spend the winter in Labrador. They were not 
prepared for this, as the expeditions had only been outfitted for a standard whaling season. They did not 
have the food and clothing necessary to withstand a Labrador winter. Hundreds of men died before 
relief arrived the following spring in the form of new expeditions. It is possible that one of the multiple 
graves found at Red bay was the result of a forced over-wintering such as the one that occurred in 1577. 
A minimum of 12 unburied individuals were found inside the remains of a small structure at the eastern 
extremity of the cemetery area

. 

19

Given these conditions, living and working as a whaler at Red Bay during the 16th century required a 
significant amount of preparation. Clothing was an extremely important aspect of preparing for a 
whaling voyage. By the time that whaling at Red Bay reached its peak in the 1560s and 1570s 
expeditions extended from late spring to late fall, requiring that the whalers have a variety of clothing 
with them to protect them from a variety of weather conditions. Our knowledge of the clothing worn by 
whalers comes from both archival documents that detail the clothing necessary for whalers and other 
Basque seamen from the period as well as archaeological evidence from two grave sites at Red Bay. 
These sources indicate that the whalers were generally well prepared for the conditions and carried 
several changes of clothing with them.  

. 

The standard dress of the whalers at Red Bay included an overcoat or large cape made of heavy woollen 
cloth. It was made of raw wool that retained the natural oils, making the garment both warm and 
waterproof – two essential qualities to guard against the climate of Red Bay. The whalers also had 
several garments that could be worn under the overcoat. These garments were made of a variety of 
materials, including wool, sheepskin or goatskin with the hair still attached and both coarse and finer 
cloths. The varying weights of the garments meant that they could be changed according to the weather 
and temperature. The whalers also wore woollen knee-length breeches. Two examples found at Red Bay 
indicate that the breeches were made of varying weights of woollen fabric as well. One pair was made of 
coarse undyed wool and the other from a finer woollen fabric that had been dyed blue. 
                                                           
18 B.A. McLeod, M.W. Brown, M.J. Moore, W. Stevens, S.H. Barkham, M. Barkham and B.N. White, “Bowhead 
Whales, and Not Right Whales, Were the Primary Target of 16th- to 17th-century Basque Whalers in the western 
North Atlantic.” Arctic 16.1 (2008), p. 70. 
19 White, “Research Paper Addressing,” p. 10. 
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Each whaler also had five or six pairs of woollen stockings that came to the knees as well as several 
metres of fabric that they wrapped around their legs to make gaiters for extra warmth and protection. 
The footwear of the whalers consisted of a pair of calfskin boots and several pairs of shoes made from 
goatskin or sheepskin. Other items worn by whalers at Red Bay included linen undershirts, gloves and 
woollen hats. The gloves and hats in particular were essential as the whaling voyages extended into the 
fall. In addition, one of the burials containing garments at Red Bay indicated that the whalers layered 
their clothing to provide extra warmth – the unfortunate whaler was wearing two woollen shirts when 
he was buried20

Archaeological remains at Red Bay, along with several supporting documents related to the Basques in 
the Strait of Belle Isle, point to a possible relationship between the Basques and Aboriginal peoples at 
Red Bay. At the time of the arrival of the Basque whalers in Red Bay, the south coast of Labrador was 
home to Aboriginal peoples who were ancestors of the Innu, the Aboriginal peoples of the Québec-
Labrador Peninsula. Archaeologists have excavated an Aboriginal campsite in a field adjacent to the 
rendering ovens at Saddle Island West that contains the remains of at least 170 hearths used over a 
period of about 500 years. Descriptions of this site can be found on pages 35 and 47 of Section 2A(i) in 
the main nomination document. Radio-carbon dating has revealed that the most recent hearths in the 
campsite were used concurrently with the Basque whaling station during the 16th century. A 1542 
document recording depositions from Basque fishermen regarding the activities of French explorers in 
North America refers to early contact between Basques and North American natives in the Strait of Belle 
Isle. According to these documents, Basque fishermen regularly met with natives and exchanged 
European goods for furs. It was also noted that the natives could understand European languages

. 

21. In 
1620 English seafarer and colonial governor of Newfoundland, Captain Richard Whitbourne, wrote that 
the native peoples encountered by the whalers readily assisted with the “killing, cutting and boyling of 
whales”22

Owing to a variety of factors, including a decline in whale stocks, embargoes placed on Basque whaling 
ships by the King of Spain to assemble a war fleet, and the defeat of the Spanish Armada by the English 
in 1588, the peak years of whaling at Red Bay and other Labrador ports had ended by the 1580s. 
Historians have identified only 13 whaling expeditions to Labrador during the 1580s compared to 10 
times that number identified during the peak years between 1560 and 1575

. Along with the archaeological remains of the Aboriginal campsite, these documents indicate 
that a relationship existed between the Basques and the natives in the Strait of Belle Isle. Further 
research is required to fully understand the nature of these possible relationships at Red Bay. 

23

                                                           
20 Details of the sailors’ clothing from the 16th century are from Barkham, “Aspects of Life,” pp. 55-56. 

. Because many of the 
records studied do not specifically identify which ports the expeditions were bound for, we do not know 

21 H.P. Biggar, A Collection of Documents Relating to Jacques Cartier and the Sieur de Roberval. Ottawa: Public 
Archives of Canada, 1930, pp. 447-54 and 459-64. 
22 Captain Richard Whitbourne, A Discourse and Discovery of Newfoundland. London: Felix Kingston for William 
Barret, 1620, p. 2. 
23 Jean-Pierre Proulx, “The Presence of Basques in Labrador in the 16th Century.” In Robert Grenier, Marc-Andr  
Bernier and Willis Stevens (Eds), The Underwater Archaeology of Red Bay: Basque Shipbuilding and Whaling in the 
16th Century, Vol I, pp. 25-42. Ottawa: Parks Canada, 2007, p. 34. 
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how many crews came to Red Bay during the final years of the industry. The last known recorded 
presence of Basque whalers at Red Bay however, was a crew that over-wintered in 1603/0424

The archaeological resources associated with the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station comprise the largest, 
most extensive and most important technological ensemble known in the world that illustrates early 
industrial-scale whale oil production. The remains of all necessary components of the whaling process 
are preserved at Red Bay. Combined with archival and historical documentation, no other site in the 
world provides such a complete understanding of the socio-technical system that supported an industry 
which became a world-wide endeavour for three centuries. As the first-known large-scale whaling site in 
the world, the evidence provided by the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station is key to our understanding of 
the genesis of the global whaling industry. 

. 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
24 Michael Barkham, personal communication, 20 March 2009. 
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Question 3: Could the State Party provide additional information about the Management 
Committee, its composition, the way it functions now and will function in the future, and its 
role as the coordinating authority for the management of the property? 

 

The terrestrial and marine areas which fall within the nominated property for the Red Bay Basque 
Whaling Station come under the jurisdiction of four different government agencies or departments that 
are recognized within the country of Canada. They include Parks Canada and the Department of 
Fisheries and Oceans, an agency and department respectively of the federal government. The remaining 
two are the Department of Tourism, Culture and Recreation, of the province of Newfoundland and 
Labrador and the municipality, the Town of Red Bay.  Each of these have as a part of their mandate or 
function a responsibility to protect any cultural resources which may be found within their jurisdiction 
and they have worked collaboratively since artefacts were first discovered at Red Bay in the 1970s.  
Through the process of preparing the nomination to have the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station inscribed 
on the World Heritage List, this relationship of shared protection, conservation and presentation has 
been formalized by a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) of signing authorities representing each 
jurisdiction. By signing the MOU, this group has agreed to collectively take on the responsibility as World 
Heritage Site manager in the event of a successful inscription, at which time it would become known as 
the Management Committee. 

 The above-mentioned MOU was signed in December 2011 and is attached to the main nomination 
document as Appendix 2b. The MOU indicates that if the World Heritage Committee inscribes the 
nominated property on the World Heritage List, the Management Committee will act in accordance with 
its mandate, its Terms of Reference and the Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the World 
Heritage Convention. 

The purpose of the MOU and the Management Committee it has created is to ensure a coordinated and 
consistent management approach for all areas of the nominated property, regardless of jurisdiction.   
The Committee will ensure that the Management Plan for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station 
(Appendix 2a of the nomination) is implemented to the highest possible standard.   
 
The World Heritage Site Management Plan outlines goals and objectives for the protection, conservation 
and presentation of the nominated property that support its Outstanding Universal Value. It also details 
management actions that will achieve these goals and objectives. They include: 

• providing for the protection and continuing community use and appreciation of the nominated 
property by informing visitors that they are entering an active community and ensuring that 
they have access to the values of the site without interfering with the ongoing community use; 

• enriching the existing tourism destination by promoting recognition, understanding and 
appreciation of the values of the nominated property by promoting visitation through the 
media, ensuring that promotion is responsibly managed and developing collaborative 
arrangements with existing World Heritage Sites; and 

• instilling a sense of shared community pride and stewardship in the protection, interpretation 
and promotion of the nominated property by seeking community input and encouraging 
community participation, engaging community residents and other stakeholders in activities 
celebrating the importance of the nominated property, ensuring that the interests and 
concerns of local residents are heard, discussed and reflected in management practices and 
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ensuring that local schools receive information and opportunities to incorporate the 
experience of the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station into their curriculum. 

 
Each of the Parties that signed the MOU has regulatory responsibilities for the nominated property and 
its associated cultural resources. The Management Committee includes representatives from each of 
these organizations. The details of the composition of the Management Committee are outlined in detail 
in the Terms of Reference (MOU Schedule A) included in Appendix 2b of the nomination proposal.  
Specifically, the Management Committee will be comprised of the following voting members: the Mayor 
of the Town of Red Bay; a representative of the Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, 
Department of Tourism, Culture and Recreation; a representative of the federal Department of Fisheries 
and Oceans, Small Craft Harbours Division; and a representative of the Parks Canada Agency, Western 
Newfoundland and Labrador Field Unit. 
 
The Parks Canada Supervisor for Red Bay National Historic Site will sit on the Management Committee, 
without voting rights, to report and advise the Management Committee as necessary. The position of 
Chairperson of the Committee will be held by the Mayor of the Town of Red Bay. Each organization shall 
delegate one representative and one alternate.   

The MOU signed between the Parties covers the relationship between them both during the period 
following the submission of the nomination to the World Heritage Centre, and after the World Heritage 
Committee decision, in the event of a successful inscription. 

The Terms of Reference for the Management Committee outline how the committee will function if the 
nominated property is inscribed on the World Heritage List. Meetings will be held biannually in the 
community of Red Bay and will be scheduled by the Chairperson. Special meetings shall be called by the 
Chairperson upon the request in writing by two or more members of the Management Committee 
specifying the reasons for the meeting. A quorum, being seventy-five percent of voting members of the 
Management Committee, must be present before the meeting can proceed. Each voting member will 
have an opportunity at each meeting to provide a summary of concerns, issues and opportunities that 
affect the respective organization they represent and discuss these as appropriate. Meetings will be 
public and minutes made available, following approval of the Committee. As necessary, the 
Management Committee will call public meetings to provide a report on the management of the World 
Heritage Site and discuss issues, challenges, and opportunities.  

The responsibilities of the Management Committee will be to: 
• act within its mandate and in accordance with the MOU and the Terms of Reference in respect 

of the World Heritage Site; 
•  to implement the Management Plan through a coordinated management approach among 

Regulatory Authorities;  
• to engage the stakeholders in the stewardship of the WHS, to consult its members on key 

issues;  
• to promote the World Heritage Site’s Outstanding Universal Value; 
• to foster and facilitate research and information sharing for the benefit of the World Heritage 

Site;  
• to report on the condition of the property, including, as necessary, to the World Heritage 

Centre through the Canadian Delegation to the World Heritage Committee; 
• to obtain the approval of Regulatory Authorities; and  
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• to review and approve contracts and other forms of agreements.   
 

The Management Committee may establish any sub-committee it determines necessary to achieve its 
mandate in accordance with its Terms of Reference. These committees will advise the Management 
Committee regarding issues which could have an impact on the Outstanding Universal Value of the 
World Heritage Site, including its protection, interpretation and promotion.  

The purpose of the MOU and the Management Committee it has created is to ensure a coordinated and 
consistent management approach for all areas of the nominated property, regardless of jurisdiction.   
The Committee will ensure that the Management Plan for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station 
(Appendix 2a of the nomination) is implemented to the highest possible standard.   
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Question 4: Could the State Party consider extending the buffer zone in order to better ensure 
sustainable protection of the property’s visual integrity? 

 

ICOMOS asked if the State Party would consider extending the buffer zone so as to better ensure 
sustainable protection of the visual integrity of the nominated property. 

The current buffer zone for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station is described on page 21 and illustrated 
on Map 2a, also on page 21, of the World Heritage nomination document for the site. It comprises a 
200-metre wide area immediately adjacent to the boundaries of the nominated property, with the 
exception of the area to the north, where the buffer zone extends to include the body of water known 
as the Basin and its shoreline.  The buffer zone is subject to the same protective legislation and policies 
as the nominated property. It therefore provides an added layer of protection and ensures that the 
integrity of the nominated property is maintained. 

When establishing the existing buffer zone for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station, the State Party took 
into consideration the fact that protective legislation and policies of the Province of Newfoundland and 
Labrador, namely the Historic Resources Act and the Red Bay Municipal Plan, provide the same 
protection for the buffer zone as they provide for the nominated property.  These same regulations and 
policies apply to the area beyond the buffer zone. The terrestrial area adjacent to but immediately 
beyond the buffer zone is located within the municipal boundaries of the Town of Red Bay and is zoned 
as a Rural and Resource area. The Red Bay Municipal Plan aims to retain the use of these lands for 
subsistence, recreational, public utility and other purposes. The environmental protection of sensitive 
areas within this zone is ensured by the Municipal Plan. These areas will be retained in their natural 
state and development will be limited to environmental conservation, passive recreation and resource-
based activities. This area can be seen in Image #2 of Appendix 1a of the nomination document and 
throughout the video attached as Appendix 1b.   

Given the remote location of the nominated property (see Map 1 on page 16 of the nomination 
document) and the small population of the community of Red Bay (194 people in 201125

With this in mind, if ICOMOS and/or the World Heritage Committee  could explain the rationale for 
doing so in relation to the “sustainable protection of visual integrity”, Canada could consider extending 
the buffer zone of the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station site. That said, Canada would also like to benefit 

), it is unlikely 
that developments which compromise the views to and from the property will be an issue in this area. 
Any developments that are proposed for this area will be reviewed by the Town of Red Bay, which 
consults with the Provincial Archaeology Office, Parks Canada and, in the event of a successful World 
Heritage inscription, the Management Committee for the Red Bay Basque Whaling Station, to determine 
whether or not that development is appropriate and does not compromise the values of the nominated 
property. 

                                                           
25 2011 Census of Canada. 
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from the results of the upcoming expert meeting on visual integrity to be held in Agra, India in March, 
2013 before considering any work to modify the buffer zone in regards to visual integrity.  

To extend the buffer zone, an amendment to the Red Bay Municipal Plan would have to be made that 
meets public approval.  It would then need to be approved by the Government of Newfoundland and 
Labrador before being adopted and implemented by the Town of Red Bay.  Canada would like to assure 
ICOMOS and the World Heritage Committee that the standard process would be followed should an 
extension to the buffer zone for this proposed World Heritage Site be considered.       
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Question 5: Could the State Party provide information on the monitoring and protection of the 
underwater remains? 

 

Further to the information provided in chapters 5 and 6 of the nomination, as well as appendices 3e, 4d, 
4e and 5c, Canada is pleased to provide the following information. 

The Newfoundland and Labrador Historic Resources Act (Appendix 5c of nomination document) is 
administered by the provincial Minister responsible for the Department of Tourism, Culture and 
Recreation. The Historic Resources Act requires archaeologists to have permits to carry out any 
terrestrial or underwater archaeological investigations within the province of Newfoundland and 
Labrador. The discovery of an archaeological resource must be reported to the Minister immediately 
and it is not to be moved, destroyed, damaged, altered or otherwise interfered with. Under the Act, the 
Minister may also order an assessment to be carried out to determine the effects of proposed activities 
on historic resources. 

Lands located underwater within the Province of Newfoundland and Labrador are Crown Lands and thus 
under the jurisdiction of the province and subject to the Historic Resources Act. Under the 
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) referred to in the response to Question 4, there is joint 
management and protection of the proposed World Heritage Site. The approved MOU sets out the 
responsibilities of all four parties involved: the Provincial Archaeology Office as part of the Department 
of Tourism, Culture and Recreation, the federal Department of Fisheries and Oceans, Parks Canada 
Agency and the Town of Red Bay. 

 The Policy for the Protection of Underwater Cultural Resources at Red Bay, Labrador 

Under the MOU previously mentioned, Parks Canada is responsible for taking the leadership of the 
monitoring of the submerged historic resources at Red Bay. Following the various underwater 
archaeological interventions since discovery of the remains, each submerged site has been partly or 
completely reburied. A simple but comprehensive monitoring program based on qualitative and 
quantitative data was put in place immediately after the completion of the large-scale excavation 
program in 1985. This monitoring program calls for periodic visits on a five-year cycle where a number of 
observations are taken and scientific samples collected.  As per Table 6.2 of the nomination, data 
collected through video and photographic recordings, water samplings and electronic probes from 
within the mounds, and analysis of the extent of wood degradation through the collection of pre-
positioned modern wood samples is used to monitor any physical changes to the reburial sites or 
changes to its condition. The results of this monitoring program have shown that since its installment in 

(Appendix 3e of 
nomination document) was established in December 2011 to ensure the protection and preservation of 
underwater cultural resources specifically at Red Bay, Labrador. Underwater cultural resources include 
shipwrecks, whalebone deposits and any other identified cultural material that is located underwater. 
The policy sets out the various responsibilities of the municipal, federal and provincial partners to 
ensure that underwater cultural resources are not negatively impacted by visiting cruise ships, 
recreational diving, and are not threatened by collectors or carvers using whalebone. 
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1986 the submerged historic resources at Red Bay are in a very stable environment and have not 
suffered notable degradation.  The next monitoring visit by Parks Canada underwater archaeologists to 
Red Bay is scheduled to take place in 2014. 
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Appendix 1: Excerpt of correspondence from ICOMOS, January 15th

English Translation 
, 2013,  

 
“Socio-technical system” is used in the usual sense of the term in history and archaeology, particularly in 
the history of technology. It indicates that good knowledge of the socio-technical system facilitates 
understanding of the material, technical, human and economic factors associated with human 
production or consumption activities, as well as the correlations between these factors. 
 
Here it is indicated the need to describe much more fully the succession of material processes in 
operation, from both the technical and social viewpoints. The technical exemplarity of the asset, which 
is required to establish criterion (iv), must be demonstrated not only by the archaeological elements 
actually present, but also through sufficient overall knowledge of the processes at work, both from a 
technical viewpoint (description and operation of the technical features, structure and operating flows, 
raw materials, products, etc.) and a social and economic viewpoint, in the broadest sense of the terms 
(know-how, social structure, organization of work, economic flows at play [particularly important here], 
lifestyles, health status of populations, etc.]). 
 
In other words, there is only a partial analysis of certain aspects (clearly by different specialists), a 
relatively succinct one (excerpt from public awareness documents) or none at all (indicated in the letter 
of December 21, 2012). They require a historical summary with a view to more fully justifying criterion 
(iv), in particular. 
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Appendix 2: Report on human remains from the Saddle Island cemetery at Red 
Bay, Labrador 
 
Prepared by: 
Lori White 
119 Craigmillar Avenue 
St. John’s, NL A1E 1Z9 
 
 
February 16, 2013 
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This paper provides an overview of past and ongoing studies on the human remains from 
the 16th-century Basque cemetery on Saddle Island, Red Bay, Labrador.  These studies include 
isotopic, histological, craniometric, osteological, and burial pattern analyses associated with the 
16th-century Basque whaling operation in Red Bay.  The human remains archaeology collection 
is officially designated Saddle Island, EkBc-01, but for the purposes of this paper it will be 
referred to as, Red Bay. 
 
 
PREVIOUS RESEARCH 
 
δ13

 
C Isotope Analysis Study  

According to faunal data at the site, the whalers had a protein rich diet available to them 
while in Labrador which consisted of fish, a large variety of seabirds, marine and terrestrial 
mammals (Kennedy 1988:103; Tuck and Grenier 1989:54).  Personal and ship provision lists 
suggest Spanish Basques relied heavily on fresh local food while in Labrador (Barkham 1981:8).  
In fact, the diet of a 16th-century mariner was restricted so the protein-rich Labrador diet may 
have provided better subsistence than at home in the Basque Country during the 16th century.  
However, a diet high in protein would not necessarily guarantee overwintering whalers from 
deficiency diseases such as scurvy (Tuck 1986:153).   

 
Brenda V. Kennedy, University of Calgary, was the lead physical anthropologist 

overseeing the burial excavations on Saddle Island from 1982-1986.  Kennedy’s doctoral thesis 
included the Red Bay human remains in an isotope study of δ13C variability between seven Post-
Medieval populations.  A total of 32 whalers were sampled with 22 useable results, as well as 
faunal bones (cod, seal, whale, bear, and dog) for comparison from the 16th-century whaling 
operation (Kennedy 1988:101-102,144).  The variation of δ13

 

C values among individuals from 
Red Bay range from -16.5 to -18.1 and indicate a near equal reliance on terrestrial (46%) and 
marine (54%) foods.  Red Bay showed the highest contribution of marine carbon among the 
Post-Medieval populations in the study (Kennedy 1988:142, 145-146).   

Red Bay exhibited one of the more varied diets in the study of Post-Medieval 
populations.  It may be expected that a group with a common heritage, originates from a small 
geographic region of the Basque Country, and shares seasonal employment would exhibit less 
variability between each other.  However, Kennedy attributes the range of δ13

 

C values between 
burials at Red Bay to the varying number of seasons each man spent whaling along the Strait of 
Belle Isle consuming foods that greatly differ from their traditional diet, as well as a 100 year 
period in which each whaler died in Labrador (1988:150-151). 

The Red Bay sample included individuals from single and multiple occupancy burials.  
Individuals buried together exhibited similar δ13C values. Kennedy suggested individuals buried 
side-by-side with similar isotope values represent whalers who were related or originate from the 
same community also working and occasionally died together in whaling accidents or a fast-
acting outbreak of infectious disease (Kennedy 1988:151).  
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 The rate of collagen turnover is greater in cancellous bones (ribs) and reflects a more 
recent dietary history of an individual than a long bone would.  Approximately half of the Red 
Bay collagen samples came from rib specimens and, not surprisingly, generally score higher for 
marine foods.  This lends support to the hypothesis that the Basque whalers availed of the local 
food resources while in Red Bay (Kennedy 1988:142, 153). 
 
Histological Analysis of Cortical Bone Age Estimation 
 

Kennedy also collected bone samples from ten whalers for cortical bone age testing to 
compare against her gross morphological age techniques.  These samples were forwarded to Dr. 
Susan Pfeiffer, University of Guelph, for histological analysis.  Pfeiffer commented that the 
samples were difficult to prepare and showed signs of decay (micro-organisms), chemical 
change (discolouration and staining), and physical trauma (cracks).  The age estimates between 
the two techniques differed up to 50 years for the same individual (S. Pfeiffer to B. Kennedy, letter, 
13 July 1987, University of Guelph, Guelph) so Kennedy deemed the histological age estimates 
“problematic” due to condition of the bone (1988:101).  Pfeiffer’s results remain unpublished. 
  
Craniometric Study 
 

Emily Webb, Memorial University, studied cranial asymmetry within and between two 
populations; a hunter-gatherer population of Newfoundland Maritime Archaic from Port au 
Choix, Newfoundland, and four colonial-era European skeletal samples.  This research was the 
focus of Webb’s Masters degree.  The Red Bay skeletal collection was one of four early 
European populations involved in the study and the only 16th-century group.  Webb’s research 
was not intended to create a site-specific osteometric description of the Red Bay crania and 
mandibles but rather include the metric data to develop a set of measurements and a functional 
interpretive model that could be used to describe cranial asymmetry in any single individual, as 
well as entire populations (Webb 2006:128).   

 
Webb chose specimens with complete or partial crania and/or mandibles, which included 

17 individuals from the Red Bay collection (2006:153-155).  Apart from a general description of 
cranial asymmetry within the group of four Colonial-era European populations there were no 
specific observations made regarding the Red Bay whaling population alone.   
 

 
ACTIVE RESEARCH 
 
Burial Patterns and Human Osteology Study 
 
 Analyses of the burial patterns and human skeletal remains are currently under study by 
Memorial University Masters student, Lori White.  The final results will be available later in 
2013. 
 

 
 How we dispose of our dead often says more about the society that buried them than the 

Burial Patterns 
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deceased themselves.  How did a transatlantic whaling lifestyle affect the manner in which those 
who died on these journeys were laid to rest at Red Bay?  Analysing mortuary patterns at the Red 
Bay Basque cemetery can help us answer questions like this.   
 
 The Red Bay cemetery is divided into two areas; Area L which is bordered by a large 
natural bedrock ridge and Area M located just NW of Area L.  Cemetery excavation on Saddle 
Island uncovered a total of 63 burial features; 58 located in Area L (1982-1985), and five in Area 
M (1986).  The burial remains include human bone and teeth, clothing, artefacts, and burial 
containers (Figure 1).   
 
Recovery Success 
 

All burial remains were removed for analysis, however, the preservation condition of the 
majority of burials was considered in too poor condition to be completely removed from the 
ground.  In these instances samples of bone and, or, teeth were removed when possible.  Skeletal 
samples vary from nearly complete elements, to unidentifiable bone material.  In some instances 
burials were partially or fully block excavated, meaning they were removed with adhering 
substrate to keep fragile skeletal remains intact. 

 
There are three levels of bone recovery; Complete Recovery, Sampled-Reburied, and 

Recorded-Reburied.  Complete bone recovery success means all human remains that could be 
removed from the grave were removed from the grave.  Bone recovery success, however, is not a 
measurement of bone condition or bone preservation.  Recorded-Reburied recognizes grave 
features with the least successful recovery of burial data.  In such instances the skeleton was 
represented by trace human remains in the form of an organic outline or stain within (and often 
barely discernible in) the burial matrix.  Remains found in extremely poor states of preservation 
were not sampled or removed during excavation.  Once all possible observations were recorded 
and documented the remains were covered with a lens of clean sifted sand and shell (Tuck 
1985:225). 

 
Data from burial features were evaluated for recovery success, totaling 132 individual 

observations (minimum).  Skeletal remains representing 106 individuals (80.3%) were removed 
from the cemetery for analysis; of these, 49 (37.1%) excavated fully, and 58 (43.2%) sampled 
only.  Only 24 (18.2%) individuals are considered to have greater than, or equal to, 75% skeletal 
preservation (Table 1). 

 
 

Table 1. Bone Recovery Success 
 
Recovery Success No. Individuals; (%) Breakdown   
     
Complete Recovery 49; (37.1%) 24; (18.2%)    

complete 
25; (18.9%) 
fragmentary 
 

-- 

Sampled-Reburied 57; (43.2%) 31; (23.5%) 
bone sample 

10; (7.6%)      
tooth sample 

16; (12.1%) bone   
and tooth sample 
 

Recorded-Reburied 26; (19.7%) 26; (19.7%) -- -- 



26 
 

 
 132; (100%)    

 

 

Figure 1.  Map of Saddle Island Cemetery.  Sixty-three burial features associated with the 16th-century 
Basque whaling enterprise, Red Bay, Labrador.  Note: The five burials in the NW corner of the map 
comprise Area M.  Textile is depicted in yellowy-green. 
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Occupancy 
 

Interments within the Red Bay cemetery contained between 1 and 12 (minimum) 
individuals with the majority holding between 1 and 4 individuals (92.1%).   

 
There are 42 single person interments, accounting for 66.7% of all burials.  The 

remaining 21 burial features are multiple person interments containing between 2 and 12 
(minimum) individuals.  Multiple burials represent 33.3% of all cemetery interments and contain 
68.2% of total individuals (Table 2).   
 
 
Table 2. Burial Feature Occupancy 
 
Occupancy Number of Burial 

Features (/63) 
Percentage of Burial 
Features (%) 
 

Minimum Number of 
Individuals Represented 
(/132) 

1 
2 
3 
4 
6 
7 
9 
11 (+) 
12 (+) 

42 
8 
3 
5 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 

66.7 
12.7 
4.8 
7.9 
1.6 
1.6 
1.6 
1.6 
1.6 

42 
16 
9 
20 
6 
7 
9 
11 (+) 
12 (+) 

 
 
Grave Markers 
 

A number of graves had large rocks placed at ground surface.  These rocks were arranged 
in lines or clusters in groupings of 1-14 and were identified in the field as “grave markers”.  
Burials that were clearly mapped to have stone grave markers were primarily located at the 
eastern extent of Area L and in Area M.  These stones marked 12/58 (20.7%) graves in Area L: 
26, 27, 30, 31, 32, 33, 41, 42, 43A-B, 47, 55, and 58; and 4/5 (80%) graves in Area M: 59; 60A-
C, 61, and 62. 

 
Two burials that were not indicated to have grave markers on the cemetery map appear in 

notes that mention locations “under a mass of rocks”, as with Burial 36; or Burial 52 including a 
possible wooden [cross] grave marker (nails and vertical wood piece), and “rocks west of 
individual”, none of which were mapped. 

 
Of course, the rocks designated as “grave markers” could have been placed to deter 

scavengers from disturbing the graves, as suggested by Tuck and Grenier (1989:58).  If so, why 
was this deterrent limited to the eastern extent of Area L, and Area M?  It is unknown to this 
researcher if the burials with grave markers were shallower than those unmarked in Area L, but 
the burials marked in Area M were some of the deepest burials in the entire cemetery.   
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Grave Placement and Type 
 

Tuck (2005:24-25) summarizes the majority of human burials in Areas L and M as 
shallow graves, located below a peat layer, in a sandy gravel subsoil, less than 30 cm below 
ground surface.   
   

All but one burial feature holds individuals placed below ground surface, representing 
98.4% of all burial features.  They hold the remains of 120 (90.9%) individuals interred in graves 
that were excavated into the ground, or placed in natural depressions and covered by soil and or 
rocks, such that all human remains were located below ground surface.  Feature 1 is the only 
exception to this pattern.  Feature 1 represents the remains of at least 12 individuals who were 
placed uncovered, on the ground, upon a shallow 16th-century midden or earthen living floor 
(Tuck 1982:102; 1983:74; Tuck and Grenier 1989:60).   
 

There is evidence for four coffins in the cemetery.  Three of these are single individuals 
interred in single occupant graves (Burials 14, 25, and 58).  The forth coffin contains one 
individual (6D) buried alongside five other individuals within Burial 6.  Two additional graves 
suggest possible coffin burials according to the roughly rectangular shape of residual organic 
stains located at grave level but the data is inconclusive.   

 
One additional burial exhibits use of a structural support placed beneath skeletal remains 

in a burial.  Burial 50 contains a single individual who was positioned in the grave upon a burial 
support, or platform, created from barrel parts.   

 
 There is no apparent pattern to the location of coffins within the cemetery.  The coffin 
burials may represent individuals who held a higher position among the crew, or who may have 
had a family member on the crew who tended to special treatment of the deceased.  A coffin 
could also represent an individual who died prior to the others, possibly aboard the ship en route 
to Red Bay, and was temporarily contained and transported ashore to Saddle Island where he was 
then buried in the established cemetery.   

 
There was some discussion of whether Burial 1 was a poorly preserved multiple burial 

containing at least eleven individuals, haphazardly arranged with visible skulls adhering loosely 
to the westward direction, or if it should be interpreted as a mass burial.  The confusion lies in if 
it should be classified as a disorderly multiple burial that looks disarticulated because of poor 
preservation, or if the overlapping of individuals, chaotic arrangement, and poor preservation are 
also disarticulated.  This study will interpret Burial 1 as a mass grave because it stands out from 
the other graves due to an increased incidence of crowding and haphazard placement of 
individuals overlapping one another.  This burial feature exhibits a sense of urgency and 
weakened care in the interment of this group of individuals.   

 
There is one burial feature that could be considered a mass grave.  Burial 1 contains some 

individuals that are disarticulated and, or, missing skeletal elements more reflective of poor 
preservation, than if the individuals skeletons were disarticulated as might be expected from 
dismantled primary graves and reburial.  It appears that there was some haste in burying the dead 
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in Burial 1, whether that was from an outbreak of disease and, or, time pressures due to 
inclement weather or frost, is unknown.   
Orientation and Alignment 
 
 Orientation and alignment were measured from burial maps.  Orientation uses one 
direction to describe the position of one end of an individual, the head or the feet, for example.  
Alignment uses two directions, such as head-to-foot.   
 
 The two largest burial features (Burial 1 and Feature 1) were omitted from the general 
observations due to complications arising from position, overlap, preservation and, or, textile 
involvement.  The head-to-foot body alignment azimuth for individuals that could be measured 
involved 94 of a total 109 measurable individuals.  Instances where feet could not be observed 
the head-to-sacrum alignment was recorded. 
 

The dominant head-to-foot alignment is West-East with a slight WSW-ENE bias.  
Deviations from the dominant alignment are found in 7/94 burials where skeletons are placed 
approximately 180° from “normal”.  Tuck attributes most variances from the normal burial 
position of head to the west as a result of natural obstacles encountered when digging the grave, 
such as bedrock outcrops, though in several instances there was no apparent reason for breaking 
with adherence to the west (Tuck 1985:225). 
 
Body Flexure 
 

The position of each individual was assessed according to the degree of flexure at the hip 
between the torso and thigh (spine and femora), and at the knees (femur to tibia and fibula) in 
order to attribute the degree of flexure in each of these joints; extended (180°), semi-flexed 
(180°-90°), flexed (90°-10°), or tightly flexed (10°-0°).   
 
 Overall body flexure was measured for 112/132 individuals.  The majority of individuals 
were interred in an extended position (65.2%).  The remainder of individuals were positioned in 
semi-flexed (33%) or flexed (1.8%) positions. 
 
Limb Position 
 
 Hand position was observable for 79 individuals.  Hands and, or, wrists were most 
frequently observed together over the pelvis or waist (79.7%; 63/79), and most commonly 
crossed right-over-left.  Hands placed over the chest was the next second most common 
observation (12.7%; 10/79). 
 
 Foot position was observable for 96 individuals.  The majority of observations for the 
feet together or crossed at the ankles (80.2%; 77/96), predominantly right-over-left.   
 
 The burial type, alignment, flexure, and positions at Red Bay are all indicative of 
Christian burial practice.  From what we understand of 16th-century Spanish Basque merchants 
and mariners is they were deeply religious and supporting their church was important.  Whaler’s 
wills and testaments often mention bequests of the deceased’s to less fortunate with many 
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merchants making regular contributions to their local church.  Religion was a vital component of 
Spanish Basque life and it guided the way they lived and worked together in Labrador and 
influenced they way they treated each other.  Ships were regularly called after saints, a portion of 
cargo profits were frequently donated by merchants and shipowners to the church, even the wills 
and last testaments written in Labrador include bequests to help the less fortunate.  Priests often 
accompanied crews on the Terranova voyage to deliver mass regularly (Barkham 2001:112-114). 
 
Textile 
 
 Leather and textile preserved in association with 18.9% (25/132) of individuals across 14 
burial features, representing 22.2% of all burials in the cemetery.  Other artefacts associated with 
clothing include a metal clasp, buckle, eyelet, and 6 metal discs (6E, 10B, 12B, 13C, 16, and 46).   
 

In areas outside of where people live permanently personal items are likely reused or sold 
to other crewmembers.  Christian burial would mean the individuals were likely left somewhat 
clothed but outerwear and personal belongings could be removed for reuse by fellow fishers or 
sale and compensation for the deceased families. 
 
Areas L and M 
 

Excavation showed that Area L contained enough unused ground/space to question why 
the five burials located in Area M were so far removed from the main concentration in Area L 
(Tuck 1987:223).  The burials located in Area M are demarcated by evidence of burial inclusions 
other than clothing, as found in Area L.  It is possible that Area M was used temporally before 
Area L, or rushed and/or treated so differently that personal items such as daggers, a lance, and 
keys would not be removed from the dead prior to burial. 
 
 

 
Human Osteology 

The Red Bay population affords us an opportunity to study a distinct population with a 
specialized occupation, over a relatively short time frame, and known, or at least suspected, 
biological affinity.  The archaeology at Red Bay provides a rare glimpse of how a 16th-century 
whaling station operated but little is known about the individuals who lived far from home for 
eight months of the year in inhospitable conditions of a harbour filled with smoking cauldrons of 
melting blubber, surrounded by rotting whale carcasses and everything coated in oil.   

 
The individuals chosen as whalers would be selected for their health and physical 

strength.  The health of individuals represented in the Red Bay cemetery is partly determined by 
any evidence of pathology, including diseases of malnutrition, infectious disease and fractures.  
When studying an archaeological group of skeletons it is unusual for the cause of death to be 
known.  Lack of skeletal evidence for cause of death could support an argument for death by 
drowning, for example, which was an occupational hazard.  However, overwintering whalers 
may have also suffered frostbite, starvation or other deficiency diseases.  Many of these 
pathological and anomalous conditions rarely leave traces in the skeleton.   
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There are no decisive observable indications for cause of death from any of the skeletons 
from Red Bay; however, some of the multiple interments may offer circumstantial evidence of 
how these men met their death.  A burial containing seven whalers may be the result of a 
whaling accident that resulted in the death of a full crew aboard a whaleboat (Tuck and Grenier 
1989:60), or it could also represent consecutive interments of multiple individuals who 
succumbed to a single event of disease.  It only makes sense that the dangerous tasks involved in 
whaling would occasionally result in disaster.  Some of the single interments may be whalers 
who drowned in pursuit of the kill.  Feature 1 contains a minimum of 12 unburied individuals 
inside a small structure and may represent a group of whalers who died during a forced 
overwintering (Tuck 1983:103).  Such overwinterings were known to have happened during the 
winters of 1574-1575, 1576-1577 and 1604-1605 when the rapid onset of ice trapped the last 
galleons before they could depart for Spain in December (Barkham 1984:516).  The 
overwintering of 1576-1577 was disastrous for several ships in at least three Labrador ports 
(Barkham 1982:62).  While suffering scurvy incurred by the wintering in Labrador, Juan 
Martinez de Larrume delivered his last will and testament at Red Bay on June 22, 1577 
(Barkham 1977:579, Tuck and Grenier 1989:56).  It is likely that many whalers suffered the 
same fate during these harsh unexpected winters in Labrador.   
 
Age 
 

The results of using various aging methods often give widely differing values. Poor 
preservation also affects the precision of age determination. Individuals were assigned to the 
following age groups: Juvenile (up to age 12), Adolescent (13-18), Young Adult (19-30), Middle 
Adult (31-40) or Old Adult (41+), unless more reliable age determinations could be assigned. 

  
With the exception of two juvenile individuals exposed in 1984 (Tuck 1985:225), age 

estimates obtained from available human remains represent young, middle, and old adult 
categories, ranging in age of 20-60 years old. 
 
Sex 
 

The documentary resources provide a strong indication that all individuals aboard the 
whaling vessels were male; “the only people who were automatically left behind [in the Basque 
Country] were the women” (Barkham 1978:18).  Osteological analysis confirms male sex 
estimation for all observable specimens.  
 
Stature 
 

The leg bones, particularly the femur and tibia, provide the most accurate estimates of 
stature but all available data was assessed.  The majority of stature estimates for the whalers fall 
within 158 cm – 171.5 cm (5’2” – 5’6”) in height. 

 
Ancestry 
 

Burial patterns, artefacts, and historical documents present a more refined picture, stating 
the Basques held undisputed sway over the whaling industry in Labrador (Barkham 1980a:70).  
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Most criteria for determining ancestry rely on non-metric and dental traits located on the bones 
and teeth.  Poor preservation of crania in particular made thorough observations difficult.  
However, skeletal analysis of available human remains represents European ancestry.   
 
Health and Disease 
 

Individuals chosen as whalers would be selected for their health and physical strength.  
The health of individuals represented in the cemetery is partly determined by any evidence of 
pathology, including diseases of malnutrition, infectious disease and fractures.  When studying 
an archaeological group of skeletons it is unusual for the cause of death to be known.  A lack of 
skeletal evidence for cause of death could support an argument for death by drowning, for 
example, which was an occupational hazard.  However, overwintering whalers may have also 
suffered frostbite, starvation, or other deficiency diseases.   
 

Analysis of the pathological conditions of the Red Bay human remains is ongoing.  
Overall, the Red Bay population is young, strong, and healthy showing marked muscle 
attachments.  Below is a summary of the types of pathologies describing the Red Bay collection, 
to date. 

 
 There are varying degrees of malnutrition, or dietary deficiencies.  These deficiencies do 
not always show up on the skeleton before individuals succumb to death.  In some cases they last 
as only short episodes in the life of the individual.  Occasionally bioarchaeologists are afforded 
the opportunity to observe the effects of dietary stressors on the skeleton:  
 
Cribra Orbitalia  
 
 Iron deficiency anaemia can result in lesions of the skull.  Cribra orbitalia manifests as 
pitting along the roof and margins of the interior eye sockets.  There are two cases of healed 
cribra orbitalia among the Red Bay whalers suggesting they may have experienced malnutrition 
as children but no longer suffer the deficiency.  It should also be noted that scurvy can produce 
similar lesions and it is not always easy to differentiate how each manifests on bone to make a 
correct diagnosis. 
 
Enamel Hypoplasia and Foramen Cecum Hypoplasia 
 
 Enamel Hypoplasia manifests as a pattern horizontal pits or bands across tooth enamel as 
the tooth forms during childhood.  Foramen cecum hypoplasia manifests as a hole between cusps 
on the buccal crown of molars.  Both of these hypoplastic defects are common among the Red 
Bay sample and tells us many of these men experienced a dietary deficiency, or a possible viral 
infection, that would have interrupted their enamel growth in childhood.  
 
Scurvy 
 
 Scurvy is caused by a prolonged vitamin C (ascorbic acid) deficiency.  In human remains 
collections where bone preservation is mostly fair-to-poor, as with the Red Bay human remains, 
diagnosing pathologies can be challenging.  Scurvy, for example, shares similar osseous changes 



33 
 

with other diseases and diagnosing these changes on incomplete skeletons in poor condition is 
difficult.  The analysis of the Red Bay collection does not allow for unequivocal diagnoses of 
scurvy, however, there is possible evidence of the disease in at least one skeleton.  Dark staining 
on bones and teeth is complicated by poor preservation and staining from burial matrix but 
evidence of longitudinal splintering along both fibulae may be indicative of fractures under stress 
of haemorraging associated with scurvy. 
 
Miscellaneous Pathologies 
 

One whaler displays an unusual porosity (fine pitting) over most of the bones in his feet, 
particularly along non-articular surfaces, and over some rib surfaces.  This may be the result of a 
non-specific infection. 

 
Osteitis is an inflammation of bone.  Burial 3 exhibits signs of ventral osteitis on several 

ribs that show active signs of healing. 
 
One individual exhibits lytic lesions on the vertebral centrums of three cervical vertebrae 

(C1-C3). 
 
Congenital or Developmental Anomalies 
 
 The Red Bay population shows at least two cases of aplasias, or underdevelopment, of 
vertebral spinous and, or, transverse processes.   
 

Vertebral arch defects are also observed in several individuals along cervical and thoracic 
vertebrae.  Sacral development anomalies are most common in the form of a sacral hiatus, or 
sacral cleft, where the sacral arches do not form properly.  A single case of sacral spina bifida 
occulta (S2-S5) is also observed. 

 
A developmental anomaly observed in the hands limb of one individual caused 

malformation of some distal hand phalanges. 
 
Spondyloarthropathy 
 

Spondyloarthropathy is a type of arthritis that tends to affect sacroiliac joints and the 
spine.  It most commonly manifests asymmetrically along the vertebral column.  This case could 
be more precisely diagnosed as ankylosing spondylolitis, or Marie-Strumpell’s Disease, causing 
the right side of Burial 7’s sacrum (S1-S5) to completely fuse with his right innominate.  It is 
possible, however, that this individual’s gait could have been fairly unimpeded, even with one 
hip fused to the base of the spine. 
 
Trauma 

 
The two possible cases of inter-personal trauma so far identified among the Red Bay 

whalers are on Individual 4A.  The first is a probable depressed skull fracture, and the second is a 
fracture at the distal end of a left fibula.  Both show signs of periosteal reaction and have healed. 
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Ossified Ligaments and Cartilage 
 
 Ossified ligaments and cartilage can be indicators of age and, or, musculoskeletal stress.  
One individual exhibits ossification of their ossified apical ligament (C1-C3), ossified obturator 
externus (left femur), as well as ossified thyroid cartilage. 
 
Dental Health  
 

Calculus was present as slight to moderate in several individuals.  Calculus is often more 
difficult to observe in loose teeth since calculus frequently forms at the enamel-root juncture.  
Many of the teeth recovered were loose and suffered root loss due to the wet burial matrix. 
 

Caries were common in most individuals but there was never an incidence of more than 3 
caries in any one individual. All caries measured small to medium-size. 
 

Periodontal disease was observed in all specimens with complete and incomplete 
mandible and, or, maxilla fragments.  Alveolar resorption was significant in many cases causing 
teeth to be loose or postmortem tooth loss. 
 

Tooth loss was evident in most observable individuals.  A high incidence of alveolar 
resorption due to periodontal disease often meant teeth became loose postmortem and 
compromised preservation.  This made it difficult to differentiate between antemortem and 
postmortem tooth loss. 
 
Dental Trauma 
 

The only obvious incidence of dental trauma observed in the Red Bay collection was 
infraction, or chipped teeth, observed in several individuals.  Postmortem damage was common 
in the enamel of many specimens and often made it difficult to conclusively identify dental 
trauma.   
 
Activity-Related Skeletal Changes 
 

Occupational stress is often manifested in the skeleton by unusual patterns of 
degenerative arthritis.  Osteoarthritis is a type of arthritis marked by progressive cartilage 
deterioration in synovial (freely moving) joints and vertebrae (Thomas 1997:1364).  
Osteoarthritis, or degenerative joint disease (DJD) as it is sometimes called, is the most common 
disease to affect joint surfaces in both modern populations and archaeological groups (Ortner and 
Putschar 1985; Rogers and Waldron 1995:32, 44).  Given the labour intensive demands on a 
whaler’s body it is not surprising that osteoarthritis is present in the majority of Red Bay 
skeletons with preserved postcranial skeletons.  Most cases were scored in the early stages of 
degenerative change.  The Red Bay whaling population presents examples of osteoarthritis in all 
major joints in the upper and lower limbs, and along the spine.  The most common activity-
related pathological changes observed in spines at Red Bay include: 
 

1. Pitting of the facet joints in the vertebrae (osteoarthritis) 
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2. Osteophytes, or extra/new bone, around joint surfaces and margins (marginal 
osteophytes) 

3. Pits or indentations in the vertebral body surfaces (Schmorl’s nodes) 
4. Spinal ligaments that turn to bone (ossified ligamentum flavum) 

 
Possible activity-related vertebral trauma includes two cases of a compression injury 

causing a wedge-shaped centrum.      
  

Musculoskeletal stress markers (enthesopathies) refer specifically to a distinct skeletal 
mark that occurs where a muscle, tendon or ligament inserts into the periosteum and into the 
underlying bony cortex.  Osteon remodelling is stimulated by increased blood flow caused in 
muscle-, tendon-, and ligament-bone junctions that are regularly subjected to minor stress and 
develops where there is greatest muscular activity (Hawkey and Merbs 1995:324).  These areas 
will often show areas of greatest robusticity. 

 
The most common incidence of musculoskeletal stress markers on the upper limbs 

include the radius (biceps brachii), clavicle (costoclavicular ligament), humerus (deltoideus; 
distal humerus), ulna (brachialus), and scapula (accessory teres major). 

 
Lower limb musculoskeletal stress markers are frequently observed on the femoral head 

(ligamentum teres), femur (greater/lesser trochanters), calcaneus (Achilles), and os coxa (various 
insertions).  A posterior rim fracture at the hip joint (acetabular) may also be attributed to 
activity-related trauma.   

 
There are a several observations of impingement syndromes in the form of squatting 

facets on several femora, tibiae, and tarsals among the Red Bay population, including one case of 
‘soccer’/‘footballers’ ankle on a left talus.   

 
Additional observations and conclusions will be forthcoming upon completion of this 

study in 2013.     
 
Summary 
 
 Archival data suggests there may have been upwards of 800-1000 whalers around Red 
Bay during the peak years of the whaling trade.  In conjunction with the hazards of the trade it is 
surprising that the Red Bay cemetery indicates an average death rate of less than 1% per year for 
the peak years 1540 to 1600, an estimate that seems unusually low for such a dangerous 
occupation (Tuck 1986:152).  In a 1619 statement Juan de Echevet recalled 540 people dying 
during the overwintering of several ships in 1576-1577 (Proulx 2007:I:33), a number which is 
thought to be a far too high by other scholars (Barkham 1987:104).   
 

It seems unlikely the Red Bay cemetery was the only cemetery of its kind along the 
southern Labrador coast considering the estimated number of whalers and the hazards of the job; 
however, it is the only one to be found and systematically investigated.  The study of the human 
remains and mortuary behavior from Red Bay provides personal stories of life and death of a 
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16th-century whaler and offers us a rare and unique opportunity to understand the men who 
sailed annually from the Basque Country to hunt whales to light the streets of Europe.   
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