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PREFACE

WHEN ROBERT F. WEIR RAN OFF TO SEA AT AGE 19, HE KNEW HE HAD some of the Weir family’s proficiency at art, so it is not surprising that he recorded his experiences in both words and images. For the rest of his life, Weir clearly valued the journal he kept and then illustrated to document his introduction to whaling life on board the bark Clara Bell from August 1855 to May 1858. Even 40 years after completing it, he was still revisiting it and making notes.

After Weir’s death in 1905, the journal likely remained in his wife Anna’s possession until her death in 1910. Since they had no children, it is not clear what hands it passed through before a resident of Mystic, Connecticut, donated it to the Marine Historical Association, now Mystic Seaport Museum, in 1943. It became Log 174 in the Museum’s collection, and ever since, it has been the Museum’s premier example of an illustrated whaling journal—as well as an engaging account of a young man’s maturation in the dangerous, exciting, exotic, tedious, and often dreadful world of the whale hunt.

For more than 80 years the Museum’s curators and librarians have been diligent both to protect the volume from damage and to make it accessible to users. From Donald Judge to Douglas Stein to Paul O’Pecko, they have properly housed it, had the images photographed for use, photocopied the journal’s pages to prevent wear to the original, and, finally, digitized it for online access.

At the suggestion of Paul O’Pecko, this published version continues the effort to make the journal more broadly accessible. To make it intelligible for current and nonmaritime readers, we have edited the text lightly, spelling out abbreviations and numerals and regulating punctuation and capitalization. As part of that effort, I added contextual notes to elaborate on vessels, places, things, or processes mentioned by Weir. To provide context on Weir himself, I have added introductory and postscript details on the Weir family and Robert F. Weir’s life, as much as we can reconstruct it. Because he went on to serve in the US Navy during the Civil War, we have added samples of sketches he sent home and others that were published in Harper’s Weekly.

Besides Paul O’Pecko, many individuals deserve thanks for their contributions to the project. Mystic Seaport Museum curator of maritime history Michael P. Dyer, formerly of the New Bedford Whaling Museum, added information and provided a critical review of the notes, introductory text, and postscript. Maribeth Quinlan, the Museum’s collections access and research manager, promptly answered many questions and assisted with a variety of materials in the collection. Claudia Triggs, the Museum’s intellectual property coordinator, managed the outreach to other institutions and delivery of images for the book. Mary Anne Stets oversaw the entire process for the Museum.

At the Mariners’ Museum and Park, Lisa M. Williams assisted with the request for an image, while Sharon Kidd assisted at the Pearce Museum at Navarro College, Emma Rocha provided an image from the New Bedford Whaling Museum, and Donna E. Russo, library and archive specialist at Historic New England, made available a photograph of Weir’s favorite sister, Emma Weir Casey.

For Lyons Press, acquisitions editor Brittany Stoner helped develop the concept and managed the project.

Just as a vessel requires a strong crew for a successful voyage, a talented crew brought Robert F. Weir’s Clara Bell voyage to publication. Thanks to all of them.




INTRODUCTION

IN 1855, ROBERT FULTON WEIR RAN OFF TO SEA, FEELING ASHAMED FOR disappointing his family. It was a very large and prominent family to disappoint, especially the patriarch, Robert Walter Weir.

Robert Walter Weir was the son of Robert Weir, who had been born in 1770 at Paisley, Renfrewshire, near Glasgow and the River Clyde in western Scotland. Robert was the third of about 14 children. As a young man, he emigrated to New York as a merchant, and there he met Maria Catherine Brinckley. Robert was naturalized on August 17, 1802, and 10 days later, he and Maria wed. Born in June 1803, their son Robert received his grandfather Walter’s name as a middle name. He was the oldest of seven children.

Successful during the years of neutral trade, Robert Weir lost much of his fortune when shipping was curtailed during the War of 1812. Robert W. Weir initially followed his father into the shipping business, but at age 18, he gave up a clerkship to become an artist. Essentially self-taught, he trained in New York for three years before traveling to Italy in 1824. From 1824 to 1827, he studied the works of the Italian Renaissance masters in Florence and Rome before returning to New York to provide care for a sick friend. In 1829, he was elected to the National Academy of Design, an honorary association of American artists that had been founded by a group of prominent young artists in 1825. Weir developed himself as an occasional portraitist and landscape painter but principally a painter of historical scenes, somewhat in the tradition of the Italian artists he had studied.

In 1829, Robert W. Weir married 23-year-old Louisa Ferguson, daughter of John Ferguson, who had served as mayor of New York City in 1815. The Weirs lived in New York City as he developed his reputation, and their first children, Walter (1831–1898) and Louisa (1832–1919), were born there.

In 1834, Robert W. Weir was appointed to the position of drawing instructor at the US Military Academy, about 50 miles up the Hudson River at West Point. The family moved into faculty housing there, and the children would grow up around many of the most promising military figures of the period. Because accurate sketching and cartography were considered essential military skills, Weir instructed each class of cadets in figure drawing, landscape, cartography, and aerial perspective. He also continued to accept artistic commissions. In 1837, in its effort to decorate the US Capitol with views of the origins of the United States, the US Congress commissioned Weir to paint an imagined view of the departure of the Pilgrims for North America in 1620. Completed and hung in the Capitol Rotunda in 1843, Embarkation of the Pilgrims measures 12 by 18 feet.


[image: frn_fig_006]
Robert Walter Weir (1803–1889), ca. 1864. (Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington, DC)

At West Point, Weir’s family grew in number, much like those of his father and grandfather. The children born at West Point were Emma (1834–1911); Robert Fulton ( January 1836–1905), who received the surname of Robert’s Scottish grandmother as a middle name; Gulian Verplanck (December 1836–1886); Henry Cary (1839–1927); John Ferguson (1841–1926); Mary (1843–1848); and Alice (1845–1845). Their mother, Louisa, died from complications of Alice’s birth in January 1845, and Alice died that August. Suddenly, Robert had to manage a family of eight, between the ages of 14 and two. To serve as a housekeeper, 29-year-old Susan Martha Bayard joined the household. She was the daughter of the New York Episcopal clergyman Lewis Pintard Bayard, who had died in 1840, leaving the family impoverished. In July 1846, Robert married Susan. As the children learned to live with their stepmother, the second Weir family expanded as well, including Bayard (1847–1879), William Bayard (1849–1879), Charles Gouveneur (1850–1935), Julian Alden (1852–1919), Anne (1853–1932), Carrie (1855–1937), and Helen (1857–1939).1

The family lived in the northernmost of the stone duplex quarters on Professors’ Row at the Military Academy, with a view up the Hudson. Robert F. Weir would retain fond memories of attending the Academy’s small chapel, built in the year of his birth, with his father’s mural, Peace and War, behind the altar. Since the chapel usually functioned as a Presbyterian church, in 1841 his father designed a stone Episcopal church for the village of Highland Falls, just south of the Military Academy, where the laborers who served the Academy lived. Partly funded by Weir’s earnings from his painting, Embarkation of the Pilgrims, this church was completed and dedicated in 1847 as the Church of the Holy Innocents. The family then attended services there and the children received Episcopal religious instruction. During the week, they would gather in their father’s studio for morning and evening prayers. Living in a devout household under a military schedule, the Weir children faced high expectations. At the same time, John F. Weir would recall: “At Home I was always taught to look upon the gloomy side of life. Father has his ideal, which causes him to be borne along with different tides withersoever they tend, taking an unsuspecting, confiding view of human nature.”2

Robert W. Weir found a protégé in Cadet Truman Seymour, a member of the West Point Class of 1846, many of whom would serve with distinction during the Mexican–American War and then the Civil War. Seymour would return to West Point as Weir’s assistant professor of drawing from 1850 to 1853 and would marry Weir’s eldest daughter, Louisa, in 1852. During his time at West Point, although Seymour was 12 years older, he seems to have become close to young Robert F., likely through a shared interest in drawing.

Growing up, Robert F. was especially close to his sister Emma, who was two years older. By 1850, Walter had gone off to school in Hartford, Connecticut, where he would become a teacher and marry in 1855. After Louisa’s marriage, Emma would marry Thomas Lincoln Casey, who graduated first in his class at West Point in 1852. He was serving as assistant professor of engineering there when they married on May 12, 1856.

Robert W. Weir’s studio was an engaging place, with a large, heavily carved Dutch chest, a suit of armor, plaster casts of classical sculpture, and souvenirs Weir had brought back from Italy. John F. Weir found the “mystic halo” of thought inspired by the studio pushed him to become an artist even before he knew if he could draw. While Robert F. showed artistic skill and may have received informal instruction from his father, he was not directed to become an artist. Nor did his proficiency on the violin ready him for a musical career. Most of the sons were sent away to school, and Robert may have spent time at some Hudson River academy, but his skills seemed more practical than academic. In the early 1850s, he was placed in a training position at the West Point Foundry.3


[image: frn_fig_007]
An Artist’s Studio, by Robert’s brother John Ferguson Weir, depicts their father Robert W. Weir in his studio at West Point, where the family gathered for daily prayers and young Robert may have received an introduction to drawing from his father. Oil on canvas, 1864. (Los Angeles County Museum of Art. Gift of Jo Ann and Julian Ganz Jr. [M.86.307] Digital Image © 2009 Museum Associates/LACMA/Art Resource, New York)

Established at Cold Spring, New York, across the Hudson River from the US Military Academy, the West Point Foundry began operation in 1817. With abundant iron ore and hardwood for charcoal in the area, it was envisioned as a producer of military artillery and other ironwork. In 1836, Captain James Parrott, an 1824 graduate of West Point, resigned his commission as inspector of ordnance and became superintendent of the foundry. Parrott made it an innovative enterprise. In addition to army ordnance, it produced cast-iron water pipes for New York City, rolling mills for processing sugarcane in the Caribbean, early steam locomotives, and, in 1843, the iron-hulled revenue cutter Spencer. At its height of operation, from the 1850s to the 1870s, the foundry employed 1,000 workers and produced 10,000 tons of cast iron per year. In 1860, Parrott would develop his noted and distinctive rifled cannon, which had a cast-iron barrel with a wrought-iron band around the breech to reinforce it. The West Point Foundry would produce more than a thousand Parrott rifles, in various sizes, and millions of artillery shells during the early 1860s.4


[image: frn_fig_008]
The scale of operations at the West Point Foundry, across the Hudson River in Cold Spring, New York, is suggested in John Ferguson Weir’s 1866 painting, The Gun Foundry, which shows the casting of a Parrott rifled cannon. Robert Weir’s time at the foundry, apparently in a training position, seems to have been brief. (Courtesy of Putnam History Museum, Cold Spring, New York)

Robert F. Weir was probably about 16 when he crossed the Hudson to go to work at the West Point Foundry. His role is unknown, although he referred to it as a “course,” so he seems to have been part of a training program. With his family background and artistic ability, he might have been an apprentice draftsman, or he may have begun in the foundry’s machine shop, steam plant, or pattern-making shop to learn technical skills.

As part of the Hudson Valley elite—a mix of literary, artistic, and financial first-families—at some point, the Weirs had connected with the family of William N. Chadwick, a New York-born industrialist who had settled in Cohoes, north of Albany, in 1841 to develop textile mills there. He served as president of the Harmony Cotton Mills and became a leader of the community. The Chadwicks had six children, the youngest of whom, Anna, was two years older than Robert F. Weir. Like Weir, she was musical and interested in creative writing; she was also outgoing and attracted several young suitors. In the 1850s, she attended a boarding school in New York City, and somewhere between the city and Cohoes, Robert and Anna developed their relationship.5

The very large Morris family was near the top of the Hudson Valley elite. Perhaps earlier, but definitely during his time at the foundry, Weir became close to Lewis Morris, son of Richard Rutherford Morris, a wealthy farmer of Pelham, New York, whose grandfather, Lewis Morris, had signed the Declaration of Independence. “Lou” Morris was nine years older than Weir, but at Cold Spring, he was Weir’s friend and confidant, encouraging him to “finish my course at the foundry” when he became disillusioned. Lewis Morris died at New York City on March 28, 1855. In his journal, Weir would imply that he felt somehow responsible. Possibly a foolish prank had gone wrong, injuring his friend, or possibly Lewis Morris was ill. Beyond the death of his friend, it has also been suggested that Weir had disgraced himself by gambling.

Whatever heavy weight of guilt he felt, 19-year-old Robert F. Weir left Cold Spring on August 3, 1855, apparently without a clear idea of where to go to hide from his family. The idea of seeking distance and anonymity at sea may have been suggested to him, or perhaps he had read enough to think of seafaring, or whaling, as an escape. Since Richard Henry Dana had interrupted his studies at Harvard to go to sea to restore his eyesight, then published his experiences as Two Years Before the Mast in 1840, seafaring had the cachet of adventure and anonymity for privileged young men.


[image: frn_fig_009]
Robert F. Weir felt closest to his sister Emma (1834–1911). This daguerreotype of Emma in her wedding dress was made at the time of her marriage to Thomas Lincoln Casey in 1856. (Courtesy of Historic New England)

For those without seafaring experience but with a thirst for adventure, the whaling industry offered the most opportunity. Europeans had developed the processes for hunting and processing whales at sea by the 1500s. After Nantucket, Massachusetts, mariners took up whaling in the late 1600s, the industry spread as New England merchants and mariners sought new commodities. The insulating blubber of the right whales hunted by Europeans and early New Englanders was rendered into oil for various uses, but Nantucketers expanded the industry and its products when they encountered sperm whales in the open ocean. Sperm whales produced a finer oil, and the waxy spermaceti contained in their forehead structure called the “case” could be molded into clean, bright-burning candles. By the 1760s, when whaling expanded from Nantucket to Bedford on the southeast Massachusetts coast, it had become a characteristic New England maritime industry. After the Revolutionary War, Bedford was rebuilt as New Bedford, and New England whalers pursued the hunt through the South Atlantic, rounding Cape Horn into the Pacific Ocean in the 1790s. After the War of 1812, the demand for whale products increased, partly fueled by the use of sperm whale oil to light the lamps of US lighthouses. By the 1830s, New Bedford had become the leading American whaling port, and the industry itself was perhaps the fifth most valuable American enterprise. Right whale oil was processed into oil for lighting, oil for lubricating machinery, and soap, and sperm whale oil was processed into finer, clean-burning oil for interior lighting and lighthouses and fine oil for lubricating delicate machinery, from watches to the looms of the rapidly expanding New England textile industry. Spermaceti candles remained in high demand, and there was increasing demand for the long strands of pliable baleen from the mouths of filter-feeding right and bowhead whales, which could be manufactured into many flexible items. In 1846, when Robert F. Weir was 10, the American whaling industry reached a peak of 735 vessels. The fleet then began to decline, although the single most profitable year was 1853, and New Bedford’s fleet would peak at 329 vessels in 1857.6

A fleet of 700 vessels, about half of which sailed from New Bedford, required more than 20,000 men. A whaling crew required a few men skilled in whaling, a few experienced seamen, and 15 to 20 inexperienced “greenhands,” who provided muscle and learned their work during the voyage. In earlier decades, whaling crews could be raised locally, but by the 1830s, whaling owners relied on a steady supply of restless teenage boys from interior New England and New York and island men from places where whaleships called, including the Azores in the Atlantic and the many islands of the Pacific.

By the 1850s, there were numerous published accounts of young men who had gone whaling, which might inspire others to follow them. Francis Allyn Olmsted had made a whaling voyage out of New London, Connecticut, to recruit his health after graduating from Yale, and he published his account as Incidents of a Whaling Voyage in 1841. Irish emigrant J. Ross Browne had worked on a riverboat before he sailed out of Fairhaven, Massachusetts, in 1842 and published his account as Etchings of a Whaling Cruise in 1846. That year, Reuben Delano published his Wanderings and Adventures of Reuben Delano, Being a Narrative of Twelve Years Life in a Whale Ship. The best-known work on whaling, by New York native Herman Melville, was the 1851 novel Moby-Dick, or The Whale. Melville had sailed aboard the Fairhaven bark Acushnet in 1841. In the year that Weir headed for sea, Charles Nordhoff published his account, Whaling and Fishing. William B. Whitecar, a young Philadelphian who headed to New Bedford two months before Robert Weir decided to run off to sea, sailed aboard the whaleship Pacific and, upon his return, published his account as Four Years Aboard the Whaleship. Embracing Cruises in the Pacific, Atlantic, Indian, and Antarctic Oceans. In the Years 1855,’6,’7,’8,’9, in 1860.

Like many before him, Robert F. Weir traveled east, most likely following William Whitecar’s route by steamboat from New York to Fall River, and then by train the few miles further to New Bedford. There, like Whitecar, he was likely intercepted by a “landshark” who made his living representing boardinghouses and shipping agents to naïve arrivals. Weir seems to have been directed to the outfitters Barney & Spooner and to a boardinghouse operated by the widow Hope Howland Doane at 23 South Second Street. Boardinghouses like hers lodged a mix of whalemen home from the sea and young men waiting to go to sea. Whitecar found boardinghouse food barely better than that provided at sea, with an emphasis on salt beef and salt pork. While Weir’s fellow boarders may have taken advantage of the port’s numerous grog shops or even its houses of prostitution, he spent his free time during his two weeks reading. Although he did not mention it, Weir possibly visited the Seamen’s Bethel for a worship service, or to use the sailors’ reading room there.7

Quakers James S. Barney and Charles M. Spooner operated as merchant tailors and outfitters at 25 North Water Street. In addition to selling clothing in the community, they assembled crews for whaleships, paid each man an advance, and provided him with a basic outfit of sailor’s clothing, possibly eating utensils, and a sea chest in which to store his possessions. Weir’s bill came to $48.71 for his cash advance and outfit, $14.00 for clothing from Henry Harris, and $8.00 for board to Mrs. Doane. The vessel’s agent then paid Barney & Spooner, leaving Weir indebted to the vessel for $70.71 before stepping aboard. With several years’ interest added, the sum would be deducted from his pay at the end of the voyage.8

Whaling crews were not paid a standard wage. Rather, with the length of the voyage and the value of the whale products to be taken both uncertain, they were signed aboard for a set fraction of the proceeds once the cargo was delivered and costs were deducted. Each man’s share was called his lay. While a captain might merit a 1/15th lay, mates might receive from 1/20th to 1/55th, and the boatsteerers who harpooned the whales earned about 1/90th, an inexperienced greenhand like Weir would be offered a “long lay” of about 1/195th. Each man’s lay was confirmed on the Whalemen’s Shipping Paper, or articles of agreement for the voyage. A formal contract, probably signed at the Barney & Spooner store and witnessed by them, this crew list would be carried by the captain on board and amended as men departed or were added to the crew. If a man deserted from the vessel, he forfeited his lay. If he was promoted, his lay was adjusted for the rest of the voyage.

Like many a young man who did not wish to be found by his family, Weir assumed a seafaring identity. Proud of his Scottish ancestry, he chose the surname of the legendary Scottish patriot, Sir William Wallace. As a whaleman, Robert Weir would be Robert Wallace, and he would accept a greenhand’s berth on the bark Clara Bell, managed by Robert L. Barstow of Mattapoisett, a small whaling and shipbuilding port seven miles east of New Bedford, and commanded by Captain Charles H. Robbins.

Charles H. Robbins was born to Lemuel and Rachael Bailey Robbins at Mattapoisett in 1822. He was the seventh of nine children, only two of whom were males. The family moved to a small, crowded house in the maritime workers’ neighborhood of New Bedford in 1828. Three years later, when Charles was nine, his father died, and he began to help support the family, working as an office boy and paper carrier for the New Bedford Mercury newspaper. Looking for adventure, and with the prospects for a $50 advance and another $50 upon his return, 15-year-old Charles signed aboard the whaleship Swift to serve Captain Lewis Tobey as cabin boy.

Robbins found whaling so engaging, despite Captain Tobey’s unpredictable personality at sea, that he taught himself the calculations for navigation and, by the end of the four-and-a-half-year voyage to the Pacific Ocean sperm-whaling grounds, had risen to boatsteerer, harpooning whales and then steering the whaleboat during the killing of the whale. Returning to New Bedford in 1841, he soon sailed on the Balaena as a boatsteerer. In 1845, he married Hannah Warren of Charlestown, Massachusetts, and she may have continued to live in the home of her shoemaker father in Boston when Robbins sailed as first mate of the New Bedford bark Hope for a sperm-whaling voyage to the Indian Ocean in 1847. After the voyage he returned to Boston, but later that year he took command of the Hope for a three-year voyage, again sperm whaling in the Indian Ocean. During his absence, Hannah gave birth to a daughter, who died before her first birthday. Captain Robbins never saw her. In 1855, as he prepared to take command of the whaling bark Clara Bell, the Robbinses moved to New Bedford and were living along County Street near his mother.9

Launched by Leonard Hammond at Mattapoisett in 1852, the 296-ton whaling bark Clara Bell had completed one voyage when Weir joined it. In his book The Gam, Captain Robbins later described the Clara Bell as a half-clipper, with a sharper bow than traditional whaleships. The hull was painted black, with two narrow white bands from bow to stern, and the figurehead was a “winged-dragon.” The vessel was 105 feet long, with a beam (width) of 26 feet. Rigged as a bark, the vessel had square sails on the fore- and mainmast and fore-and-aft sails only on the mizzenmast. This rig had become common for whaling vessels as it offered maneuverability as well as open-sea stability while being more economical than a full-rigged ship.

At the bow was a small raised anchor deck, where the anchors were secured while the vessel was at sea. Just aft of that on the main deck, the vessel had its windlass, or horizontal winch, turned by the crew with a pump break mechanism using long levers to crank it when hoisting anchor and heavy whale parts. Near the windlass was the hatch leading down to the crew’s quarters in the forecastle (foc’s’le). The small galley or kitchen house seems to have been forward, probably along the larboard rail. Aft of the foremast stood the brick tryworks with two large iron pots for rendering oil from whale blubber, followed by the main hatch leading down to the blubber room between decks. Aft of the mainmast, the booby hatch, with a sliding cover, led down to the steerage where lived the boatsteerers, the carpenter, the cooper, who set up and managed the casks for whale oil, the cook, and the steward, who tended to the officers. Above the booby hatch were the boat skids, a bridge of timbers from rail to rail, well above the deck, on which spare whaleboats were stored upside down.

Aft of the boat skids and mizzenmast, near the companionway to the officers’ quarters, was the ship’s wheel and compass and a small house on deck. Below the deck, the crew’s cramped, often damp bunks were in the fo’c’sle at the bow. Continuing on toward the stern, the large, open blubber room, with low overhead, was used for cutting the large blanket pieces of blubber stripped from whales into pieces small enough to try out (render) in the try pots. Next was the steerage bunkroom. The officers had their own staterooms at the stern: the captain to starboard, with a day cabin across the stern; the first mate in a private stateroom to larboard where he kept the ship’s logbook; and the second and third mates in a double stateroom. The officers’ staterooms opened on their saloon or dining room, with a table and benches. Off the saloon was a small pantry from which the steward could serve meals to the officers. Below, the hold contained a tightly packed array of wooden casks, large and small, filled with ballast water, drinking water, provisions, and equipment, which would be replaced by casks full of whale oil during the voyage. The standard whale oil barrel contained 31½ gallons, so that became the measure by which a vessel’s catch was calculated, although the casks in which the oil was stored varied in size.10


[image: frn_fig_010]
Captain Charles H. Robbins (1822–1903), photographed later in life. (Charles H. Robbins, The Gam, 1899)

Whaleships could be recognized by the wooden davits standing above the rails from which hung the active whaleboats. As a four-boat vessel, the Clara Bell had one pair of davits on the starboard (right) side near the stern and three pairs on the larboard (left) side, the first mate’s aft, the second mate’s amidships, and the third mate’s forward. Each davit was fitted with a set of blocks and tackle for raising and lowering the boat. Below each davit was a triangular, hinged structure called a crane, which was swung out to support the weight of the whaleboat when it was hoisted into position on the davits and swung in when the boat was lowered.

Equipped with four whaleboats, the Clara Bell departed with a crew of 22 men, with the rest of the necessary hands to be recruited in the Azores. The initial crew included:


	Charles H. Robbins, master

	John C. Barker, first mate

	David M. Welch, second mate

	Franklin Perry, third mate

	Manuel Joseph, fourth mate and boatsteerer

	William C. Johnson, boatsteerer

	Frank Joseph, boatsteerer

	William Campbell, carpenter

	John Hamcon, cooper

	William Stevens, cook

	James Lang, steward

	Joseph Dutry, seaman

	Manuel Pine, seaman

	G. Francis Ladd, ordinary seaman

	George B. Brigham, greenhand

	C. E. Holt, greenhand

	Mulford Howland, greenhand

	John Joseph, greenhand

	Henry Neagus, greenhand

	Theodore S. Ransom, greenhand

	Andre S. Rounds Jr., greenhand

	Robert Wallace, greenhand



First Mate “John C. Barker” is an enigma. He may have been 28-year-old John E. Barker of Newport, Rhode Island, who had first gone whaling at age 14 on the bark Ann Maria of Fall River, Massachusetts, in 1843. Second Mate David M. Welch had gone to sea as a greenhand on board the Montezuma in 1846 and in 1853 had served as second mate of the Tropic Bird. Third Mate Franklin Perry had left his home on São Jorge, Azores, as a teenage greenhand and at age 20 had risen to boatsteerer on board the Emma C. Jones in 1848, then made that vessel’s 1852 voyage as third mate. In a poem in text, Weir implies that the cook, or “doctor,” William Stevens was Black.11

Weir brought what he called a “scratch journal” with him and, when duty permitted, he compiled his observations, his feelings, and descriptions of the whaling process in intermittent diary form. Soon his entries took the form of a logbook, following the sea day, which ran from noon to noon, noting wind and sea conditions and courses sailed, and including notations on whales sighted and barrels of oil taken from whales killed. Possibly on his return from sea, he stopped at nautical instrument maker John Kehew’s shop on North Water Street in New Bedford and purchased a blank journal. Into this he would copy his daily remarks in more legible form and add illustrations in pen. Years later, he would copy the text of his “scratch journal” into the back in pencil.

What follows is a transcription of the journal, which, due to its illustrations and its breezy manner, is a favorite among the many logs and journals preserved in the G. W. Blunt White Library at Mystic Seaport Museum. The text has been lightly edited for ease in reading, with most abbreviations spelled out and misspellings corrected. In addition, contextual notes have been added after many entries to provide information on maritime and whaling practices mentioned, marine life encountered, places visited, and vessels mentioned.

NOTES


	1. The Weir family genealogy and Robert Walter Weir’s artistic career are presented in most detail in Marian Wardle, ed., The Weir Family, 1820–1920: Expanding the Traditions of American Art (Provo, UT and Hanover, NH: Brigham Young University Museum of Art and University Press of New England, 2011).

	2. Holy Innocents Episcopal Church, “History,” https://holyinnocents2.wixsite.com/hihf/history, accessed November 2023. John F. Weir’s comments on his father, in an 1864 letter to his future wife Mary, in the Weir papers at Yale University, is quoted in Wardle, ed., The Weir Family, 9–10.

	3. Wardle, ed., The Weir Family, 9.

	4. “History of West Point Foundry,” https://web.archive.org/web/20070629101949/http://www.scenichudson.org/land_pres/wpfp_research.htm, accessed September 2023.

	5. “Chadwick Family Papers,” New York State Library, Albany, NY, https://www.nysl.nysed.gov/msscfa/sc16555.htm.

	6. A period history of whaling, including a chronological listing of vessels, their masters, whaling grounds, and landings, is Alexander Starbuck, History of the American Whale Fishery (1876; reprint, Secaucus, NJ: Castle Books, 1989). A more recent source is Eric Jay Dolan, Leviathan: The History of Whaling in America (New York: W. W. Norton, 2007).

	7. William B. Whitecar, Four Years Aboard the Whaleship. Embracing Cruises in the Pacific, Atlantic, Indian, and Antarctic Oceans. In the Years 1855,’6,’7,’8,’9 (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott, 1860), 13–18.

	8. New Bedford Directory (New Bedford, MA: Charles Taber & Company, 1856). Robert Wallace, Receipt, August 18, 1855, VFM 1743, Manuscripts Collection, G. W. Blunt White Library, Mystic Seaport Museum, Mystic, CT. The use of a number rather than a name to identify the month on Weir’s receipt indicates that, like many Nantucket and New Bedford whaling merchants, James Barney and Charles Spooner were Quakers. Mystic Seaport Museum Curator Michael Dyer identifies the “Harris” to whom Weir was indebted for $14.00 as tailor Henry Harris, who produced seamen’s clothing.

	9. Charles H. Robbins, The Gam: Being a Group of Whaling Stories (1899; Salem, MA: Newcomb & Gauss, 1913).

	10. Robbins, The Gam, 174.

	11. Whaling Crew List Database, New Bedford Whaling Museum, https://www.whalingmuseum.org/online_exhibits/crewlist/search.php, accessed September–November 2023. Thanks to Mystic Seaport Museum Curator Michael Dyer for suggesting that John C. Barker was actually John E. Barker.




[image: frn_fig_011]


[image: frn_fig_012]


[image: frn_fig_013]


[image: frn_fig_014]




The Journal

1855

Saturday, August 18th, 1855

Hauled off from the most detestable of places, New Bedford, and here we are anchored about two miles down the stream. I am glad to get away from New Bedford. Never have I spent two such wretched weeks in all my life. True, I had a pleasant place to board at Mrs. Doan’s, but I could never feel settled no matter how long I might stay there. I read every book and every piece of book that I could find. Tried to smoke plug tobacco pipes but couldn’t enjoy that.

Sunday, August 19th

Oh! If the folks at home knew what a field I am about to launch upon, what would they say? What does dear father think? But I cannot turn back. I may just as well as not begin to cut my way in the world now—rather than leave it till I am older. I spent this day sacrilegiously in climbing about the rigging; didn’t venture much but guess I’ll soon get used to it. Hurrah for hard times. At least I’d like to make myself feel so, but I scarcely dare look ahead. It seems rather dark but I have great anticipations of future independence. I shall never, never call on father again, but I dare not speak his name. I have wronged him too much to be his son.


Having climbed as high as the fore-topgallant yard and studied the rigging, Weir noted in his scratch journal, “I am in for it now and no mistake.”


Monday, August 20th

A day to be remembered. The captain came on board a little after 9 o’clock, and we weighed anchor and set sail. Then came the first touch of work, in handing up the anchor. Such a ponderous thing is only fit to be buried at the bottom of the sea. I sincerely hope we shall not have the pleasure of dropping it till we again reach home. The chains were soon stowed between decks, or rather in the chain pens, and the anchor catted and lashed. Now we are on our way rejoicing, and the first mate sent me aloft to slush the fore topgallant mast. In the afternoon the crew were divided into two watches, the larboard and starboard. I belong to the mate’s or larboard watch.


Whaleships carried two anchors, a heavy “best bower” to starboard (right) and the similar-sized “small bower” to larboard (left). The heavy anchor chains ran through iron hawsepipes at the bow and around the windlass, which was turned by the crew to raise the anchors. When the anchors were at the surface, a heavy block and tackle was used to raise them to short, heavy timbers near the bow called catheads. Once an anchor was “catted,” it was hoisted over the rail to lie on the small anchor deck at the bow. The chains were disconnected and run down to the chain locker or bin in the hold, where their weight helped serve as ballast. As Weir noted in his scratch journal, when ordered to slush the mast, “a sailor named Manuel, a Portuguese, kindly told me what to do.” Grease derived from cooking salt pork and salt beef was used to lubricate the upper masts so the yards slid easily when they were raised or lowered as the sails were set or furled. To operate the vessel round the clock, the crew—excepting the “idlers,” including the cooper, carpenter, cook, and steward—was divided into two work groups or “watches” of about eight men. The day was divided into four-hour watch periods, and the sea day began at noon. During daylight, everyone was involved in ship’s work, but overnight, the watches alternated duty steering and handling sails as needed. So that one watch did not always have the midnight-to-four duty, the 4 to 8 PM period was divided into two “dog watches.” During this period, each watch had two hours for supper and recreation. The first mate commanded the larboard watch while the second mate stood in for the captain to command the starboard watch.


Tuesday, August 21st

Beginning to get seasick and disgusted. Land is out of sight—I feel awful. We have to work like horses and live like pigs. My eyes are beginning to open to my rather dearly bought independence; however, we shall get on the sunny side shortly, I hope.

Wednesday, August 22nd

We are far, very far, out of sight of land, of sweet Ameriky. I was sent aloft on the lookout for whales and whatnots—and oh! How
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“Evening Exercise” shows the daily ritual of scrubbing the deck as the sun goes down. Under supervision of First Mate Barker, standing on the main hatch cover at right, one man fills a barrel with seawater and others use buckets to spread it for those with heavy scrubbing brooms. Above them is the foot of the main course, with the tack line leading forward to the starboard rail.
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The quarter boats approach a right whale, with its vertical spout. The boat at right rides up on the whale as the boatsteerer darts his iron and the crew peak their oars to prepare to manage the whale line.
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