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To the whalers and sailors who didn’t make it back around Cape Horn;

To the cetaceans, tubenoses, and all the other creatures of our planet’s cerulean seas;

And to Robert Gelston Armstrong, Monuments Man.










‘Is it he?’ quoth one, ‘Is this the man?

By him who died on cross,

With his cruel bow he laid full low

The harmless Albatross.

The spirit who bideth by himself 

In the land of mist and snow,

He loved the bird that loved the man

Who shot him with his bow.’

The other was a softer voice, 

As soft as honey-dew:

Quoth he, ‘The man hath penance done,

And penance more will do.’

The Rime of the Ancient Mariner
By Samuel Taylor Coleridge1










Foreword

An autobiographical duet? I’d never heard of such a thing. Even Google seems confused. And yet this conundrum of a description is a wonderful beginning to the voyage of discovery, enjoyment, and human development found in A Whaler at Twilight.

This shouldn’t surprise me, as I have known Alex now for twenty years. He’s a superbly knowledgeable conservationist yet also a passionate historian, as he demonstrated by leading the work of the National Parks Conservation Association throughout the Northeast. He’s whip smart, sensitive, and astute while also at times courageously bold. His great-great-grandfather Rob Armstrong, whose personal writings are the second voice in this duet, was equally talented, though tortured through much of his life as an orphan and alcoholic.

Using these two protagonists, Alex beautifully weaves together this autobiographical duet into a single story about life on Earth. As a species, humans are complicated, as are both authors. It is the two different perspectives of the natural world of these two individuals that becomes a central theme of this tale. As Alex’s great-great-grandfather explains in his portion of this wonderful story, whales were an exciting kill that brought riches of resources to companies and people. We harvested whales because we could and felt this was our right and our destiny. Yet, Alex’s poignant and mystical interaction with a whale was very different in a world that is now on the verge of ecological collapse.

It is this evolution of our relationship with the natural world that is a fundamental through-line of this story that binds Alex with his ancestor. And it is this through-line that also speaks to us as readers. Where is this through-line pointing for life on Earth? For those of us who care about the environment and the future of our only planet, what does our future look like? Can whales survive even after we realize that they are more than blubber to be boiled for oil? Will we survive as a species and as a planet?

So, while this is a wonderfully personal story, it is also a devastatingly impactful connection that calls for reflection by the reader on how to conserve our national systems and creatures while understanding the complexity of the human species as transparently shared by Alex and Rob. And, as seen through the alcoholic eyes of Rob Armstrong, how can we as flawed humans effectively work to protect an interconnected natural world upon which we depend?

But this book is not just an environmental treatise. It includes a fascinating exploration of American history, and it highlights the importance of historical preservation, of museums, and of places like the New Bedford National Historical Site and Whaling Museum that retain the wisdom of the past ages so that the present generation, like Alex, can explore their own heritage. Finally, this book also brings in the learnings of a morally tortured man in Rob Armstrong, who finds his savior in God. As Rob eloquently said in the final strains of this duet, “I have had victory over the enemy of my soul, where I used to only meet defeat. I have consecrated myself with all that I am, and have, to Him. He has come into my poor heart in the power of his Holy Spirit, and he now abides there.”

A Whaler at Twilight is a deep story worth reading slowly and considering seriously.

Tom Kiernan

President and CEO, American Rivers
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A simplified map of R. W. Armstrong’s voyages. Courtesy of Melissa Baker, Lyons Press. Based on RWA’s own map (circa 1885), a photo of which can be found in the color insert.
[image: ]










Part I

“Thar She Blows”

 The Manuscript and Background










Chapter 1 

Lost, But Now Am Found

The horizon was marked only by the undulation of the desultory swells. Then there was a whisper of white, far off; a whale’s blow. Our ship turned to the site, but the seas were empty when we got there. For quite some time we drifted in silence. The morning’s warm air over the cool ocean waters off Cape Cod in late May had created a heavy fog that hovered just over the sea. The sunlight slipping through the haze reflected tantalizing off the waves and created a numinous silvery sheen with a blinding effect. Dazzled by the glare, I stared into the dark waters, then gasped.

A great eye, smoky gray and opaque, the size of a dinner plate, stared at me as it ascended from the ocean’s depths. It was curious, not a hint of malevolence. When its rostrum broke the surface, the scores of ivory-colored barnacles peppering its head resolved themselves, and elicited a moment of deep sympathy. The rising mass created a swirling eddy, and from the murky waters its two great white-edged flippers materialized, each fifteen feet long and also barnacle-encrusted. This humpback whale, near enough to touch, was my first great cetacean so close at hand. Its was mesmerizing both for its colossal size and for immediately imparting an impression of curiosity.

The whale’s gaze took in our ship and the people lining the rails. The eye flickered, distracted, then it tracked the movements of a photographer shifting along the rail for a better shot. Then its gaze came back to me, probing; I felt it questioning my intent. There was a connection then, as one would nod to a close friend across a crowded room, and a powerful wash of affinity enveloped me. Then, with a slow blink, the whites of its eye showing, and perhaps satisfied with my innocence, the whale lowered its massive head, raised its flukes high in the air, and slid silently back into the deep.

It was May 1985 and I had come to Cape Cod to trade my expertise as a birder for the chance to go offshore to the Stellwagen Bank to see pelagic seabirds. Pairing up with a graduate student from Rhode Island studying cetaceans and practiced in leading whale watch trips, I had agreed to help him lead a trip to see Cape Cod’s whales and birds. So, as my spring semester at Yale’s School of the Environment concluded, we set off one Friday afternoon for Provincetown in several cars with roughly twenty patrons. My task was to lead a bird trip through the woods at the tip of Cape Cod on Saturday morning and then identify what oceanic birds we saw when we headed offshore to Stellwagen Bank that afternoon and again on Sunday morning. He was in charge of the whale watching.

Provincetown wasn’t yet the thriving LGBT town it has become, nor was traffic to Cape Cod nearly as horrific as it is now. Commercial fishermen, many still speaking Portuguese, lived there year-round, and in the colder months they dominated the town’s culture. It was only toward summer that families from Boston and New York would arrive en masse to fill their seasonal cottages. There were few, if any, of today’s beautiful B&Bs, and most of what are now elegantly renovated Victorians were then dilapidated windblown structures. Their stately decorative moldings barely hung on, and their busted shutters slapped in the wind as their once colorful shingles faded to cryptic pastels. Our group stayed in a beaten-down motel on the outskirts, and we walked to town for a late dinner on that chilly Friday night. The restaurant did not have the snappy snow peas or the spinach salad I am sure they serve now, but offered only a bluefish fillet smothered in a tomato sauce with a baked potato on the side.

The next morning, in a heavy fog, I led the group around Blackwater Pond in the picturesque Beech Forest of Cape Cod National Seashore. We then hiked out to Race Point, by the Old Harbor Life Saving Station, hoping to spot seabirds that might have strayed inshore in the still vaporous gloom. Near noon, as it cleared, we drove down to the wharves and took one of the Dolphin Fleet’s ships offshore. We cruised around the sandy tip of Cape Cod and then turned north to cross Race Point Channel. Six miles to the north a broad undersea plateau rises to within sixty feet of the surface . . . Stellwagen Bank.

When the Dolphin V, our eighty-five-foot converted party fishing boat, was still but a mile north of Cape Cod, we saw our first whales. A pod of finbacks sped east in the channel. Their singularly tall and elongated blow patterns and white jaws are distinctive. Their speed is astounding; usually cruising at twenty mph, they can sprint at thirty mph, faster than Jamaican sprinter Usain Bolt. We barely caught a glimpse of them as they plunged by. After another half hour of slow cruising, we arrived at Stellwagen Bank, and in just a few minutes we stumbled onto the misty encounter above. It changed my perspective forever. The humpback’s apparent perceptivity stirred sympathies within, and the experience elicited a greater appreciation for the acuity of whales. Over the course of that afternoon we saw many more whales, mostly humpbacks, but a few rights as well. One of the rights came as close to the ship as the first humpback, and even the captain of the ship left the bridge to watch in awe. He dryly observed, “Dang, that’s as close as I’ve ever seen one of ’em.” We watched fifty-foot humpbacks breach, their colossal bodies almost completely leaving the sea before slapping back down with a thunderclap. Is breaching a romantic clamor, a means to shake off parasites, or something else? I wondered. We also watched a trio of whales hunt cooperatively. After working together to corral some fish by blowing bubbles around them, they took turns lunging to the surface in their midst with their mouths agape. Each time one of the feeding whales surfaced, one could see thousands of sand eels streaming from the sides of its mouth. As the whale slowly closed its jaws and contracted its ventral pleats, hundreds of screaming and fighting gulls rushed in to grab the escaping fish. It was sheer pandemonium, life on the edge; a raucous and chaotic feeding frenzy. The next morning we repeated the trip, enjoying similar views.

The trip to Stellwagen Bank opened my eyes to many facets of a whale’s life, some I probably did not explicitly recognize at the time. Before then, I hadn’t really thought much about their intelligence or mammalian empathy, and certainly not that they might have a “culture.” Defined as the cognitive ability to acquire and transfer knowledge through observation and communication, culture is the conscious passing of information within a population instead of a genetic transfer. We had watched humpback whales dive below schools of sand eels, then swim in a spiral beneath them, slowly releasing air to encircle them in a curtain of bubbles. I did not know this was a learned behavior. Subsequently, marine scientists documented that at the time of my visit to Stellwagen Bank, bubble curtains were a new behavior, and one that was just beginning to spread.1 Humpbacks were also just learning that if they used their tail fluke to smash the rising school of sand eels consolidated by the bubbles, this further disoriented them and made it easier for the whale rising from below to swallow more in one bite. These cooperative behaviors were first observed in the area in the mid-1980s, but shortly after they began to be passed along more broadly and are now employed by most of the humpbacks found in the Western Atlantic.

Not then, but now it is fairly common knowledge that other whale species have cultures defined by distinct dietary preferences, foraging behaviors, communication, and kin care. For example, besides the humpback’s feeding techniques, killer whales are well known for population-specific prey selection. Some killer whale groups specialize in salmon, others in marine mammals, and some in sharks and rays. Similarly, sperm whales pass along an array of behaviors related to childcare, and in some groups, only closely related females will guard and suckle young, while in other groups a broader array of kin will share these tasks.2 Bottlenose dolphins are known to pass along insights in tool use. Perhaps most beguiling, humpback societies are delineated by their complex songs. Males craft songs that are a set of notes woven into melodic rhythms. Sometimes a song lasts for only a few minutes, but more typically a half hour or more. Not to cast pedagogic aspersion among whale species, but while the simpler songs of blue and fin whales appear to persist unchanged within a population for decades, the more complicated humpback songs evolve rather rapidly in time. A recent study of humpback songs in the South Pacific showed new songs were passed from whales off Eastern Australia to groups around French Polynesia in just two years.3

This breadth of cetacean culture certainly elevates them amid their mammalian peers, and drifting off to sleep back home in New Haven that Sunday night, it occurred to me that elements of whales’ culture are older than the dawn of man. So, when I called home the next day to tell my parents about the trip, I was astounded when my mother said, “You know, Alex, we have a whaler in our family history.”

More than surprised, I was aghast. This seemed so anachronistic. Busy with my own life that day, and for years after, I brushed off the remark, and she let the matter drop.

A decade passed. I had the pleasure to work for a brilliant conservationist, Tom Lovejoy, at the World Wildlife Fund in Washington, D.C., then shifted to a PhD program in community ecology at Rutgers University, and next found myself at New York City’s Parks Department. One day my mother again brought up the subject of the whaler.

“You know, there’s a map,” she said.

“That’s great, Mom,” I replied.

She pressed on, asserting there were more tangibles. Not only a map, but a manuscript, she said. “He’s your ancestor,” she noted with a “harrumph.”

A bit vague on the details, Mom said nothing about where this manuscript was, only that the “whaler” had written about his time at sea. It still seemed abstract to me. I imagined this manuscript was, at best, a lengthy, illegible letter. More years went by. My father died, and in the aftermath, my mother spent considerable time digging into the family’s genealogy. Mom has always been interested in our ancestors. She loves to observe that “one fought in the Revolution, and another was a female Paul Revere.” We also have a Jamaican slave in the past on my father’s side, and Mom struggled for years to resolve our kinship with an early Dutch and Native American set of ancestors. She would always follow her geneaological comments by saying she wasn’t a fan of those “uppity groups” like the Daughters of the Revolution. “We’re swamp Yankees and should be proud of it,” she’d add.

Meanwhile, I forged ahead on my road in life. I was married with two kids and living in a small apartment in Manhattan and now serving as the chief of the park rangers for the city. My job was 24/7. Responsible for all the uniformed officers in the agency, I managed security at the city’s parks, beaches, and pools and at large special events like rock concerts and papal visits. Bad days meant responding to a bloodied crime scene in a playground, while a good day was releasing screech owls in Central Park with Isabella Rosellini. But, like most mothers, mine is an indomitable person. And, like most children, I’ve always felt I owe her. I am not exactly sure the nature of the debt, its size, its depth, or its temporal boundaries, but owe I do. She gave nearly every hour of every day to raise me, and she poured out pure, unconditional love. Such fathomless love is a great blessing and wonderful thing, but also sometimes a burden. Families are complicated stuff. Anyway, over these latter years I promised her, again and again, that I would read the whaler’s manuscript and assume responsibility for the family’s history, but I must admit, secretly I found her research self-indulgent and irrelevant to my busy world.

In due course, after serving under four mayors, I left NYC Parks to be a regional director for a wonderful nonprofit, the National Parks Conservation Association (NPCA). Oddly, this job came with a desk at Bloomberg LLP. One of Mike’s partners, Tom Secunda, while gruff as a grizzly, has a heart of gold and loves our national parks, and so I went to work in the firm’s black glass building at 59th Street. I spent most of my days sitting at a small, impersonal “workspace” surrounded by thousands of others in the organization’s famous, but sterile, open office floor plan. While I pondered potential new parks, budget cuts, congressional relationships, donor preferences, and other matters, those around me shouted and hollered as they sold the wizard’s machines. Most days I left home before light and returned after dark. After a decade at NPCA I left to run the beleaguered Connecticut Audubon Society for several years. Tripling its endowment, adding some significant nature preserves, and refocusing its educational and conservation efforts, it was also a stewpot of conflicted interests, and so I retired.

Through these years, my mother’s pursuits seemed not only trifling, but reflective of an Old World, claustrophobic, aristocratic view of life. Probably beginning with my adolescent rebellion, but ramping up during my years of public service, I had long embraced an ethical indifference to my past. I felt that we are who we are, and we make of our lives what we can. Cloaked with the sentiments of Horatio Alger and Ayn Rand, I espoused an Americanized view of family history as opposed to a more classic European embrace of class and society. In my world, one was judged in peer-reviewed journals, or by the success of tasks completed, parks created, events safely managed, and by operating numbers as reported to City Hall or to headquarters in Washington, D.C. However, as in most things, with time’s passing the tide changed and my perspective shifted. The righteous stark contrasts I had embraced in my youth gave way to a grayer milieu. So upon my retirement, after taking several months to do nothing but relax, read, and fish a bit, at last I felt compelled to add structure to my now open-ended future. I began to assemble a purposeful bucket list. Not the usual one, detailing pipe dreams about where I wanted to go and what I might want to do, but rather one that delineated those requisite tasks I felt obligated to complete. In particular, I focused on multigenerational projects that needed to be finished while family elders were still capable. One of these tasks was to digitize, catalog, and archive our family photographs, incorporating my mother’s and my paternal aunt’s collections, too. Another was to review my mother’s genealogical work and ensure its preservation for posterity. Simultaneously, and perhaps not coincidentally, my sentiments on family history shifted. My previously held, vaguely nihilistic, views waned and were replaced with considerably more interest in our heritage. Youthful sentiments of black and white faded to an older person’s palette of gray.

My mother, now in her early nineties, was luckily still in great shape, though she would say “my knees creak,” and her macular degeneration required stronger lenses every few years. Anyway, we began meeting more frequently as I assembled the family’s photos. Together we went through several shoeboxes of sepia-toned black-and-white photos from her side of the family. She also helped me with piles of photographs I found strewn on the floor of the closet in my aunt’s apartment on my father’s side, even a pair of daguerreotypes. Mom and I had fun together, pausing often to recollect or simply surmise. I encouraged her to identify as many of the distant relations in the photographs as she could, for I knew the window of opportunity was closing. Then, when the photographs were all digitized and chronologically archived, I had them stored on hard drives, with an extra copy placed in a safe-deposit box. Naturally, the story of the “whaler” reemerged in this endeavor. My mother again urged me to “read what I have.” So, at last, thirty-two years after I had first heard of the whaler, I acquiesced and one spring day asked to read his tale. Not cracking a smile, she then slowly pulled herself up from her armchair and somewhat painfully went back to her bedroom’s closet. After a few minutes she called out, “Alex, you come do this. Pull that trunk out from back there.”

Tucked in the back of her closet, stashed under her venerable collection of dresses and skirts, was a large black leather trunk. Bound with brass hinges and corners, the dried leather was cracked, scuffed, and dinged up from years of wear. Inside the trunk was the treasure trove of her world before marriage; her family’s relics, mementos, and artifacts. Her baby shoes, white satin with pink ribbons and tiny as could be, lay on top. Beneath were her father’s World War I paraphernalia, complete with a compass, an architect’s triangle, maps, and posters. In one corner at the bottom of the trunk were two large red leather albums. Instead of photos, these contained newspaper clippings, letters, and programs that my mother’s father, G. Franklin Ludington, had collected. Her father, the whaler’s grandson, was fortunately quite the collector. Within the pages of the two red albums he had glued items ranging from his elementary school report cards to letters from the War Department. There was also an array of love letters from girlfriends when he was in law school; surprisingly a considerable number and all tenderly written.

In another corner of the trunk, beneath a handful of small lead toy soldiers and a miniature train set, was a manila folder. Inside was a thick sheath of startling black pages against which bright white lettering lept out.4 The manuscript’s pages were akin to the dark purple mimeographed pages from my grade school days, the ones that stained my fingertips. It turned out that in 1937 my grandfather used a newfangled photostatic machine in his office to make a complete copy of the whaler’s handwritten manuscript. Bright and clear in its antipodal presentation, the white script against the black pages made for easy reading. There was also a map of the South Pacific in the same white-on-black presentation. I was now firmly sucked into my mother’s vortex, and for the next three months, I spent each morning painstakingly reading and transcribing the whaler’s manuscript. I read his handwriting slowly, parceling out scrawled words, clearly enunciating each one into my laptop’s microphone. Spring turned to summer. My wife and children thought I had gone daft. They frequently pointed out all the chores that needed to be done around the house. But they didn’t feel my filial debt and the legacy the endeavor represented. I understood their distaste for my compulsion but navigated it with my best equanimity. At last, the manuscript was completed, and the whaler’s story came to life.

Weeks rolled into months, and months into a couple of years, and between other life happenings, I read and reread the whaler’s tale. I lightly edited his account and then, curiosity aroused, I researched its underpinnings. I investigated the whaler’s friends and acquaintances, the nomenclature of distant South Pacific islands, whaling techniques, and even towns along the Peruvian coast. I contemplated certain assertions about events he witnessed, ships on the voyage, mutinies, and the inhabitants of various islands. Fortunately, as an alumnus of Yale’s School of the Environment, the university had blessed me with access to JSTOR, the online academic research library. Between JSTOR, Google, and various other online libraries, I delved far and wide, pursuing family connections, newspaper clippings, numerous arcane reference materials on whaling, the South Pacific, Baltimore, and other threads that presented themselves. With Ancestry.com I researched and tracked the whaler’s side of my family. I added background and context to his tale; then, no longer able to contain my curiosity, I followed a bit in his footsteps.

My inquisitiveness piqued by reading about distant lands and great adventures, I roused myself from the glowing screen of my laptop and decided it was time to venture out to experience what facets of my ancestor’s life I could. First, I visited Baltimore to walk its streets. I stood in front of long-gone addresses of where my family lived and worked. I wandered all around the Inner Harbor, focused on the remaining structures from the whaler’s era. With the USS Constellation in the background, I sat on the seawall and watched people stroll by. I mentally replaced their modern apparel with period garb and pushed them back in time. I breathed in the smells, walked the wharves, and tried to envision the city’s past.

I then expanded my efforts and visited New Bedford, Massachusetts, the whaling capital of the world in the nineteenth century. There, I had my mind blown by an incredible stroke of fortuitous circumstance, and in a way that rebounded directly into my mother’s work on our family history. My first intention was simply to see New Bedford, visit the national park site, and walk the town’s historic district. I wanted to see the old buildings, especially those that still had period features, such as gingerbread trimmings, widow’s walks, or windows of crown glass. I thought simply breathing in the salty air of Buzzards Bay and feeling the cobblestone streets underfoot would be enough. But, not wishing to miss an opportunity, I also called ahead to inquire about visiting the New Bedford Whaling Museum and their library, thinking I might as well combine some additional research with my visit. My call was rather stuffily answered by a man who asked me to state my purpose. Taken aback, I replied that I was researching an old manuscript and looking for background on several of the whaling ships named therein. The person answering the phone turned out to be the librarian, Mark Procknik, and after describing my interests, his attitude quickly warmed. “Indeed,” he chirped, “we have various lists and logs for some of the ships you mention.” He welcomed me to stop in, and we agreed on a date. So on a brisk, bright October morning, the type of day that has the last sailboats on Long Island Sound scurrying to their winter quarters, I drove north to Massachusetts.

Like so many New England towns, New Bedford is caught between its past, present, and some undetermined future. After taking I-95 and then heading east on I-195, one exits to drive south into town on Route 18. The historic town of New Bedford is to the right, while a great fleet of modern fishing boats is docked on the left by Fish Island. Modern, meaning they are of this century, but in fact the ships are all old and weathered. When I went, there were close to a hundred trawlers and draggers, each daubed with long rivulets of rust weeping from under their portholes and steel spars. In the older part of the city, William and Union Streets bracket Johnny Cake Hill and Acushnet Avenue. The blocks around the New Bedford Whaling Museum are crowded with iconic buildings, from the Seamens’ Bethel Church and the “Landing” to the shops on Water Street. Farther inland an array of vestigial Victorian houses stand side by side, testament to the wealth that ship owners and captains once brought to the city. Beyond lies the vaster surrounding area of weather-beaten homes, rusting cars, and squalid bars, complete with fake-brick asphalt siding. The largest stain on the town’s history, the infamous Big Dan’s Tavern in the North End, is long gone, but its social heirs remain.

I walked the neighborhood for a while before entering the grandiose Georgian redbrick museum with its octagonal cupola perched on top. Past several huge whale skeletons hanging from the steel rafters, I climbed the stairs to find hallways filled with lances, harpoons, and scrimshawed teeth. I made my way along a somnolent carpeted corridor lined with portraits of dark-jacketed and scowling sea captains. At the end was a set of heavy glass doors, gates to the library. They whispered open at my touch. The main reading room consisted of a half-dozen heavy oak tables surrounded by uncomfortable wooden chairs on a thick, cream-colored rug, and around the room’s perimeter were ship models in glass cases, one strikingly made entirely from ivory. In one corner stood an anachronistic, dusty gray 1970s-era microfiche machine. At the back of the room were several tall shelves filled with index books and a long desk, behind which the librarian waited. Mark greeted me in hushed tones and asked more specifically what I was looking for. I told him of my ancestor’s manuscript, naming him for the first time: Robert W. Armstrong.

“Ah, we know of Robert Armstrong quite well,” he said. “In fact, we have his logbooks.”5

I was stunned. My first thought was that it must be a different Armstrong. Surely it wasn’t that uncommon a name? Without seeming to notice my shocked expression, Mark led me around the room, showing me how the various indexes worked. “This one’s for newspapers, that one’s for logbooks, and we have another for port records,” he said, and explained the library’s system for requesting a document, microfiche, or book. He then pointed me toward a table where I might settle in. As I sat down and began pulling out my papers, Mark looked pointedly at the pen in my hand. “Sorry, you’re not allowed to use a pen in the room,” he said, “or even have it out on the desk.”

“Not even on my own papers?” I asked.

“No, sorry,” Mark said, adding that only #2 pencils were allowed, and he nodded toward a cup full of them on the librarian’s counter. He suggested I start by browsing the indexes to find out which nineteenth-century newspapers, books, or logbooks I might want to peruse regarding the various whaling ships I had mentioned.

With barely a nod, he then disappeared into the reference section of the library, or the stacks, on his way to get Armstrong’s logbooks. Meanwhile, I pulled out my notes chronologically listing certain proper names I had identified in the whaler’s text. Shortly, I moved over to a row of black leather-bound indexes and squatted on a very uncomfortable plastic stool to begin looking for my ancestor’s whaling ships, the Smyrna and the Isaac Howland.

After fifteen minutes or so, Mark silently appeared and tapped me on the shoulder. He motioned for me to join him back at my table, and there, wearing white cotton gloves, he laid out two logbooks that were indeed from my great-great-grandfather’s time. Neither was the whaling ship’s actual logbook as kept by the ships’ captains, but they were clearly Armstrong’s accounts. The first book was the size of a twentieth-century desk diary, each page roughly six by nine inches. I read through it for a while, rapt, and carefully examined some scribbled notations as well as two letters tucked inside. I soon realized it was itself a copy of one of Armstrong’s logs. Then I turned to the second book. This one was clearly his book, with his handwriting and marks. Tall and narrow, it was bound in cardboard and covered with a stained, pale cotton cloth. Whether the stains were blood or coffee, they gave the book an inauspicious appearance. Printed as an accountant’s book, its pages were horizontally lined but also had several vertically marked columns on the right side of each page for tallying. Portions of the book had been used upon Armstrong’s return to note customer accounts and sales in his Baltimore store. In other sections he had ignored these vertical lines and simply kept a diary covering his time upon first returning to Baltimore in 1859. I spent the rest of the afternoon laboriously photographing each page with my phone for later analysis and then reading several relevant newspaper articles on microfiche.

When I returned home, the two different books and their origins continued to fascinate me. In particular, the odd copied version intrigued me so much that I spent several days simply staring at old photographs and squinting at the appalling chicken-scratch while contemplating ancient family dynamics. In the end, I discovered that, upon Armstrong’s passing, his children split up his historical legacy, and three of the siblings took various documents as personal mementos. My great-grandmother, the eldest child, took his autobiographical manuscript; the youngest daughter, Jenny, took one logbook; and the youngest son, Gelston, took the other logbook. Decades later, Jenny was still interested enough in her father’s adventures that she borrowed Gelston’s logbook. She then made her own handwritten copy before she returned it. Many years later, in 2006, the year before she died, Jenny’s daughter-in-law, Mary McNeely Free, thoughtfully gave the two books to the New Bedford Whaling Museum. I can only bless her appreciation of history and belief in what to her then were distant and intangible family connections.

Back at home I returned to working on the manuscript, buoyed by the idea that others had also appreciated Armstrong’s account of his time at sea. The first step, after fully reviewing the two logbooks, was to sparingly add some of their content to fill out his entries, selectively incorporating a few sections where it seemed appropriate. Surrounded by related texts and parallel stories, I then decided it would enhance his tale if I broadened his story by including some of the historical background that would fill in some blanks and provide context. I enlarged my probe to a larger arc of the people, places, and ships’ names he listed. I found several historical accounts that augment his tale, including the logbook for the whaling ship he took home, the Isaac Howland. Written by the ship’s captain, Reuben Hobbs, the logbook was at the Nantucket Whaling Museum. The museum was just in the process of digitizing their collection, and their staff, Sara David, archive intern, and Amelia Holmes, the archivist, kindly moved it up the schedule so I could review it. I then returned to the black leather trunk in my mother’s closet and there found a few more hidden treasures. Nestled in the bottom was a Bible Armstrong had purchased on October 7, 1855, in Auckland, New Zealand.6 His inscription inside the front cover beckoned with a graceful cursive lettering: “In te, Domine speravi,” translated as “I put my trust in you, Lord.” Notes in the page margins portrayed his ecclesiastical interests. I also found a small memorial booklet prepared for the funeral service of his uncle, Thomas Armstrong. This helped clarify family history. Lastly, tucked in among other effects, I found a note left to Armstrong from his wife, and from this learned that she affectionately referred to him as “Rob,” so that’s the name I’ve used throughout the rest of this tale.

After three years of research, a larger and clearer story emerged. His account of the four and three-quarter years he spent on two whaling ships in the South Pacific and the four and a half years he spent logging in New Zealand is not just an incredible adventure story, but also a unique glimpse into a turbulent moment of populism and imperialism in American history. Beginning with his earliest days in Baltimore, his story is a timeless tale in the heart of American history about a human being who struggles with his personal demons, as we all do, and seeks to find purpose. Somewhere along the way, I too became ensnared and then enraptured by his epic adventure, his moral labyrinth, and his travels along—what might be termed—his own yellow-brick road.

In these subsequent pages, our duet continues with two chapters covering a short history of whaling and how the whaler’s family came to Baltimore. The whaler’s tale follows, intact. His original autobiographical text7 was first gently edited for grammar, clarity, and cohesion. Next, his text was augmented at intervals with some additional detail, segments from his logbooks or from Captain Hobbs’s logbook from the Isaac Howland. Then for verisimilitude and color, several of his chosen poems and lists, taken from his logbooks, were added. A few dates and current geographic names were also inserted along the way to help with temporal and geospatial tracking, and one paragraph (on the Ann Alexander) was moved in order to bring his recollections in line with fact. This expanded tale is then followed by several chapters exploring in greater depth the historic milieu of his experience. Finally, we conclude with a couple of chapters that probe his faith—the heart of the matter, our personal connection, the fate of our oceans, and illumine his life’s twilight.










Chapter 2 

A Primer in Whaling

Whales are a product of millions of years of evolution: the tricky biological mechanism whereby sex creates a constant re-mingling of genes, producing diverse individuals, each a unique answer to their world’s conditions. These “answers” are then winnowed down to those most successful by the process of natural selection. Winning designs ratchet forward through time while losers go extinct. Sometimes, though, the conditions overwhelm almost all designs, and evolution shifts from the gradual to the abrupt. One such event was the Chicxulub meteor, which smote the Yucatán sixty-six million years ago. Tidal waves, fire, and smoke—repercussions of its impact—darkened and cooled the earth, apparently wiping out most of the dinosaurs and bringing about the rise of mammals.1 From shrewlike ancestors, warm-blooded, live-bearing, hairy little creatures gradually diversified to fill an abundance of empty ecological niches left by the vanquished reptiles.

Roughly eight million years after the impact, whales split from their earthbound ancestors, the hooved ungulates such as cows, sheep, hippos, and deer, and began their journey back into the seas.2 At first, they likely spent their time in shallow rivers and estuaries, probably feeding on planktivorous fish. Even forty-seven million years ago, whale ancestors still had all four limbs, their tail was dorsoventrally orientated, and they came out of the water to give birth on land. They looked like giant, short-tailed crocodiles lurking in the mangroves, but with hooves instead of claws and fur instead of scales.3

Ten million years later, in the Eocene, an early whale was adapted to living in saltwater. It was characterized by a now horizontally flattened tail that looked like a modern fluke, disconnected tiny hind limbs of no real importance, large forelimbs with “hands” whose fingers were melded together to form fins, and an elongated body. Like a seal today, this creature was no longer capable of living on land.4 Over the next few millions of years, whale flukes continued to enlarge, their nostrils migrated to the top of their heads, and baleen evolved inside the mouths of one lineage so they could become filter-feeders. The toothed whale group—sperm whales, killer whales, and porpoises—split off just before this last trend, about thirty-five million years ago. The baleen whales then continued to branch out in their own great evolutionary tree. Today, the bowhead and right whales are viewed as one group, from which the gray, blue, and sei whales split off twenty-three million years ago, while the fin whales and humpbacks form a third group. Finally, the diminutive minke whales split off just nineteen million years ago into their own family.5

Over this arc of evolution, the great whales navigated the seas, evolved in their ecological niches, and delineated their geographical realms. While they faced predators and pathogens and endured stochastic events like El Niño, they were peacefully oblivious to the little monkeys scampering in the trees. But the monkeys evolved in parallel. Some turned into primates, and some primates evolved into Anthropocenes. For comparison, “Lucy,” the hominid, was wandering around just 3.5 million years ago. Finally though, a population of Anthroprocenes evolved into hominids who learned to hunt quite effectively.

No doubt far back in prehistory, humans scavenged and hunted marine mammals from shore. Archaeological finds indicate that indigenous people with access to the ocean have eaten or used marine mammals’ skins and bones for thousands of years, particularly pursuing seals, walruses, and smaller inshore whale types such as belugas and narwhals.6 The earliest such archaeological finds from this era include whalebone use, toggling harpoons, and boat parts made of whale skin. Scant evidence portrays a possible whaling tradition beginning to arise in the Bering Sea region and then slowly spreading to the Eastern Arctic. The expansion of shore-bound whaling activities to more regular offshore chases after great whales became evident around three thousand years ago as indigenous natives in northern Japan, Siberia, and Alaska went to sea to chase down nearshore bowhead, gray, and right whales. Using sealskin kayaks and tiny harpoons, they set off in their frail craft after the great beasts, eager for the meat and bone, but imperiled by weather and angered leviathans.

In one of the first documented accounts about European involvement, Thorfinn Karlsefne, a Norseman, mentions his people trying to eat a beached whale found on Cape Cod in 1008.7 It was so awful that they all got sick and angrily threw the remains back in the sea. However, by the twelfth century, Norsemen were killing, harvesting, and consuming whales with great relish off Greenland.8 No doubt fresh kills were healthier than rotted remains. The Basques were the first Europeans to harvest whales on a commercial basis. They supplied Europe with whale meat and oil from the Bay of Biscay beginning in the fourteenth century. Whale tongue was a highly sought epicurean delight for royal feasts.

After having exterminated the Atlantic gray whale, also known as the scragg whale, in the Eastern Atlantic by the 1580s, the Basques began crossing the Atlantic to pursue western right whales off the St. Lawrence River in Canada. The Dutch and English, with their greater experience in sailing and managing fleets, soon followed, and they quickly brought Basques on board as their skilled harpooners and lancers. The industry then expanded northward into the Arctic. By the summer of 1680, more than 188 whaling ships were gathered in the harbor at the town of Smeerenburg on the north shore of Spitzbergen.9

By the time of European colonization, the Native Americans of the New England coast had also advanced beyond scavenging for whales to actively hunting them offshore. There is a vague account of this from Florida in 1590, but it was more clearly witnessed by an unnamed English visitor to Nantucket in 1605. He reported that natives went “in company of their king with a multitude of their boats [to] strike a powdawe (indigenous term for a whale) with a bone made in fashion of a harping iron fastened to a rope, which they make great and strong of the bark of trees.”10 However, for the European colonists, whaling remained a scavenging effort until the 1660s, largely practiced on Cape Cod and Long Island, and to a lesser extent along the Delaware, Virginia, and North Carolina shores. Credited with being the first professional whaler, James Lopar was hired to move to Nantucket from Cape Cod in 1672 and teach residents the art of whaling. His salary was one-third the proceeds of any whale brought in.11

As with elephants, rhinos, and bison, soon whales were valued for more than their meat. It turned out that whale oil was better than bayberry candles; it was easier to light, lasted longer, and burned brighter. In an increasingly industrialized society, whale oil was also valuable as a lubricant. Economically driven, Nantucket’s considerable expertise in fishing evolved and shifted toward whaling. By 1715, there were half a dozen thirty- to forty-ton whaling vessels in the port, most with Native Americans as harpooners.12 This initial racial mutualism was key, for it paved the way for the industries’ future dealings with South Pacific islanders, freed slaves, and others who ultimately crewed its ships. Whaling was, from the beginning, a more egalitarian community than most.

Nantucket’s industry continued to expand, and in 1726, eighty-six whales were taken over the course of the year, though all still close to shore. They were then towed to the beach to be flensed, or cut up, and boiled down. The economic success of this small fleet soon brought more entrepreneurs to the effort, and by 1730 the fleet had expanded to 25 small sloops. There were 80 ships by 1756, and in 1775 Nantucket’s fleet surpassed 150 ships, bringing home 30,000 barrels of oil. That year also marked the moment the first ship crossed the equator to scout southern seas. The captain, fittingly named Uriah Bunker, returned home to accolades on the day of the battle of Lexington and Concord.

The American Revolution proved disastrous for the nascent whaling industry. The British navy took what they could, capturing or burning more than 134 of Nantucket’s fleet. Roughly 1,200 crew were impressed by the British or lost at sea. Among the 800 families on Nantucket, there were at least 202 widows in the late 1770s. The whaling industry, once the backbone of the island’s economy, simply died. A number of long-established whaling families, such as the Macys, broke up and left the island to seek employment elsewhere. There was no relief until after Cornwallis surrendered.

The whaling industry revived somewhat in the next decade and then began to prosper again—until the War of 1812. Again, British depredations stripped the sailors’ ranks and caused the loss of many ships. The Nantucket fleet, which had regrown to 116 ships by 1812, was reduced to only 23 tattered hulks by 1815, listlessly rotting in the harbor. However, with the conclusion of the war and a surge of whalers onto the Pacific Ocean, the industry blossomed into its “Golden Years.” This era truly began in 1818, the year that Captain George Gardner supposedly first sailed a whaler, the Globe of Nantucket, west around Cape Horn.13 By 1833, the American whaling fleet was mostly split between New Bedford and Nantucket and consisted of 392 ships crewed by 10,000 seamen. In 1844 the fleet had grown to 644 ships employing just more than 17,500 sailors. The heyday was roughly in 1847, two years before Rob sailed, when the fleet had grown to 722 ships. Of those, 254 whaling ships called New Bedford home, 75 hailed from Nantucket, 70 from New London, 62 from Sag Harbor, New York, and the rest from 30 other ports.

During Rob’s time at sea, New Bedford’s dominance continued to grow, and just before his return, New Bedford’s fleet peaked at 329 ships in 1857, employing 20,000 sailors. They accounted for 60 percent of the $20 million in capital invested in whaling. During these years, the markets also peaked. Sperm whale oil, which had been worth $0.73 per gallon in 1842, rose to $1.08 in 1849, the year Rob headed out. It crested at $1.77 in 1855 and dropped to $1.36 per gallon by the time he returned in 1859. As the price of oil continued to decrease in the late 1850s, several additional factors also portended the decline of the industry. Least surprising was that under a ruthless siege of the oceans it became harder and harder to locate whales. The financial returns thus declined as ships had to stay at sea longer and venture farther afield to find whales. Whalers then had to push dangerously deeper into polar ice packs.

In one of the greatest economic losses associated with the industry, virtually the entire Arctic whaling fleet was destroyed in the Bering Strait in the fall of 1871. An early fall freeze captured and crushed thirty-three ships. While the crews all managed to miraculously escape and make their way south that year on foot, the financial loss was immense. During the same period, it also became more difficult to find crews for the ships and more expensive to outfit them. The Gold Rushes of the 1850s, and subsequently the Civil War, depleted the manpower available to crew the ships, and since both historical events required lots of supplies, competition for equipment and food drove up outfitting costs.

One clear result was that in the post–Civil War years, ships sailed with increasingly diverse crews. Ships typically had a greater numbers of “beachcombers,” sailors who had deserted at some point to remain on a South Pacific island, as well as African Americans, native islanders, or kanakas, and a mix of others. As the Gold Rush, Civil War, and westward expansion all absorbed so many fit men, the crews of the 1860s and 1870s shifted to being generally less educated and less experienced. Thus, it’s easy to see why whaling toward the end of the nineteenth century was beset by financial woes associated with rising costs, decreasing returns, and scant human resources.

Even with these issues, though, bigger external forces were responsible for finally slamming the door shut on whaling’s heyday: the discovery of petroleum and the development of a refinery process. By 1906, the grand whaling fleet of the United States had effectively diminished to just forty-two vessels, and the last wooden ship washed up on the rocks at Cuttyhunk, Massachusetts, in 1924. Whaling’s second act, while brief, was one of steel, speed, exploding lances, and the near-final decimation of the greatest leviathans.

During Rob’s time, whalers focused on only a few of the roughly fourteen larger whale species. Initially, from the Colonial period until the early 1800s, American whalers chiefly sought the right, humpback, and sperm whales.14 The Atlantic’s population of the gray whale, the scragg whale, as noted had already been driven to extinction by the Basques more than a hundred years before. The cantankerous gray whale off the coast of California and its equally isolated population off Japan and Korea were already rare and had the bad habit of charging whaleboats when harpooned. The other speedy baleen whales, such as the blue or sulphur-bottomed whale, fin whales, and the smaller sei and minke whales, remained elusive until the still-distant future. The sail-powered nineteenth-century whaling ships, with their whaleboats propelled by blistered palms and bent backs, were simply no match for them. The last great whale, the bowhead whale, was a high Arctic species and heretofore had been fairly hidden except to indigenous hunters. Living north of the Bering Strait, it was only recognized and targeted beginning in the late 1850s.

Distressingly, whaling became truly untethered in the twentieth century.15 With oil fields opening across the nation, sperm whales lost their economic interest and baleen whales were again the target, but this time for their “whale bone” and meat. “Whale bone” was actually the baleen plates in their mouths, which were used in human goods where plastics or spring steel are employed today. Now sustained hunting shifted back to “inshore” species and brought the near annihilation of right and bowhead whales. Hunting for the remaining great baleen whales ratcheted up with high-powered harpoon guns and factory ships. In the final push, the blue, fin, and sei whales that had swum too fast for Rob’s ships were now the quarry of modern high-speed diesel-engine boats. Coupled with ice-breaking steel hulls, the specter of death now penetrated the great whales’ last refugia, the polar regions. Following a brief respite, as the world waged war in the 1940s, the gears of commerce shifted higher again in the 1950s and 1960s. In the last throes, an ethnocentric Asian, Russian, and Norwegian predilection for whale meat led to the decimation of the remaining populations of the humpback, blue, and fin whales.

This final era of whaling heralded the ultimate “tragedy of the commons.” Coined by ecologist Garrett Hardin in 1968, the phrase reflects the historical concern for overgrazing by a few egocentric livestock owners in early New England’s “common” pastures. More pointedly, it describes the result of selfish individuals who seek to gain disproportionate benefits by depleting a public resource at the expense of others. Indeed, by the mid-twentieth century, there was no material need or economic rationale for taking whales. Rather, it was done by a number of nations to protect and project their self-identity.16

Surprisingly, some still regaled in the macho aspects of the hunt. Ironically, even as late as 1954, famed explorer Roy Chapman Andrews, at that time the director of the American Museum of Natural History, exalted at the opportunity to hunt whales, declaring that each kill “was always tremendously exciting.”17 Best known for finding fossil dinosaur eggs in the Gobi Desert, he was the “scientist” aboard the ship off Alaska that brought back the great blue whale that hangs in the museum to this day. Fortunately, other scientists intervened, such as Scott McVay, a board member of the World Wildlife Fund I met early in my career.18 As it became clear by the 1960s that several whale species were headed to extinction, the bureaucratic International Whaling Commission (IWC) finally moved to begin curtailing the take. Created in the 1930s but put on hold through World War II, the IWC reemerged as a nominal force in 1946. However, the commission was racked by politics and disinformation, and it wasn’t until 1964, when Scott McVay and other scientists, and not politicians, finally managed to set the quotas, that limits were placed on the slaughter. It was almost too late. The blue whale population was reduced to barely a few thousand. Even then, while most nations ended their whaling efforts, a few continued, and the Soviet Union and Japan tripled their harvests through the late 1960s until a full moratorium was at last imposed.










Chapter 3 

Reivers in Baltimore

The Armstrongs arrived in Baltimore at the dawn of the nineteenth century, still questing for a home of their own in the wake of their Scottish clan’s diaspora three hundred years previously. With the curiosity one inevitably has about ancestors, and naturally trying to envision the genetic stock of Rob’s traits, I dug into his roots with limited success. It is said the Armstrongs began with Macbeth. In 1040, Earl Macbeth, a powerful but discontent nobleman, slew Scotland’s King Duncan and chased his son Malcom to England. Siward Fairbairn, a Dane whose daughter was married to King Duncan, was then asked by King Edward the Confessor to help his father-in-law. Soon he rode north with Malcom to confront Macbeth. Malcom’s horse was killed in battle and the young king surrounded, but luckily Siward Fairbairn immediately grasped Malcom by his thigh and set him upon another horse, and together they persevered to victory. For this assistance at such a critical moment, King Edward rewarded him lands on the border, and to perpetuate the memory he gave him the appellation of “Armstrong.”1 In fact, we really only know that the Armstrongs originated in the backwater of the forests near Ousby, about fifteen miles south of Scotland.2 Beginning in the thirteenth century, the clan shifted north and thrived for hundreds of years by “reiving” in what then were known as the “Debatable Lands.” Their hallmark, not an honorable one, was to slip back across the border and plunder the English countryside. Over time the Armstrongs became the largest and toughest of the “reiving” clans. However, with James VI’s ascension in 1603 astride both the Scottish and English thrones, the king vowed to clean up and pacify the borderlands. With swift action and two armies at his call, he had the Armstrongs’ castles torn down and the remaining clan members hunted down and executed. Hundreds were killed, while many others fled to northern Ireland. The last clan chief, who was holed up in the hills, was dragged out of his lair and hanged in Edinburgh in 1610.3

In any event, after two hundred years, the family emerges from the ancestral mists on a gravestone in Baltimore, in an emigration record, and in a small printed booklet entitled Discourse at his Funeral.4 From this and other records,5 we know that William and Jane Armstrong were both born around 1760 and emigrated in 1799 from Sligo, Ireland. It remains unclear so far from whom this first William is exactly descended. However, an earlier William Armstrong, who was a grandson of John Armstrong of Gilnockie, notably left Scotland as the borderlands were being “cleansed” and settled in Fermanagh, Ireland, which neighbors Sligo. He is credited with “founding a large family with numerous branches.”6 We do know though that William and Jane married and came to the United States on a packet from Liverpool, and they had three sons: Thomas, who was born in 1790, Robert in 1793, and William in 1796. By 1800 William, the father, is listed in the Baltimore
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