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Colony rode to wealth on the whale’s back
After the arrival of the Third Fleet, a whaling station was built at
Mosman Bay but the industry grew so large, stocks were decimated
within a few lucrative decades, writes Isobel King.
CATCHING a glimpse of
migrating whales off the coast of
Sydney is an exhilarating rarity,
yet few people appreciate that
whaling was the lifeblood of the
new colony during the first few
decades of settlement.
While the history of whaling in
NSW is sketchy, what is certain is
that whales were abundant and
their fate was sealed with the
arrival of the Third Fleet, when
enterprising merchants saw the
untapped potential of new
hunting grounds. It is estimated
that about one-third of the
convict transports and store ships
sent before 1800 were British
whaling ships under charter.

This 1791 letter from Thomas
Melville, captain of the whale
ship Britannia, to his British
masters describes the sight that
must have greeted most vessels
approaching the new colony.
‘‘Within three leagues of the
shore, we saw sperm whales in
great plenty. We sailed through
different shoals of them from
12 o’clock in the day till sunset,
all round the horizon as far as
I could see from the masthead.
In fact, I saw very great
prospects in making our fishery
upon this coast and establishing
a fishery here.’’
Five of the ships transporting
convicts in the Third Fleet

returned to sea almost
immediately to make their
fortunes on the back of the whale.
By the early 1800s, Sydney Cove
had become a hub for the whale
and seal trade around the
southern coasts, with ships
coming and going at Bennelong
Point and Cockle Bay. Blubber
was melted down to produce the
fatty oil needed for lamps,
spermaceti was used for candles,
and whalebone for corsets.
However, it was only when the
early colonists found their feet
that locals got in on the act. The
first locally built deep-sea
whaling vessel was launched in
Sydney in 1805.

Relocated ... the whaling station at Mosman was originally in Sydney
Cove until the smell became unbearable.
‘‘It was a very noisy and smelly
business though,’’ says Geoff
Ross, the co-ordinator of marine
fauna programs with the
National Parks and Wildlife

Service. When the Herald caught
up with him, he was fresh from
the unenviable task of removing
the dead humpback whale from
the ocean pool at Newport beach.

Ross says the smell eventually
led to the relocation of the
whaling base from Sydney Cove
across the harbour to Mosman.
In 1831, Archibald Mosman
and John Bell were given grants
of land in Mosman Bay –
including the site of the present
ferry wharf – to establish a
whaling station, which was
completed two years later.
While attempts were made to
set up minor whaling
operations at coves around the
harbour, it seems Mosman was
the only enduring success.
The author of Mosman: A
History, Gavin Souter, says it was
the mooring base for large
whaling vessels that would bring
their catches to shore. The
whalers would go to sea for
months and return with a mix of
blubber and oil. Ship repairs
would take place at Mosman, as

well as the smelly boiling down
and casking of oil.
While there were undoubtedly
chances to snare the odd whale
that drifted into the harbour, this
would have been rare.
‘‘Shore-based whaling in
Sydney Harbour itself would
have been small scale, irregular
and opportunistic from 1792
right through the 19th century,’’
says Mark Staniforth, an adjunct
senior research fellow at Monash
University’s school of geography
and environmental science.
‘‘When a whale entered the
harbour, someone would have
tried to harpoon it.’’
With the industry in decline –
whale numbers devastated by
decades of overfishing –
Archibald Mosman sold his
whaling interests in 1838.
The only remaining building
of the original whaling station is

The Barn, in Avenue Road, which
now houses a scout group.
Ross says the main whale
species ‘‘hammered’’ by early
whalers was the southern right.
‘‘It was slower in the water and
would come closer to shore,
making it an easy target,’’ he
says. When numbers were
reduced to the hundreds,
attention moved to the
humpback, which was more
aggressive and harder to catch.
On a more heartening note,
Ross says whale numbers along
the east coast are increasing at a
healthy rate: humpbacks are
recovering at an annual rate of
about 14 per cent; the southern
right, about 7 per cent.
‘‘The southern right loves warm,
shallow waters. We’re probably
going to see a lot more returning to
Botany Bay and around Middle
Harbour,’’ he says.

A gnawsome life
immersed in danger
Valerie Taylor began educating the public about the underwater world
in the ’70s, and her passion hasn’t waned, writes Owen Thomson.

Hike ambassador ...
Matt Tomaszewski.
Photo: Domino Postiglione

Documentary maker inspires his audience to love the environment
AS DREAM jobs go, it’s hard to
beat being a documentary
maker for National Geographic
and the Discovery Channel,
among others. And Matt
Tomaszewski should know.
Having received widespread
critical acclaim for his marine,
science and remote-adventure
films, the 41-year-old Sydneysider has attained what many
would consider to be the
ultimate job.
‘‘I’ve been to some of the

most amazing places in the
world and met some amazing
people,’’ the international
award-winner says. ‘‘It’s an
amazing honour and it
absolutely is the dream job.’’
With an environmentalscience background,
Tomaszewski describes his
transformation into
environmental storyteller as
an organic process.
‘‘I was lucky because
through understanding

science, I was able to translate
these, often really complex,
messages into something
people could understand and
appreciate,’’ he says. ‘‘What
the environmental science
gave me was this really
distinct perspective.
‘‘In TV-land, you can’t go
around brandishing a lecture
about environmentalism, but
what you can do is inspire
people to fall in love with
the environment.’’

Harbour Hike ambassador. ‘‘I
grew up in Mosman Bay in a
very maritime family, and I had
this amazing childhood
literally immersed in the
harbour,’’ he says.
‘‘I spent pretty much every
day in it, on it, or by it in some
capacity ... It is the greatest
harbour in the world. It is such
a valuable resource that all of
us need to be aware of it and do
what we can to look after it.’’
Owen Thomson

Tomaszewski says a
strategic approach is a must
for getting messages across.
‘‘You’ve got to disguise your
environmental messages
within other stories,’’ the
father-of-two says. ‘‘Stories
that touch people’s hearts and
that people can relate to are
the greatest tool. I kind of
describe it as a Trojan horse.’’
Having grown up near
Sydney Harbour, it was natural
for Tomaszewski to be a

TO AUSTRALIANS of a certain
vintage, Valerie Taylor certainly
needs no introduction.
An internationally renowned
scuba-diving exponent, sharkresearch pioneer and
underwater photographer,
Valerie, along with her husband
Ron, became household names
in the 1970s, their daring
underwater exploits educating a
fascinated public on the
wonders and perils of the
undersea world.
‘‘I had the best life of anybody
I know – I’ve been incredibly
fortunate,’’ the 76-year-old
says. ‘‘A lot of people don’t
realise that it’s easier to scuba
dive or snorkel than it is to walk.
I just think I’m one of the
luckiest people around.’’
Without doubt, Taylor’s
defining career moment came
in 1971 while filming the classic
Blue Water, White Death in the
Indian Ocean. There, about
100 kilometres off shore, she
and Ron decided to abandon the
security of their shark cage
while surrounded by hundreds
of the world’s most dangerous
sharks – the oceanic whitetip.
‘‘I thought I was going to die,
but I wasn’t afraid,’’ she recalls of
the moment. ‘‘I just went out with
a stick and spun in circles hitting
them. These sharks have killed
people by the hundred when
ships have sunk, so to do that and
live I think was possibly the most
important single thing Ron and I
have ever done as far as showing
the general population that you
could do something you thought
was impossible.
‘‘It made both of us world
famous. It also showed hundreds
of thousands of divers and
snorkellers around the world

Jaw-dropping ... Valerie Taylor, seen here in the 1970s, believes
Sydney Harbour is the most beautiful in the world. Photo: Ron Taylor
that they could make a place for
themselves in the pack and enjoy
it, and do it day after day.’’
Today, Taylor’s love of sharks is
as strong as ever.
‘‘They’re a fascinating beast,’’
she says. ‘‘When you see a great
white shark swimming towards
you smiling that smile, you’re
looking at an animal that doesn’t
see you as a superior being. He
sees you as a curiosity,
something to be investigated. Of
course, once he investigates you
you’re doomed because they

don’t have hands, just teeth. But
if that happens to me, I just push
it aside and show no fear. They
don’t expect that. It’s worked
every time so far.’’
A staunch advocate of marine
conservation, Taylor’s role as a
2012 Harbour Hike ambassador
is both fitting and deserved.
‘‘It is, without doubt, the most
beautiful harbour in the world,’’
she says. ‘‘For its size, I’d also say
it’s the cleanest. The harbour is
in good shape, but we need more
totally protected marine areas.’’

Brush up on your knowledge to blitz the checkpoint quiz
AT CHECKPOINTS along the
walk, participants can test their
knowledge of the harbour and
its marine life by completing a
quiz. Here’s a chance to cram
before the day.
How long does water remain in
Sydney Harbour before being
flushed out to sea?
This question has long fascinated
marine scientists. If we know how
long a ‘‘drop’’ of water takes to
leave the harbour, we can predict
the effects of contaminants,

weeds, fish migration and a range
of other important processes.
Flushing, however, will vary
considerably in different parts of
the harbour. For instance, the
flushing rate of the upper reaches
of the Parramatta River is about
113 days, while water in Middle
Harbour is flushed out to sea in
about 42 days. It can take
about 67 days for a drop of
water near the opera house to
reach the open ocean. Even the
simplest questions can lead to
complex answers!

How much of Sydney Harbour
is ‘‘unnatural’’?
Like all coastal cities, Sydney
is continually changing the
natural boundaries of its iconic
waterway. Reclamation and
modification of the harbour
started soon after colonial
settlement. Most reclamation,
however, was conducted
between 1922 and 1955, when
534 hectares was turned
into new land. Since then,
more than 1135 hectares
of valuable waterfront property
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has been constructed, mostly
in areas west of the Sydney
Harbour Bridge. Additionally,
almost 50 per cent of the
shoreline now consists of
artificial breakwalls, piers,
jetties and other structures.
Although many of these
artificial walls are made from
sandstone, such as that which
makes up the cliffs of North
Head, they provide a markedly
different habitat for the
animals you would usually find
along Sydney’s shoreline.

How deep is Sydney Harbour?
Being a port, it’s important to
understand how depth changes
throughout the harbour,
otherwise known as its
‘‘bathymetry’’. In several parts of
the main harbour, it can be as
deep as 45 metres. In other
areas, it can be very shallow. For
example, the Sow and Pigs Reef,
in the middle of the main
harbour north of Rose Bay, can
be as shallow as one to two
metres. In areas west of the
Harbour Bridge, depths are

generally about 15-25 metres,
however there is a 45-metre hole
just north of the Finger Wharves.
How many fish species are in
the harbour?
The Australian Museum, in
collaboration with other
scientists from the Sydney
Institute of Marine Science
(SIMS), have recorded and
documented 587 species of fish
that either live in Sydney
Harbour or pop in for a visit. One
of these, the Sydney scorpionfish,

Scorpeanopsis insperatus, can
only be found in the harbour.
This list comes from the
Australian Museum’s Fish
Collection, which is expanding as
new species are found.
What is the most significant
marine research organisation
for Sydney Harbour?
SIMS is the state’s largest
marine-research organisation,
with laboratories and aquariums
at Chowder Bay, Mosman, a
heritage-listed, natural

bushland site on the harbour’s
shores. Chowder Bay was named
after whalers who made
chowder from the bay’s seafood.
Sydney Harbour is Australia’s
largest and most iconic
urbanised estuary. This makes
SIMS an ideal place from which
to understand and help manage
the pressures of urbanisation on
the harbour and coastal
ecosystems. To find out more
about SIMS and the Sydney
Harbour Research Program,
see sims.org.au.
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