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Cod, God, Country and Family

The Portuguese Newfoundland Cod Fishery

Sally C. Cole

McMaster Liniversity

ABSTRACT Why the Portuguese Newfoundtand cod fleet persisted in dory fishing until the,
‘fate 19605, wher the superior productivity of trawler fishing was well known, is examined .
from three points of view: the state’s, the merchant-owners® and the fishermen’s. It is argued
that industrial technology was not adopted because none of the three parties involved per-
ceived that the new technology would be advantageous to their interests. Archives of state
and industry records and interviews with cod fishermen are the sources used to argue that
production was increased instead through the extraction of unremunerated effort from the
fishermen. A case study of fishermen from one village and two oral narratives document
the dorymen’s experience.

Introduction

The abundance of cod on the Grand Banks appears to have been known to the
Portuguese by 1472 and maps of the period identify Newfoundland as “Codfish
Land” (Terra dos Bacalhaus). The Portuguese discovery of the Grand Banks cod
occurred as part of their search for a sea route to Asia and Portpguese knowledge
of Newfoundland preceded by several vears John Cabot’s sotcalfed discovery
of the territory for King Henry VII of England in 1497.} Between 1510 and 1525
the Portuguese attempted to found a colony in Atlantic Canada the exact loca-
tion of which has not been determined but is thought to have been either in the
Bay of Fundy (Baia Funda) or on Cape Breton Island. In any event it was short-
lived. The Portuguese are also thought to have attempted settlement on Sable
island in 1567-68, In 1567, the King of Portugal, Dom Sebastifo sought nomina-
tions for a man to hold the post of civil governor of Newfoundland (Térra Nova)
suggesting a Portuguese interest in claiming sovereignty over the territory (An-
derson and Higgs 1976; Azevedo 1982; Manso and Cruz 1984). But during the
sixteenth century Portuguese interest in finding an Atlantic route to Asia
declined in part due to the successes of the annual India fleet thit sailed around
the African coast and in part due to thelosses of men and boats and the apparent
desolation of the North American Atlantic coast. The one attraction of the
North Atlantic was the codfish. Salted and dried it was portable, longlasting,
and a valued source of protein for the predominantly agricultural country.
Portugal and France pioneered the trans-Atlantic fishery at the beginning of
the sixteenth century and were joined by English fishing boats only in the 1570s.
Portugal formally launched its cod fishery in 1301 and by 1506 the king, Dom
Manuel, had regulated the collection of cod tithes. By 1578, although fewer in
number than the French, the Portuguese cod fleet was larger than the English
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‘asignificant element in the sixteenth century cod fishery (Innis 1940; Man-
atkharn 1987).2 The Portuguese also had abundant sources of salt
‘especially in the Aveiro area and they carrifad on a s.ignificant trade in salt on
‘the 'n'd:;B'a'nks. The northern ports of Ayelro and Viana do Castello prospered
fid some historians believe that by 1550 in these two ports there were between
100 and 150 ships outfitted for the Newfoundland fishery (Amzalak 1923; Cente-

- 1940; Mouro 1985). Like the French, Basque, and English fleets, the Por-
tuguese fished in coastal waters and landed for fresh water, bait, and food. The
Portuguese concentrated on the Avalon Peninsula, fished from April to July,
and preserved their fish “green” or simply salted. By 1572 a commercial seca
(fish-drying enterprise) was established in Aveiro where the salted green New-
foundiand cod was sun-dried. By the third-quarter of the sixteenth century, the
Portuguese fleet annually produced 3000 tons of fish and generated an average
of 100 cruzados in revenue to the state through taxation, a considerable amount

for the period. By this time cod had become a staple in the Portuguese diet
(Azevedo 1982}, :

ties between Spain and England contributed to the harassment of the Portuguese
fleet by the English in St. John's harbour, which the Portuguese used asa fishing
base. in 1582, they suffered from the piracy of Richard Clarke, and Portuguese
fishermen were among those who accepted Sir Humphrey Gilbert’s proclama-
tion on 5 August 1583 that established Newfoundland as the property of Queen
Elizabeth I. The Portuguese continued to fish off the coast of Newfoundland
but they no longer landed, as they had formerly, at the coves between Bonavista
and Cape Race, and between 1614 and 1620 there were violent clashes between
English and Portuguese fishermen (Prowse 1895). By the time Portugal regained
independence from Spain in 1640, England had firm control over the Newfound-
land fisheries and the Portuguese fleet had been largely destroyed in the Spanish
Armada and through English piracy. The silting over of Aveiro, the major Por-
tuguese port, also contributed to the decay of the cod fleet. By the mid-
seventeenth century, Portugal had abandoned the Newfoundland fishery and
passed from being a major producer to being a major importer of cod.? Not
until almost two centuries later did Portugal attempt to revive its Newfoundland
fishery (see Table 1)

New interest in the Newfoundland fishery began in 1829 when the Portuguese
consul in North America sent a directive home urging that the cod fishery be
revived. By 1835, a small company based in Lisbon, the Companhia de Pescarias
Lisbonense, had equipped nine vessels for the cod fishery and by 1848 it had
nineteen vessels and emploved 325 men, The company disbanded, however, in
1857. For a few years after 1866, a company based on the Azores sent two vessels
to Newfoundland, but this effort too. was short-lived. Then, in 1886, Mariano
& Irmaos, a company in Figueira da Foz, outfitted two vessels for the Newfound-
land cod fishery and the following vear ten boats from Lisbon accompanied
them. These twelve vessels constituted the entire Portuguese cod fleet at the be-
ginning of the twentieth century. Annual cod production was little more than

In 1580 Portugal was annexed to Spain under Phillip IT and subsequent hostili-

Table 1. The Portuguese Cod Fleet from the I6th to the 20th Century.

Year No. of Boats No. of Men
6th Century:
1550 150+
1578 30
17th and 18th Centuries**
none by 1640
19th Century: ,
1835
1848 19 328
1857 g
1866 2
1386
1887 12
1896 12
20th Century {up to 1929
and the New Stateh "
1503  Whdld ot 462
1903 &
1810 28 1 949
1915 38
1920 30
1925 44

. Amzalak {1923), Leone {1903), Moutinho (1985), Souto (1914). '
fou;?:;gous sour((:es mlntion thz(at there were between 100 and 150 ships ou.tfitteck for-' the cod fish-
ery in the ports of Aveiro and Viano do Castelo. This number seems disproportionately large
and it is now known how many actually went 1o Newfoundland that year. _
*+ This hiatus in the development of the Portuguese cod fleet was due largely to destruction of

the fleet in the Spanish Armada.
**+The 1903 cod fleet included the first vessel from Aveiro in over 300 years; the rest of the fleet

was from Figueira da Foz. In the twentieth century, Aveiro emerged again as'the major port for
the cod fleet.

2,000 tons, and more than 22,000 tons of cod were ingported. By 1925 the ﬂefet
had increased to forty-four ships. Domestic produ.ctaon had doubled but stzl}l
only represented 12 percent of the cod consumed in the cguntry (see(;fa;)]es
and 2). Portugal was one of the largest consumers of coFl in the world. 1t waﬁ
a maritime nation with a strong tradition of fishing but its cod fleet was sma
ctive. .

?ngsr?cii?xd(‘:ver the low productivity of the domestic fleet and the hl‘gh volume
of cod imporis led the Portuguese state in l:h.e 1930sto Elndertake amajor restéu;é
turing of the fishery and by 1965, domestic production of cod represente
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Table 2. Domestic Production as a Percentage of Total Volume of Cod Consumed, 1900-1980.

Year Vol. of Vol. of Total Vol Domestic Cod
Domestic Cod (tons) as % of Total
Production Imported Yolume
{(tons) (tons}

1900 2,313 22,086 24,399 9

1905 2,480 22,238 24,718 10

1910 4,913 - - -

1615 3,899 22,575 26,474 15

1920 1,678 31,268 32,946 5

1925 5,032 35,619 40,651 iz

193¢ 3,559 40,830 44,389 8

1935 9,372 43,441 52,813 8

1940 20,541 27,578 48,119 43

1945 28,309 9,238 37,547 75

1950 51,472 23,426 74,898 69

1955 68,537 18,954 87,491 78

1960 61,787 20,285 82,072 73

1963 65,726 20,697 86,423 76

1970 59,201 38,501 97,702 61

1975 33,693 46,130 79,823 42

1980 17,746 25,035 42,781 41

Source: Amzalak (1923}, Azevedo (1982), Centeno (1940), GANPB (1952/ 53.1970/71), Moutinho
(1984), Silva (1957), Souto (1914).

percent of consumption. Unlike other countries such as France, however, Portu-
gal increased cod production not through the development of trawler-fishing but
instead through elaboration of the traditional line-fishing from one-man dories
(a pesca a linha). The state sponsored the design and construction of a new type
of vessel, the “motor-ship” (navio-motor), especially for dory fishing. Archival
records show, however, that the first trawler was used in the Portuguese fleet as
early as 1938 and that the relative advantages of trawlers were generally ac-
knowledged even at that time: trawlers had greater carrying capacity, increased
production, required fewer men, and could make two annual voyages. But trawl-
ers were not widely used in the Portuguese cod fleet until the late 1960s.

My objective in this paper is to examine the reasons the Portuguese persisted
in dory fishing. Written documentation of the twentieth century cod fishery has
been controlled by the state, however, and tends to defend the policies and initia-
tives of the state. Most of the sources that exist are annual reports of state-
sponsored associations or commissions or are documents written by officials
responsible for the cod fleet. An additional problem with sources is that there
has been little written from the perspective of the dorymen themselves. For this
reason, in 1988, in conjunction with archival research, 1 undertook fieldwork
in Vila da Praia (a pseudonym), a fishing village on the north coast of Portugal
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where 1 had previously conducted extensive research in the local fishery during
1984-85. My earlier research focussed on the women of the community who
were, or had been, active in fishing, fish-selling and the production of seaweed
fertilizer, During my work with the women I had learned that almost all of their
husbands had made numerous voyages to the Newfoundland fishery ( “eos Ban-
cos ™). 1 resolved at that time that [ would return to the community to interview
the men about their experience as Grand Banks dorymen, and this is what I un-
dertook during the summer of 1988, In this paper, based on both interviews and
archival sources, I consider the development of the twentieth century cod fishery
from the points of view of the three major actors involved in the fishery: the
state, the merchant-owners of the cod fleet, and the fishermen.* I begin, howev-
er, with the narratives of two Vila da Praia fishermen, Joaquim and Manuel,
who will introduce us to the experience of the dorymen.

“It was a slave’s life”: Narratives of Two Dorymen
Joaquin’®

Yoaquim, like the majority of Vila da Praia fishermen, has made numerous
voyages to the Newfoundland cod fishery. He owns his own boat, the Trés Mar-
igs, and fishes daily with a partner who is also a boat-owner. The men fish one
week in one man’s boat and the next week in the other man’s boat; each brings
his own geat, nets, traps or lines depending on the season. “Thisiway we are equal
to one another,” they say. Their wives also work together on the beach. They
unioad the boat, sort the fish, sell some directly to neighbours on the beach,
and auction the remaining fish in the Jofa (fish auction) to local women fish ven-
dors or to merchants who come from the nearby cities of Matosinhos and Porto.
The wives keep an account book of all expenses and earnings of the fishing oper-
ation and every Saturday the two couples get together and divide the week’s
earnings equally between them. They maintain equitable relations between the
two households by having an equal investment of capital and Iabour.

Joaquim and his wife Maria consider that they have a strong marriage and
view themselves as partners in the household fishing enterprise. In Vila da Praia
they are known as hard workers; when they are not working on the beach, they
are making or mending nets in the yard outside their house. They have six chil-
dren, three sons and three daughters, The daughters all work as seamstresses in
a nearby garment factory, two sons work in house construction, and one son
is a fisherman. Two daughters and a son live at home and hand over their wages
to their mother to manage for the household.

Joaquim remembers:

I made my first voyage to Terra Nova in 1958. I was nineteen years old, a pobre, and had
just married. My wife was seventeen and pregnant, I knew that I would not be able to support
a family by fishing in Vila da Praia. I wanted to go to the cod fishery (a pesca do bacalhau)
to earn money. I also wanted to avoid the army. I wanted to be earning money for my wife
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makes this an informative and worthwhile purchase for anyone interested in maritime
history. Its relevance goes far beyond the history of Ireland to include aspects of European
history. ‘

Trevor Lummis

PLATTEALU, J-Ph The Penetration of Capitalism into Small-Scale Third World Fisher-
ies: An Investigation of Historical Processes and Organizational Forms. Cahiers de la
Faculté des Sciences Economigues et Sociales de Namur. Série Recherche 82. Facultés
Notre Dame de la Paix, 1988. 46 p., table, bibliography.

This compact and readable synthesis is very timely for students of traditional and mod-
ern fisheries as well as economic processes and development policies. The study is com-
parative and treats fisheries as complex systems. For many case studies Platteau isolates
elements of fishing systems from developing nations around the world to analyze the
relatonships among them. States have preferred to support industrial over small-scale
fisheries. The ultra-modern industrial sector has not threatened the viability of small
producers where links have developed to incorporate them into the world market. Indus-
trial and household producers operate by different rationales, but far from reactionary
conservative traditionalists, artisanal fisheries, especially when supported or not hin-
dered by national policies, have adopted innovations which have proven more successful
in many ways than the industrial sector. Platteau reveals the intricate relationships among
economic, political, historical, institutional, cultural, and ecological factors and suggests
several general hypotheses relevant to fisheries evervwhere,

E. Paul Durrenberger
University of lowa
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