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Right whale, Eubalaena glacialis, sightings in Cape Cod waters 

William E. Schevill, Karen E. Moore, and William A. ·watkins 

Abstract 

Sightings of right whales, Eubalaena glacialis, in Massachusetts 

waters have been recorded by workers at Woods Hole Oceanographic 

In stitution since 1955. These observations do not represent a census, 

because emphasis was placed on studying the whales• underwater sounds and 

other activities. The number of yearly sightings varied from 2 to 165. 

Observations were made from aircraft, boats, and occasionally from shore. 

Key Words: 
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Since January 1955 we have recorded sightings of Euba laena glacialis, 

the northern right whale, off Massachusetts. Our interest in these whales 

includes listening to and recording their vocal and other sounds, feeding 

and other behavior, and seasonal and geographic distribution. In general, 

we search until we find whales and then usually stay with them as long as 

possible. We do not try to count all the whales around, and so this 

record is not a census. This we emphasize, because in recent years others 

have been engaged in serious attempts at a census. The total sightings 

listed here tell only how many Eubalaena we observed while engaged · in our 

studies. In each year we worked in the area both earl ier and later than 

our right whale sightings. In 1957 , 1967, 1968, 1969, and 1971 we ·have 

no sightings because of other activities which prevented our looking for 

whales. 

Because of our strong acoustic interests, we prefer quiet weather f or 

our boat work; rough seas, wind, and rain all interfere noisily with 

listening. Quiet weather is also favorable for aerial observation and 

photography. As a result, we have few sight ings in bad weather, w~i c h 

further skews our counts away from a proper census. 

It soon became apparent that we could sometimes dist inguish indivi dual 

Eubalaena by differences in the cephalic excrescences often called 

••callos iti es", and also by occasional irregularities in the skin color. 

Although the skin is generally nearly black, some of these whales have 

pale, even white, markings; occasionally these were enough to distinguish 
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individuals in small groups. The excrescences on the head seem more 

useful, since all Eubalaena have them. We have found some that we thought 

were recognizable over a few years. Other students (Klumov 1962; Payne 

1974, 1976) have had the same experience, and have catalogued as many as 

several hundred individuals in other populations~ It is not yet 

established how long these distinctive markings persist unchanged. It 

appears that the conspicuous patterns seen on the heads of Eubalaena are 

largely due to the presence of the brighter colored cyamids. These are 

not sessile, and seem to do an appreciable amount of wandering. While 

their distribution is related to th~ roughened areas of the excrescences, 

they are not inflexibly limited by these, and we suppose that the sharp 

and conspicuous outlines are subject to change in detail. It is also not 

established whether these cephalic patterns are individually unique. 

Nevertheless, these patterns, and to a lesser extent the pigment 

variations, over short time spans and in small groups can be useful to 

observers trying to distinguish individual whales. 

Eubalaena glacialis were numerous in these waters when Europeans came 

in the XVI century. Just how numerous seems impossible to determine. The 

best we can do is to utilize the chronicles painstakingly compiled by G.M. 

Allen (1916, pp. 131-141, 146, 158-160), although they contain little 

information on actual numbers of whales in the region. In December 1620 

during the six weeks (21 Nov. to 26 Dec. 1620, new style) that the 

Mayflowe~ lay in Cape Cod Hbr. (Provincetown), Bradford reported that ••we 

saw daily great whales, of the best kind for oil and bone, come close 

aboard our ship, and, in fair weather, swim and play about us ... Not much 
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in the way of actual numbers turns up until January 1700, when it was 

stated that "all the boats rourid [Cape Cod Bay] killed twenty nine whales 

in one day'' . This implies that a considerably larger number was there, 

but no figure for this is even hinted at, nor do we know the number of 

boats involved ; we ha~e the catch, but no data on the effort. The maximum 

number caught in a single day at Nantucket was eleven, and the record 

seasonls catch there ·was 86 whales in 1726. After this the local New 

England right .whale fishery declined. By about 1730 these whales were 

reported ~s scarce, presumably from overfishing. Even after the fishing 

effort was reduced (and nearly terminated) these whales remained scarce , 

as they still are now after some 75 years of essentially no hunting . They 

have probably never been totally absent from our waters , even though we 

had not heard of them here between 1916 and 1955. It was undoubtedly a 

mistake to speak as we did of "The return of the r1ght whale to New 

England waters" (Schevill 1959). It is tantalizing not to know how many 

whales had to be present to al l ow the Cape Cod Bay whalers of 1700 to kill 

29 in one day. Their efficiency was surely not great enough for them to 

have made a comparable catch from the 25 or so that evaded the schooner 

Glide near Nantucket in April 1886, or from the 30 we saw in less than an 

hour in April 1959, and again on 4 May 1961, but perhaps they might have 

if fa~ed with the more than 70 that we had on 13 April 1970 . 

These and other questions are addressed in a paper in preparation . 
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The sighting localities here listed and indicated on the sketch ntap 

represent places where we found right whales; in some instances they are 

either the point of beginning or the point of ending of -contacts lasting 

up to a few hours. In any event, these whales were never anchored, and 

usually underway. 

We have been helped by many colleagues, of whom we especially ment ion 

Stanley E. Poole and Robert G. Weeks. Our work has been made possible 

through the continuing support of the Office of Naval Research, together 

with support in the past from the National Science Foundation. 
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