
1.  New Bedford, Massachusetts, Heart of the U.S. Whaling Industry
By 1850 profits from its whaling fleet had made New Bedford, at the mouth of the Acushnet 

River on the southern coast of Massachusetts, the richest city in America on a per capita basis.

Check of Marine Bank, New Bedford, with Bank Check 2¢ tax paid by matching 2¢ Bank Check orange, 
October 18, 1862, a very early use of a Civil War revenue (the taxes took effect October 1)

New Bedford was a Quaker town! 
Stamp cancel with Quaker date “10th mo(nth) 18th”; numbering of months replaced the usual names based on 

pagan gods and festivals that Quakers found objectionable. Simplicity, thrift and hard work were primary values.

1.1  Whaling Vignettes on Everyday Documents
Whaling so permeated life in New Bedford that documents like checks and promissory notes 

generated there, having nothing directly to do with whaling, sometimes bore illustrations depicting it.

1863 generic New Bedford promissory notes, whaling vignette with imprint “Charles Taber & Co. No. 45 
Union & No. 47 Purchase St. New Bedford.,” taxable at short-lived Inland Exchange 1863 rates: 

•	 March 1863, $100 in one month, tax 1¢ per $200 overpaid by 2¢ Bank Check blue
•	 September 1863, $1,140 in five months, tax 6¢ per $200 underpaid by 25¢ Certificate part perforate

Whaling Captain Jacob Howland Seeks Treatment
2¢ Proprietary Ultramarine

Two examples recorded on document
Left, 1870 New Bedford doctor’s receipt bearing 2¢ Proprietary ultramarine 

This stamp is rare in its own right as the ultramarines were printed for only a 
few months beginning in 1869, and doubly rare on document, as it was nominally 
illegal to pay U.S. documentary taxes with Proprietary stamps; they were 
intended for use on proprietary medicines, perfumes, matches, and the like.

The patient, Jacob Howland, made his name not in the counting house, but in 
forty years on the seas, rising to become master of several ships, and eventually 
namesake of the whaleship Jacob A. Howland (far left).

Perhaps not surprisingly his ailments were “Shoulder and arm” (eighteen 
visits at $2).

1.2  Whaling Nobility:  the Howlands 
The Howland name became prominent in 

whaling primarily through Isaac Howland Jr. 
(1755–1852), who amassed a fortune via his fleet 
of thirty-five whaleships, the world’s largest.

Bark Jacob A. Howland of New Bedford in 
the ice off Cape Navarin, Russia, processing a 
whale (New Bedford Whaling Museum)

1864 New Bedford bank draft to Edward Howland  

The 2¢ Certificate blue is one of the few First 
Issues that is appreciably scarcer perforated than 
imperforate. It is seldom seen on document.

1.3  Outfitting Sailors Was Scandalously Profitable
Sole recorded example

September 1865 New Bedford draft by one Otto Miller for $49.09 payable tos P. & F. Slocum in six months, charged to his account with the Agent and Owners of 
the bark M. Frazier, “with Interest and Insurance on the same,” witnessed by Leander Brightman. 

Internet searches shed light on this transaction. The M(ary) Frazier was a whaleship. P(eleg) & F(rederick) Slocum were clothiers. The founding Records of The 
Outfitters Association Of New Bedford, March 7, 1859, identify Frederick Slocum as its treasurer [with William R. Wing (see 2.1, facing page) on the Standing Committee 
list]. Witmess Leander Brightman was the Association’s secretary in its last years before dissolution in 1873. Miller is unidentified but was presumably a sailor.

This Association was essentially a small-time trust, its members banding together to lessen competition among themselves and share opportunities and profits. 
From a 1916 account, 

[upon] the arrival of whaling vessels, runners of various clothing firms were always first to board a whaling vessel, and each strove to outdo another in 
getting down to an incoming whaler first, hug the whaleman and tell how glad they were to see him back safe and sound, give him the news of his family 
and friends, and incidentally [and most importantly] to get his promise of trade for the firm he represented.”

Prospective sailors newly arriving to the city were similarly pursued. Runners and their activity were commonly referred to as “sharks” and “sharking,” but as of 
1860, in an attempt to enforce dignity, use of those terms at an Association meeting brought a 25¢ fine! 

The motivation for all this was the high prices and interest, and long terms, of advances made to sailors for their clothing and sea chest (for example, the Mary 
Frazier departed September 7, 1865, the day after this draft was made, and did not return until August 1, 1867).

Fiscal History of U.S. Whaling, 1862–1872
The purpose of this exhibit is to trace the paper trail of the U.S. whaling industry 

via revenue-stamped documents from 1862–72, the period of comprehensive Civil 
War era stamp taxes. Its storyline, as detailed at left, is the time course of this 
unlikely enterprise ― turning whales into money ― from preparation through 
departure and the chase, and finally selling and shipping the oil.

Whaling was still vibrant in the early 1860s, despite the fact that whalemen were 
forced to venture further and further afield in search of their prey, notably far into the 
western Arctic Ocean. By the early 1870s, though, whaling’s scope and importance 
had been drastically reduced. Two calamities occurred on the seas: 

•	 destruction of 21 ships by the Confederate raider Shenandoah in 1865  
•	 “the Disaster of 1871,” loss of 32 ships trapped by ice in Alaska.

Documents from ships lost in both disasters are included here. 

Featured are items of high philatelic importance: the only documents of the Civil 
War tax era with stamps of three countries are here; and the Manifest $3 rate and incoming bills of exchange from Chile, New 
Zealand and Hawaii are known only for whaling documents! The storytelling elements are remarkable not only for the fiscal history 
rarities included, but for the historical significance of five key items:

•	 1864 outbound manifest of the William Thompson, burned by the Shenandoah June 22, 1865
•	 1864 bill of exchange of the Jireh Swift, fired on by the Shenandoah June 22, 1865, the final shot of the Civil War, and burned. 
•	 1868 presidential passport of the Elizabeth Swift and 1869 bills of exchange of the Elizabeth Swift and Massachusetts, crushed 

by ice in the “Disaster of 1871”
Red: Read me!
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2.1  Investing in a Ship
Bills of sale for ships were omitted from the 

original stamp tax schedule of 1862, and added as a 
corrective in 1863. Examples are scarce.

For whaleships they were unrecorded until the 
recent dispersal of a long-hidden cache of some 
twenty-five bills from the holdings of Joseph and 
William R. Wing & Co. of New Bedford, who by 
1870 controlled the largest whaling fleet in the U.S., 
albeit in a rapidly  declining market

As exemplified by the registry of the Stafford 
shown below, a ship was typically owned by 
a consortium, as an investment rather than as 
property per se.  One factor in this was the cost. The 
Stafford, as of 1860, had eight owners: Thomas Nye, 
Jr., 7/16, two with 2/16; and five with 1/16.

The Wings’ first and primary involvement with 
whaling was in outfitting seamen. Typically they 
would indebt a recruited sailor for the cost of 
clothing and supplies, and for holding them before 
departure, then charge substantial interest on 
these loans.

They acquired their first whaleship in 1852, then 
bought aggressively after the mid-1860s, and by 
1870 had acquired the largest fleet in the U.S. 

1865 sale to the Wings of one-eighth of the whaling bark Stafford for $1,250, tax $1.50 at the 1864 rate of 50¢ per $500 or fraction

Stamps tied by two different style datestamps of seller Thomas Nye, Jr., remarkable thus

Thomas Nye, Jr.

2. Obtaining a Ship



1865 sale to the Wings of the whaling bark Atlantic for $20,230.68 (to the penny!), tax $20.50 at the 1864 rate of 50¢ per $500 or fraction

2.2  Buying a Ship
Of the recorded bills of sale for whaleships, only 

this one is for an undivided interest, hence the large 
stamp tax. 



New Bedford Nobility (2): the Rotches
The Rotch family has been described as being to the whaling industry what Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller would later be to steel and oil industries. 

               vb Signed as witness by William J. Rotch, former mayor of New Bedford, co-founder of the New Bedford Cordage Co., the leading supplier of whaling 
line (see x.x below). 

Like Howland, the name Rotch was revered in New Bedford. The single event most responsible for the city’s rise to prominence had been the transfer by 
Joseph Rotch in 1765 of his fledgling whaling fleet from Nantucket Island to New Bedford (then known as Dartmouth). 

The Rotches and the “Tea Party”
Two of the three ships targeted during the “Boston Tea Party” of December 16, 1773, were Rotch whaleships! Joseph’s Dartmouth and Beaver, having 

delivered their cargoes of oil and spermaceti in London, were required on return to transport British East India Co. tea. Joseph’s twenty-three-year-old son 
Francis engaged in frantic negotiations with the Sons of Liberty and Governor Thomas Hutchinson before the inevitable result.

Flying the Flag in 1783
The first vessel to carry the stars-and-stripes into Britain was another Rotch whaleship, the  Bedford of William Rotch, Joseph’s son, delivering a cargo 

of oil in February 1783, just weeks after the terms of peace with the new United States had been made public, but before its sovereignty had been formally 
recognized. After again frantic consultations, her cargo was allowed to be offloaded.  

 William’s son William Rotch, Jr. (1759–1850)  was instrumental in establishing New Bedford as the 19th century’s whaling capital of the world, becoming in 
the process the wealthiest of the city’s many very wealthy men.  W. J. Rotch, who signs here, was his grandson.

1869 contract between agent and master of whaleship Live Oak

•	 Master to receive a 1/12 “lay” (i.e. share) of oil and bone taken

•	 Also a bonus of $2 per barrel (about 3%, based on 35 gal/barrel at $1.75/gal) on sperm oil landed at Fayal (Azores) or other European ports during 1869

•	 A bonus of $1/barrel on additional sperm oil up to 1,000 barrels, and $2/barrel above that

•	 $200 allowance “selling articles of trade . . . for recruiting and other purposes” (natives were often recruited as replacements at Hawaii and other stopping places)

•	 Power to sell the Bark for the interest of the owners, otherwise to return in 30 months

•	 Power to send the Live Oak for a season or more of Right Whaling in the North Pacific under another master

Signed by the parties with Agreement 5¢ tax paid by two 5¢ Certificate (one would have sufficed).

This seems a remarkably modest compensation. The master’s skill and judgement were the primary determinants of the success of the “adventure”!

The Live Oak (448 tons) sailed on June 22, 1869, from New Bedford bound for the Indian Ocean, and later the Northwest Pacific Coast, and returned after a highly 
successful five-year voyage on June 6, 1874 (Starbuck, History of the American Whale Fishery). 

color copy

3. Master’s Contract
Sole recorded example

William Rotch, Jr.
(Rembrandt Peale)



4.  Insuring Vessels, Outfits and Catchings
Fewer than fifteen policies recorded

Fire insurance accounts for some 95% of surviving policies; marine insurance comprises nearly all of the rest, but of 
these only a few are on whaling vessels, with wording tailored to the enterprise (e.g., see the fine print here). 

4.1  Insuring the Catchings (1)
Spreading the Risk: catchings of Bark Cherokee of New Bedford insured by two companies:

Left, Union Mutual Marine Insurance Co., November 1863, for $5,000 with $250 premium (5%), from Nov. 10, 1862, to 
Oct. 12, 1864, on: Sperm Oil, $1.75/gal.; Whale Oil, 80¢/gal.; Whalebone, $1.00/gal. 

Coverage for loss by “acts of the Confederate States of America” initially waived, later added per notation on reverse. 

Middle, “Catchings Policy” of Pacific Mutual Marine Insurance Co., March 1863, for $7,600 with $380 premium (5%), 
from July 23, 1863,until return, on: Sperm Oil, $1.60/gal.; Whale Oil, $1.00/gal.; Whalebone, $1.50/gal.

War Risk (1)
Per notation, on March 2, 1864, “risk of capture or destruction by the Confederate States of the United States [!]” was 

assumed for an additional 3% premium. (For a surprising postscript to this coverage, see 4.3 below.)

What Were Sperm Oil, Whale Oil and Whalebone?

•	 The highly valued “sperm oil,” was refined from the “spermaceti,” a clear, yellowish fluid obtained from the 
spermaceti organ in the head of the sperm whale. It is technically not an oil, but a liquid wax.

•	 Normal whale oil was obtained from its hugely voluminous blubber. 

•	 Whalebone referred not to the skeleton, but to baleen from the mouth of the northern bowhead whale, with 
which it filtered plankton. These flexible plates were valued for many uses served today by plastics.

4.2  Insuring the Catchings (2)
“at the vineyard”

May 1863 “Ship and Outfits” policy  converted by hand to one on 
catchings of Bark Rose Pool during a twenty-month voyage, Insurance 
1862 25¢ rate paid by 25¢ Entry of goods imperforate.

A mere $300 insurance was provided for an $18 premium (6%), on:
•	 Sperm Oil, $1.75/gal.
•	 Whale Oil, $1.00/gal.
•	 Whalebone, $1.50/gal.

War Risk (2)
Per the attached slip, for an additional 6% premium (doubling the 

cost of the policy) the company assumed “the risk of loss or capture 
by Confederate cruisers, privateers, and their vessels of war.” 

Note the change in anchorage to “at the vineyard”; Rose Pool was 
one of relatively few whaleships with home port Edgartown, Martha’s 
Vineyard  island, some 20 sea miles southeast of New Bedford.

Location of 
the spermaceti 
organ in the head 
of the sperm 
whale (believed 
to be used in 
echolocation and 
click-signaling), the 
source of sperm 
oil

Baleen (“whalebone”)

Early Matching Use of 25¢ Insurance
Insurance 1862 25¢ tax, effective October 1, 1862, 

paid here by:

•	 25¢ Insurance perforated in March 1863 (above)
•	 25¢ Insurance part perforate in November 

1863 (right). 

Obligatory matching use of the 25¢ Insurance 
stamp had been rescinded December 25, 1862, 
but use of matching stamps continued for some 
months as stocks ordered to comply with the 
requirement were gradually depleted. Examples 
are scarce and desirable.

This was one of the first stamps delivered by 
the printers, and one of very few first issued fully 
perforated, before the order to deliver “with 
utmost despatch without perforating.”

This pair of policies nicely illustrates that in 
general the perforated stamps preceded the 
“unfinished” ones, not vice versa!

New Bedford

Nantucket

Martha’s Vineyard
Westport

Fairhaven

Edgartown



4.4  Insuring the Vessel and Outfits (1)
October 1871 policy insuring New Bedford bark Northern 
Light and outfits, for $25,000 on a four year “adventure,”  

50¢ tax at 1864 50¢ rate for premiums above $50

The Northern Light sailed to the North Pacific and Arctic.

The substantial and seemingly exorbitant 9% premium 
($2,250 on $25,000) was precisely the barrier to 
widespread insurance of vessels by the notoriously thrifty 
New Bedford shipowners. 

One is tempted to speculate that this exception was 
motivated by the “Disaster of 1871,” in which thirty-three 
ships were lost, most uninsured. Not so, as awareness of 
it did not reach New Bedford until early November, about 
a month after this policy was issued. Presumably it simply 
reflects the conservative approach of Jonathan Bourne, 
Jr., in whose name 90% of the insurance ($22,500) was 
taken, evidently his share of ownership. 

4.3  Insuring the Outfits
Obligatory Matching Use of 25¢ Insurance

Left, “Ship and Outfits” policy on outfits of Bark Camilla during a four-year voyage, made December 23, 1862, Insurance 
1862 blanket 25¢ rate paid by matching 25¢ Insurance. The Camilla sailed to the North Pacific.

Fewer than ten policies recorded showing obligatory use of the Insurance stamp before the requirement for matching 
use was rescinded December 25, 1862; this the sole example on a whaling policy.

The outfits were valued at $28,000, on which $3,125 was insured for a premium of $250 (8%).

Vessels Typically Uninsured
The vessel itself was not insured; this was the usual practice because of the high cost. Experience over decades showed 

that only about 1.5% of vessels were lost, and with premiums about 10% (see 4.4  and 4.5 below), thrifty Quaker owners 
usually assumed the risk themselves. This frugality would prove expensive after the “Disaster of 1871.”

War Risk (3)
Per the attached slip, for an additional 6% premium the company assumed “the risk of loss or capture by Confederate 

cruisers, privateers, and their vessels of war.” This was canceled after two years. 

War Risk Reimbursed!
There is a little-known postscript to the payment of war risk premiums. Confederate commerce raiders Alabama, 

Shenandoah, Florida, Georgia and others had been built in England and sold to Confederate agents for conversion to warships, 
with the knowledge and complicity of British officials. In the 1871 Treaty of Washington, Britain agreed to compensate the 
U.S. for damages, and an arbitration commission valued the “Alabama Claims” at $15.5 million. (I cannot resist noting that 
Sen. Charles Sumner had suggested $2.125 billion, and that others proposed the transfer of Canada to the U.S.)

Compensation for the cost of war risk coverage on maritime insurance was included, awarded to the U.S. as a lump 
sum and dispensed in a secondary wave of small claims over many years. Especially pertinent here is #4495, Caleb Dexter 
vs. the United States, filed March 17, 1884, at New Bedford, for $31.85 paid as war risk premium on the catchings of the 
whaler Cherokee (see 4.1 above, albeit paid on yet a third policy, of the Commercial Mutual Insurance Co.)! His payment was 
reimbursed, twenty years after it had been made; the wheels of justice had turned surely, if slowly!

Whaling Nobility (3): Jonathan Bourne, Jr.
Bourne had married into the Nye-Howland 

whaling family in 1834, and during fifty-three years 
had a controlling interest in twenty-four vessels, 
and interests in twenty-two others. The sales from 
the former totalled a staggering $7,986,103.08.

Bourne and the Lagoda
Bourne owned the Lagoda from 1843 until 1886, 

during which time it became justly famous (see 
5.3). It was his favorite ship, for good reason; the 
net profits of its twelve voyages during his tenure 
totalled $651,958.99, making it arguably the single 
most profitable whaleship. 

In his honor his daughter Emily funded creation 
of the Bourne Building at the New Bedford Whaling 
Museum in 1916, and within it a meticulously accurate 
half-scale model of the Lagoda,  

4.5  Insuring the Vessel and Outfits (2)
June 1872 policy insuring New Bedford whaler Eliza Adams and outfits, for $2,875  on a four year “adventure,”  

1864 50¢ tax for premiums above $50

The Eliza Adams sailed to the North Pacific and Arctic, where in 1865 she had narrowly escaped capture by 
the Shenandoah.

The 9% premium ($258.75 on $2,875) illustrates again why most whaleships had sailed uninsured for 
decades prior to 1871; it far exceeded the historic probability that a vessel would be lost. The Shenandoah had 
drastically increased that average, but those losses had been amply compensated via the Alabama Claims.

Not so for the “Disaster of 1871,” in which an astonishing 82.5% of the Arctic fleet was lost, most uninsured. 
Indeed the wonder here is that the 9% premium was not higher on this 1872 policy. It nicely illustrates that a 
die-hard remnant viewed the events of 1871 as a “one-off” and hoped for business as usual. Instead it would 
become apparent that as whales moved further and further north, pursuing them would become increasingly 
dangerous. In 1876, ten more ships would be lost to the ice near Point Barrow, and of fifty men forced to 
winter there, all but three would perish. 



5.  Clearing Customs:
The New Bedford Manifests

Ship manifests have long been 
one of the rarest types of Civil War 
era stamped documents. In 2005 a 
small cache of 1864 New Bedford 
custom house manifests surfaced, 
doubly rare not only because of the 
usage — including the discovery 
examples of the $3 rate — but 
because they are all for whaleships! 
Even better, several are for ships lost 
in the disasters of 1865 and 1871.

They are of three types, ordered by 
chronology.

5.1  Right, Type 1 manifest for the 
Oxford of Fairhaven, bound for “The 
Atlantic Ocean and Hudsons Bay,” with 
Manifest $1 tax paid for vessels of up 
to 300 tons.

Fairhaven (across the Achushnet 
River from New Bedford) an 
uncommon origin, and Hudson’s Bay 
an uncommon destination.

5.2  Below, Type 2 manifest for the 
Governor Carver of Westport, bound 
for “the Atlantic and Indian Oceans” 
with Manifest $1 tax paid.

Westport (eleven miles southwest 
of New Bedford) another  uncommon 
origin.



5.3  The Lagoda
Ten examples of Manifest $3 rate recorded

Above, Type 2 manifest for the Lagoda of 
New Bedford, bound for “a Whaling Voyage,” 
with Manifest $3 tax paid for vessels of above 
300 to 600 tons by matching $3 Manifest stamp.

The proceeds of this 46-month voyage were 
a staggering $200,755.68.

Lagoda and the Opening of Japan
In 1848 ill treatment of Lagoda deserters in 

Japan had played an incidental but important 
role in the opening of Japan to foreign 
commerce by Commodore Perry in 1853.

Lagoda and the “Disaster of 1871”
In 1871 it would be one of seven rescue ships 

receiving evacuees from ships abandoned in 
the “Disaster of 1871.” These seven were all 
that remained of the Pacific whaling fleet of 
forty that had proudly departed Honolulu mere 
months earlier.

A half-scale model of this historic vessel is a 
showpiece of the New Bedford Whaling Museum.

5.4  Type 3 manifest for the Sea Gull of New 
Bedford, bound for “Ports of West Africa via 
Boston,” with Manifest $3 tax paid. 

Carrying “18000 gals Oil cask shooks.” 
Shooks were “barrels of barrels,” staves 
ready to be assembled when needed at sea.



6.1.1  Honolulu, Foreign Exchange Tax Paid in Error
Sole recorded example on an incoming foreign bill

Bark Fanny, November 1863, $3,665 payable in 30 days, tax 19¢ by Inland Exchange 1863 rate of 1¢ per $200, 
stamped instead at Foreign Exchange 1862 70¢ rate for amounts above $3,500 to $5,000, 

paid by Inland Exchange 40¢ & 10¢ (x3), all part perforate

The Foreign Exchange rates were intended for outgoing foreign bills. Swift and Allen were evidently initially 
unclear as to the procedure for stamping incoming bills, with delightful philatelic consequences here.  Ex--Lipson

On its next voyage the Fanny would be lost in the “Disaster of 1871.” Its master here, George Bliven, would then 
command the Elizabeth Swift, which met the same fate (see 8.2).

6.1.2  Honolulu, Inland Exchange 1863 Rates 
Bark Massachusetts, January 1864, $1,500 gold payable one day after sight, 

tax 8¢, by Inland Exchange 1863 rate of 1¢ per $200 for durations to 30 days, 
curiously 12¢ paid by Inland Exchange 10¢ & Express 1¢ pair, again all part perforate 

The 1863 rates were in effect just seventeen months, and payment on incoming bills has been recorded for 
just three users. this incoming whaling bill is one of the premier examples.

Why Was 12¢ Paid?
The bill was paid, not by $1,500 in gold, but only $11.50 in gold and the remainder by $2,389.04 in currency at a 

whopping 60% premium! The 12¢ tax was based on payment of $2,400, but only 8¢, based on the stated amount 
of the bill, was necessary. By now Swift and Allen had learned the law, but not its fine points!  Ex-Lipson

Like the Fanny, on its next voyage the Massachusetts would be lost in the “Disaster of 1871.”

6. Mid-Voyage Financing: Bills of Exchange Drawn in Distant Ports
Here and on the following two panels are bills of exchange executed in distant ports by masters of vessels, paying for resupply and repairs, drawn on whaling factors 

Swift and Allen of New Bedford, the ships’ owners and outfitters. Their acceptance depended on confidence in Swift and Allen, established over the years; usually they 
changed hands several times as a form of commercial currency.  

Upon acceptance in the U.S. they were subject to stamp tax at the same rates as  Inland Exchange. 

6.1.3  Honolulu, Inland Exchange 1864 Rate: “Remittance Bill” (1)
Two remittance bills recorded

December 1866, drawn not by a ship’s master, but by ship chandlers Bolles & Co.; payable not locally, but to Mary S. Huddy 
in New Bedford (as shown by endorsements on  reverse), and for the small amount $62.50. 

Just as Wells Fargo and other California banks pioneered the selling of exchange to miners wishing to send money home (for 
a fee of course, typically about 3%), Bolles & Co. were evidently providing the same service to whalemen. Ex-Buford.

The eye-catching bicolored, multi-vignetted form bears the imprint “Henry M. Whitney, Stationer, Honolulu,” earlier the 
printer of the Hawaii Missionary stamps. 

6.1	 Hawaii
6.2	 Chile
6.3	 New Zealand

6.1  Hawaii
Twelve examples recorded

Henry M. Whitney circa 1850



Bark Martha, Talcahuano, Chile, March 1871,
amount $2,328 American coin, to ship chandler Enrique Schuyler
tax $1.20, “MERCHANTS NATIONAL BANK New Bedford” cancels 

6.3.1  U.S. Second Issue 60¢ 
Recorded on only nine documents 

Auckland, November 1871, amount £250 for supplies, 

•	 New Zealand 1s 8d tax paid on execution at 4d per £50, by “NEW ZEALAND STAMP DUTY” 1s 8d embossed stamp at right side 
•	 U.S. 65¢ tax upon acceptance; Swift & Allen figured the dollar equivalent at $1,222.22 ($4.89/£), and paid with Second Issue 60¢ & 5¢.

Second Issue 60¢ recorded on only nine documents, of which this incoming bill of exchange from a whaleship master in New Zealand is certainly the most exotic.

Talcahuano was a convenient port for ships needing resupply or 
repair on the epic journey between New Bedford and the Arctic

6.3 New Zealand
Four examples recorded

Each extraordinary in its own right, all by master of Bark Louisa, all ex-Cunliffe

Talcahuano

6.2  Chile
Sole recorded example 

Tax rates on these bills: 
•	 N.Z., 4s per £50 or fraction
•	 G.B., 1s on £75-100; on larger 

amounts,  1s per £100 or fraction
•	 U.S., 5¢ per $100 or fraction

“ONE
SHILLING

AND EIGHT
PENCE”



6.3.4  New Zealand Embossed Plus Adhesive
Russell, Bay of Islands, March 1872, £240.14.6 (about $1,200)

 Appended a bill of lading for 2,500 gallons of sperm oil

•	 New Zealand Stamp Duty embossed 1s on execution, underpaying 1s 8d tax (4d per £50)
•	 New Zealand 8d adhesive upon endorsement to make up the deficiency! 
•	 U.S. Second Issue 50¢ & 10¢ upon acceptance

Extraordinary combination of New Zealand embossed and adhesive stamps

6.3.2  Stamps of New Zealand, Great Britain, U.S. (1)
Two Civil War era triple-nation combinations recorded

Manganui, March 1870, amount £80 

•	 New Zealand embossed Stamp Duty 8d  upon execution

•	 Great Britain Foreign Bill 1857 1s upon endorsement

•	 U.S. 20¢ Inland Exchange upon acceptance
       (“Five dollars reckoned as one pound sterling”)

(On foreign exchange, Britain and colonies used embossed 
stamps on outgoing bills, and adhesives on incoming bills.)

“The Three Triples”

 “EIGHT
    PENCE”

6.3.3  “The Double Triple”!
New Zealand, Great Britain, U.S. (2)

Auckland, November 1871, amount £250

•	 New Zealand embossed 1s 8d on execution
•	 Great Britain Foreign Bill 1871 3s upon 

endorsement and payment there

•	 U.S. 65¢ tax upon acceptance, paid with:
•	 First Issue 25¢ Certificate
•	 Second Issue 25¢
•	 Third Issue 15¢

U.S. 1st-2nd-3rd Issue combinations were 
possible for only a matter of months, with 
only about twenty recorded. That one occurs 
as part of a triple-nation combination is a 
statistical miracle.

The British Foreign Bill 1871 small format 
issues replaced the beautiful large format 
issues in use since 1854. 

“ONE
SHILLING

AND EIGHT
PENCE”

“ONE
SHILLING”



7.  Burned by the Shenandoah!
Between May 27 and June 28, 1865, the Confederate commerce raider Shenandoah wreaked havoc on the Yankee whaling fleet off the coast of Siberia. Heedless of protests 

that the war was over, it burned 21 ships and paroled four more to carry prisoners from the burnt vessels back to San Francisco. 

Shenandoah navigating Arctic ice 
(U.S. Naval Historical Center)

The rarity of this Manifest rate and matching stamp, coupled with the historic and catastrophic fate of the ship,  
make this one of the premier items not only among Whaling and Polar collectibles, but in all of Civil War era philately.

7.1  The William Thompson
June 1864 outward manifest of New Bedford whaler William Thompson, bound for “North Pacific Ocean” 

Stamped with $3 Manifest paying Manifest $3 rate  for vessels with registered tonnage above 300 to 600 tons
Ten examples of $3 rate recorded, just five with matching $3 Manifest

Tobacco a Necessity!
Its outward cargo included twenty cases containing 3,212 lb. of Manufactured Tobacco. “Most whalemen were addicted chewers of tobacco; 

‘plugs’ and cut cubes of black Navy brand tobacco made good trading currency aboard ship and ashore, and were used as poker chips by sailors.” 
[from John Bockstoce’s superb Whales, Ice and Men (1995)]

Burned by the Shenandoah!
The William Thompson would never return. On June 22, 1865, some two months after Appomattox, she would be captured and burned in the 

Bering Sea by the infamous Confederate raider Shenandoah.

On the 22nd of June, early that morning two ships were reported by the lookouts, two prize crews were readied, [Shenandoah Captain James] 
Waddell intent in capturing them both simultaneously. One was hampered by having a whale lashed to her side, it was the 495 ton William 
Thompson. One crew was despatched in passing, whilst they went off after the second ship . . . she was soon another victim to the Confederate 
raider.

On returning to the William Thompson, her master Francis Smith [who signs twice here] insisted the war was all over, but Waddell took this news 
as the Captain merely trying to save his ship, and torched the ship anyway, unsure as to the real status of his Southern States. (http://ahoy.tk-jk.
net/MaraudersCivilWar/CSSShenandoah.html)



7.2  The Jireh Swift (1); “Final Shot of the Civil War”
U.S.-California Combination Stamping

October 1864 Second bill of exchange drawn by Thomas Williams, master of whaling bark Jireh Swift (in San Francisco to unload $100,000 in whale oil), 
drawn on shipowners Swift & Allen in New Bedford, taxed by U.S. at 2¢ Bank Check rate, by California at 1861–6 Exchange $2 rate. Note that this is a paid 
Second, unusual thus; normally the First was paid.

On June 22, 1865, the Jireh Swift would be captured and burned in the Bering Sea by the infamous Confederate raider Shenandoah. The Civil War was 
over, but convincing proof did not reach the Shenandoah until August 2. The Jireh Swift had made a run for the Siberian coast, until a shot whistling past 
her stern brought her to. This is widely considered the final shot of the Civil War. Twenty minutes later the Jireh Swift, with another 400 barrels of whale 
oil aboard, was in flames. Name Game

On bills of ship chandler Chas. Hare, the woodblock vignette of hounds chasing a hare adds a quaint, delightful touch. A custom-made illustration would 
have been prohibitively expensive, so the printers provided the next best thing, a cut chosen from stock that made a visual word play on the customer’s 
name. A similar tactic was often employed on Western stock certificates of this era, but this is the only example I am aware of on a bill of exchange.

Another of the premier items of Civil War philately, ex-Joyce

7.3  The Jireh Swift (2); Post-Shenandoah
U.S.-California Combination Stamping

August 2, 1865, generic First bill of exchange drawn by Thomas W. Williams, on whaling factors Swift & Allen in New Bedford for $500 in gold,
 taxed by U.S. at 2¢ Bank Check rate, by California at 1861–6 Exchange $1 rate. 

Williams was the former master of the Jireh Swift, burned by the Shenandoah on June 22, newly arrived in San Francisco aboard the 
captured but paroled Milo on July 20. The bill was payable to ship chandler Charles Hare, on whom Williams’ bill for $1,000 in happier times (6.2 
above) had also been made. Hare now advanced Williams the $500 to pay his way home. On July 21 a defiant Williams had written to his wife,

I am very sorry such a fine ship should be Burned by an English Pirate and I hope our Government will make them pay every Dollar or 
sweep her Commerce from the Ocean  . . . tell the Copper Heads if you have any around you that I do not care one cent about loosing my 
ship and my seasons work which is worth ten Thousand Dollars to me so long as we lick the Rebels and their English Friends with them 
which I consider we have all ready done all I want now is to hang Jeff Davis and I will call President Jonston the man to wind up the war.

A wonderful complement to the October 1864 bill, ex-Joyce, Bleckwenn

Shenandoah towing whaleboats 
filled with prisoners,  in pursuit of 

still more prizes. 
The captives would soon be loaded 

onto bonded and paroled ships to be 
taken to San Francisco.

While in San Francisco, Williams (far right) sat for this photograph together with the captains of the 
William Thompson (F. C. Smith, far left, see 7.1 above), Sophia Thornton, Milo and Euphrates, identified 
as “Captains of the Whaleships Captured and Burned in the North Pacific on the 21st and 22nd of June, 
1865, by the Rebel Cruiser Shenandoah: the last act of expiring insolence.” (In fact the Milo had not been 
sunk, but bonded, and had carried the men from the other four ships to San Francisco; moreover, the 
Shenandoah’s “insolence” had continued for another week; but close enough, the news was still fresh!



Cartwright in later life as chief of the 
Honolulu Fire Department

8.1  The Massachusetts
Matched pair of bills by master of New Bedford Bark Massachusetts for resupply at Honolulu: 

•	 Left, November  1869, amount $3,180 in gold, tax $1.60 at Inland Exchange 1864 rate of 5¢ per $100, an exotic use of the 
beautiful 60¢ Inland Exchange. Ex-Lipson 

•	 Below, December 1869, amount $1,412.57, tax 75¢ including 10¢ Contract ultramarine blue, nicely juxtaposed with 50¢ 
and 10¢ in normal blue. The ultramarines were a short-lived experiment to combat washing and reuse of blue stamps.

The Massachusetts would never return from this multi-year voyage; it would be lost in the “Disaster of 1871.” 

“The Man Who Invented Baseball”
Already premier Whaling and Polar items, these two enjoy even more exalted status as Baseball thematics; they are bills of 

Alexander J. Cartwright, the “Father of Modern Baseball,” who had emigrated from New York to become a ship chandler in 
Honolulu, payable to him and signed by him multiple times.

Cartwright’s innovative rules for “New York baseball” included: nine men to a side; three outs to an inning; basepaths of 90 
feet; and elimination of “soaking” (putting a runner out by hitting him with a thrown ball). On the basis 
of these fundamental contributions, Cartwright, not Abner Doubleday, is considered by cognoscenti to 
be “The Man Who Invented Baseball.” 

8.  The “Disaster of 1871”
In September 1871, in a disaster even more damaging than the depredations of the Shenandoah, thirty-two whaleships 

toiling off the coast of Alaska, surprised by an early winter, were trapped in ice and abandoned (see map on following page). 

7.4  The William C. Nye
U.S.-California Combination Stamping

October 1865 San Francisco bill for $250 at three days’ sight, drawn on a party in New Bedford, with California First 
Exchange 60¢, nicely die-cut, correctly paying on an amount above $200 to $300. The federal tax paid, though, 
was doubly erroneous; Cancels of British and Californian Banking Agency, which presumably made the mistakes:

•	 only 6¢ paid, at Foreign Exchange rate of 2¢ per $100; 15¢due at Inland Exchange 1864 rate of 5¢ per $100 

•	 4¢ Proprietary stamp, nominally illegal on document, intended for use on medicines, matches, etc.
The Shenandoah Connection

Payees J. C. Merrill & Co. of San Francisco were agent and 7/16 owners of the whaling bark William C. Nye, 
originally of New Bedford, late of San Francisco, burned by the Shenandoah July 26, 1865, her crew carried to San 
Francisco by the bonded General Pike. This prompts a closer look at the other parties to this bill. A plausible working 
hypothesis is that Thomas Nickerson Parker had been a crewman on the Nye, and with this bill his father, Francis 
L. Parker, was reimbursing Merrill & Co. for emergency funds advanced to him, drawn on Thomas’s guardian, 
William W. Crapo of New Bedford. 

Francis L. Parker  (b. 1823, New Bedford) appears in the 1860  and 1870 Censuses as a resident of San Francisco. By 
the 1850s San Francisco was increasingly serving as a refitting site for whaleships, which may explain his relocation. 
Thomas Nickerson Parker (b. 1846, New Bedford) appears in the 1860 Census as residing in San Francisco, but 
was drowned at sea “about 1868,” most likely on a whaling voyage. William W. Crapo (1830–1926), lawyer and 
businessman, revered as “First Citizen” of New Bedford, was not directly involved in whaling, but instrumental in 
formulating the Alabama Claims (see 4.3), and creation of the famed New Bedford Whaling Museum. 

Abandoning the George, Gayhead and Concordia off Point Belcher, September 14, 1871. From Harper’s Weekly

Cartwright’s plaque in the 
Baseball Hall of Fame



8.2.1  The Elizabeth Swift (1)
Second bill of exchange, New Bedford Bark Elizabeth 

Swift, Honolulu, November 1870, amount $404, 25¢ tax 
paid by four-color combination of five stamps, each neatly 
initialed and dated.

Like the Massachusetts, the Elizabeth Swift would not 
return to New Bedford;  it would be lost in the “Disaster 
of 1871.” Ex Joyce, Bleckwenn

Included in this exhibit:
•	 7. Massachusetts (6.1.2, 8.1)
•	 14. Elizabeth Swift (8.2.1–2) 
•	 19. Fanny (6.1.1) 
•	 A. Lagoda  (4.4, 5.3)

Alaska

Chukchi Sea

Apart from its primary attractions — origin from a 
doomed ship and four color stamping — this bill has more 
remarkable aspects:

•	 Nominally illegal use of 3¢ Proprietary stamp

•	 Paid Second bill; in nearly all cases the First was paid

•	 Paid in New Bedford, not locally for supplies and 
services as usual, evidently a “remittance bill” to one 
Joseph Enos, who acknowledges payment on January 
30, 1871, with his “X.”

Evacuation and Rescue
Miraculously of the 1,220 souls aboard 

the thirty-two abandoned ships, including 
women and children, all but one traversed 
the narrow sliver of open water in the 
ships’ whaleboats, portaging when even 
this sliver was closed, to reach seven ships 
waiting some seventy miles from the 
northernmost wreck.

The Stay-Behind
The lone exception, unable to leave the 

abandoned fortune in oil, bone, vessels 
and furnishings, chose to stay behind 
on the wrecked Massachusetts. In the 
spring he was found “about used up,” his 
life spared by intercession of the native 
women, vowing that “A hundred and fifty 
thousand dollars would not tempt me to 
try another winter in the Arctic.”

Location of “Disaster of 1871” (arrow) 
on larger map to provide perspective



8.2.2  The Elizabeth Swift (2): “Sea Letter” Signed By President Johnson and Secretary of State Seward
Two revenue-stamped Sea Letters recorded

Carried From “Disaster of 1871”!
July 1868 “Sea Letter” in French, Spanish, English and Dutch, to “Most Serene . . . Lords, Emperors, Kings,  Republics, Princes, etc., etc. ,” 

stating bona fides of the Elizabeth Swift, “bound for Pacific Ocean,” issued at 

Handstamped signature of President Andrew Johnson, signed by Secretary of State William Seward,
with Great Seal of the United States, certification by notary public, stamp tax at 5¢ general Certificate rate

Sea Letters date from the 1790s, the earliest signed by George Washington. By the 1850s they were required only for vessels rounding Cape 
Horn or the Cape of Good Hope, most often issued for whaleships. The letter was an important part of a ship’s papers, kept on board. They were 
issued in the hundreds, to the extent that signing them was considered a nuisance by some presidents. Nevertheless, few have survived, and are 
highly prized by collectors. 

The backstory of this one takes it to another level. As described above, the Elizabeth Swift was abandoned in the “Disaster of 1871,” its  
company evacuated on a perilous journey of some sixty miles to the rescue ships. 

This Sea Letter must have been carried on that journey by Master George Bliven.
The rarity of the document, coupled with the fate of the ship,  make this another of the premier Whaling and Polar collectibles extant, and 

one of the top items of Civil War era fiscal history.

Evacuees aboard whaleboats of abandoned ships arriving at Blossom Shoals, rendezvous point for transfer to the rescue ships (background). 
(Benjamin Russell lithograph)



Even as Yankee whaling was foundering, the New Bedford Cordage Co. prospered, as it had a broad customer base. In the process, president Wm. J. Rotch (see 
Section 3 above) and treasurer Leander A. Plummer became millionaires. The lithograph above shows its plant circa 1875.

Identification of Plummer as treasurer of the New Bedford Cordage Co. elucidates the connection to whaling of the San Francisco bills of exchange shown below. 

9.1  New Bedford Cordage Co. (1);
L. A. Plummer, Treasurer

1867 receipt, New Bedford Cordage 
Co., for products including Whale Line 
and Lance Warp (cord attached to the 
whale-killing lance).

Thanks to the fanatically  conservative 
nature of the Yankee whaling 
establishment, this company enjoyed a 
near-monopoly on the manufacture of 
all types of cordage used on their ships. 
From a 1916 retrospective,

No whaleman would ever use a 
tub line that was made anywhere 
outside the New Bedford Cordage 
Works. Possibly other cordage 
manufacturers could make a piece 
of rope just as strong and fine. But 
a bowhead whale worth $10,000 
might be held by that rope. The 
whalemen knew the New Bedford 
company’s rope could be trusted, 
they didn’t know anything about 
the other manufacturer and they 
never took the chance.

9.2  New Bedford Cordage Co. (2); Payment for Whaling Line in San Francisco
These three bills, already illustrating rare aspects of the California Exchange tax, are the 

more remarkable for their whaling connection: all are payable to “L. A. Plummer, Treasurer,” 
one even adding “New Bedford.”

Yankee whalemen refitting in San Francisco insisting on New Bedford Cordage Co. whale 
line, were paying for it with these bills!

Of some 600 recorded California revenue-stamped bills of exchange, only these three 
involve Plummer (exhibitor’s research).

9.  San Francisco as a Refitting/Resupply Port
By the 1860s San Francisco was competing with Honolulu as a primary refitting port for the Yankee whaling fleet.

Early Use of U.S. Stamp in the West
Six examples of $10 rate recorded

Above, April 2, 1863, amount $4,462.95, taxed by U.S. at Bank Check 2¢ 
rate, but by California at $10 for amounts above $4,000 to $5,000, paid by $10 
Second Exchange, die cut

Earliest recorded use in private hands of U.S. stamp on California bill
[U.S. stamps arrived San Francisco February 28, 1863 (exhibitor’s research).]

Sheet Layout Clue
Seven examples of $1.40 rate recorded

Above, amount $713.76, California $1.40 Second 
Exchange stamp pays 1861–6 $1.40 rate (above $700 to 
$1,000), portion of adjoining control handstamp at bottom

Almost nothing is known about the sheet layout of the  
1861–6 Exchange stamps; this one suggests they were 
printed in vertical strips.

Telegraphic Transmission of Funds
Three stamped examples of telegraphic transmission recorded

Two examples of Exchange 1866–72 $3 rate recorded

May 1866, Duplicate receipt for telegraphic transmission of $2,210, 
Second Exchange $6 (die cut) pays new 1866–72 tax of $3 per bill on amounts above $2,000 to $3,000

[The original 1857 Exchange tax targeted movement of funds out of the state; after the transcontinental telegraph was 
completed in 1862, the Exchange tax was modified to include receipts for telegraphic transmission of funds from the state.]

[The Exchange taxes of 1861–6 applied to sets of bills. In 1866, to accommodate the new Rectangular stamps, the rates 
were halved, but now applied to each bill of a set. Until the Rectangulars became available, the old Exchange stamps were 
used just as before.]

10.  Selling the Oil

10.1  Sperm “Machining Oil”
1866 bill of dealer in “Sperm Oil and Sperm Candles, also Whale, Lard and Coal Oils,” 

vignette of death throes of harpooned whale,
sale of “machining oil” at $1.73/gal. to Albany & Susquehanna Rail Road Co.,

appended receipt for payment with Receipt 2¢ stamp tax paid

There are two indications that the sale was of sperm oil: it was the most suitable “machining oil,” as it 
best withstood the high temperatures involved; and only sperm oil could command a $1.73 per gallon price.



10.2  “Polar Whale Oil”
July 1865, “Polar Whale Oil Refined” at $1.25/gal., 

presumably normal blubber oil

10.3  “Winter Sperm Oil”
Quaker-dated December 1868, from dealer in

 “Sperm and Whale Oil, Sperm Candles, Oil Soap, &c.”
 to Hartford, Providence and Fishkill Railroad, 

“Winter Sperm Oil” at $2.15/gal.

To produce this premium grade, oil was heated to allow 
sediments to precipitate, then frozen with ice, put into 
cloth bags  and strained in a hydraulic press.

This was the highest grade sperm oil, remaining liquid 
even at freezing temperatures.

10.4  “Summer Sperm Oil”
July 1866, dealer in “Sperm, Whale & Elephant [Seal] Oil & Sperm Candles,” to New London Northern Railroad Co., 

“Summer Sperm Oil” at $2.40/gal.

The residue from pressing “winter sperm oil” underwent two more pressings, yielding “spring sperm oil” and “summer 
sperm oil,” each successively slightly inferior. Even the “summer oil” brought a very high price at this time.

What Were Sperm Candles and Oil Soap?
“Sperm candles” were made from “spermaceti wax,” 

a residue after extracting sperm oil from spermaceti. 
Their light served as a standard — literally — by which 
other illuminants were measured: the official unit of 
illumination, the candlepower, was formerly defined as 
the light from a candle of pure spermaceti wax burning 
at a rate of 7.776 grams (120 grains) per hour.

“Oil Soap” was a final residue of refining, used on 
citrus trees to combat insects.

10.  Selling the Oil  (cont.)

10.5  “Sperm Signal Oil”
“Spermo” Mixtures

1870, to Housatonic Railroad Co.
“Per Bridgeport Boat”: 

“Sperm Signal Oil” at $1.65/gal.
“Spermo Engine Oil” at 65¢/gal.
“Spermo Carbox Oil” at 65¢/gal.

Sperm oil was prized for signal lamps 
because it burned so brightly.

The “Spermo” oils must have been mixtures 
with cheaper oils that retained some of the 
superior qualities of sperm oil, but at a far 
lower price.



Summaries (cont.)
•	 Whale oil catchings peaked a bit later in 

1840s and 1850s, then fell rapidly:
•	 1830s (5.0 million gal/yr.) 
•	 1840s (7.7 million) 
•	 1850s (6.9 million)
•	 1860s (2.8 million)
•	 1870s (1.5 million)

“Shenandoah effect” negligible, 
but “1871 effect” large: 

•	 1871 (2.4 million)
•	 1872–1876 (1.1 million) 

•	 Whalebone catchings approximated the 
pattern for sperm oil:
•	 1830s (0.6 million lb./yr.) 
•	 1840s (2.4 million) 
•	 1850s (2.7 million)
•	 1860s (0.8 million)
•	 1870s (0.4 million)

“Shenandoah effect” negligible, but “1871 
effect” large: 

•	 1871 (0.60 million))
•	 1872–1876 (0.25 million) 

Total value hovered around $10 million/yr 
during the “glory years” of the 1850s then 
declined steadily to roughly $3 million in the 
1870s.

(The underlying prices showed some 
interesting variations, notably the huge 
increase in the price for whalebone, driven 
mainly by the demand for corsets!) 

11.  Insuring the Oil for Shipment Abroad
Sole recorded example

10.  Selling the Oil  (cont.)

10.6  Whaling Connection Illustrated (2)
Above, July 29, 1864, dealers in “Sperm, Whale  . . . and other Oils, Sole 

Manufacturers of Mason’s Extra Sperm Oil for Machinery and Burning,” to 
Housatonic Railroad Co., 

“Manhattan Car Oil” at $1.50/gal.

Judging from the price, this may not have been pure sperm oil, but a blend.  
The Receipt 2¢ stamp tax took effect three days later, August 1, 1864; but as 
payment was made September 14, it was due.

Above right, this penultimate section ends as the exhibit began, with whaling 
scenes even on documents not directly whaling-related: the Manhattan Oil 
Co. included a dramatic whaling vignette on its generic receipt form. 

“Received On Demand” Scam
This one was taxed at 2¢ as a receipt despite functioning as a promissory 

note for $2,500 at 7% interest, correct tax $1.25! 

Epilog (1): Overview, 1840–1876
Alexander Starbuck’s 1876 epic History 

of the American Whale Fishery includes as 
Section J,  “Recorded summary of importation 
of oil and bone, and total value computed 
for each year” for 1804–1876, reproduced at 
right for 1840–1876. It provides an eminently 
informative summary.

Appended to the Table is the sobering note, 
“Scammon estimates that sperm whales will 
average 25 and right whales 60 barrels of oil, 
and of the former 10 and of the latter 20 per 
cent of those killed are lost. Upon that basis 
the above amounts of oil [for 1804–1876]
would represent the slaughter of 225,521 
sperm, and 193,522 right whales.”

Whale and Menhaden Oil Shipped to France
 1871 certificate of insurance for shipment New York to Havre, for:

100 casks Whale Oil, value $14,500
387 barrels Menhaden Oil, value $6,900,

Certificate 5¢ stamp tax. 

The tiny, oily menhaden, averaging just a few ounces, is roughly 
1/500,000 the size of a fifty-foot, fifty-ton whale. Yet its schools are so 
immense that the yield of a single purse seine could outweigh a whale.

As whaling declined, production of menhaden oil rapidly increased, 
so that by the mid-1870s it was 50% greater than that of whale oil. 
Assuming 42 gal./barrel, the oil insured here was valued at 42.5¢/gal.

Summaries
•	 Sperm oil catchings peaked in the 1830s and 

1840s, then began a steady decline:
•	 1830s (4.0 million gal/yr.) 
•	 1840s (4.1 million) 
•	 1850s (2.7 million)
•	 1860s (1.7 million)
•	 1870s (1.3 million)

“Shenandoah effect”: abrupt drop:
•	 1860–1864 (2.1 million)
•	 1865–1866 (1.1 million)

“Disaster of 1871” effect: smaller drop: 
•	 1867–1870 (1.5 million)
•	 1871–1876 (1.3 million) 



Epilog (2):  Rise of the Petroleum Industry
Edwin Drake’s first U.S. oil well at Titusville, Pennsylvania, in 1859 spurred rapid expansion of the fledgling industry. Most ventures were not profitable, 

but enough were that petroleum production rose steadily, to about two million barrels in 1864 and ten million by 1873. (Current world production is 78 
million barrels per day.) This drastically reduced the need for whale oil as an illuminant. Over the same span, whale oil production fell by 50%.

Nevertheless whale oil remained in demand as a lubricant. Moreover demand for whalebone (for flexible products like corsets or buggywhips remained 
high until the advent of plastics decades later. Whaling would continue, but on a drastically reduced basis.

1864–6 “Oil Fever”
Beginning in 1864 a wave of speculation in oil stocks enveloped much of the 

East and Midwest, and thousands of companies offered their stock to an eager 
populace. In 1866 the boom ended abruptly, leaving surviving stock certificates 
as the most visible reminders of this riotous period. 

Nearly all of these certificates have a rather similar appearance, with stock 
vignettes depicting oil field scenes, including derricks, barrels, storage tanks, 
and the like. Here are a select few exceptions. including:

•	 color printing (the “Stroud’s Run”) 
•	 matching vignette of a glowering Bonaparte (the “Napoleon”)
•	 vignette meticulously reproducing an 1864 photograph (the “Oil City”)
The Devon Oil Co. certificate embodies the hypothesis that the rapid spread 

of plants and animals during the Devonian period was a primary source of the 
raw material of petroleum. As a bonus, the main vignette appears to show an 
evolutonary highlight: a primitive air breather emerging from the primordial sea.

An astonishingly early depiction of these hypotheses, 
barely five years after Drake and Darwin

Epilog (3):  The Rest of the Story
The rise of the petroleum industry was not the only, and perhaps not 

even the primary reason for the precipitous decline of whaling in New 
Bedford and elsewhere in New England in the late 1870s. Operations 
from Norway and San Francisco continued successfully by adopting 
new technologies, notably steam-powered vessels and tryworks, and 
improved bomb lances. The venerable New Bedford operators, crippled 
by their losses in 1865, 1871 and 1876, could not, or would not, adapt. Some  
turned to other industries, notably textiles, others simply withered away. 

“Grand ball given by the whales in honor of the discovery of the oil wells in Pennsylvania” 
(Vanity Fair, 1861)


