
History of Whaling in Algoa Bay 

Towards the end of the 18th Century whaling was a thriving business in the Southern Hemisphere. 
European and American whalers were making a fortune and the rich resources along the South African 
coast would have been in their sights. In 1797 Rear Admiral Pringle issued a decree prohibiting any 
vessel other than British from hunting whales or seals along the coast of the colony. The first mention of 
a whale from Algoa Bay was in 1782 when John Battores who was employed by Ferreira was looking for 
lost livestock near the mouth of the Swartkops River. There he came across six desperate souls who had 
survived the wrecking of the Grosvenor on the Wild Coast. They were feasting on a stranded whale. 
They were cared for at Papenkuilsfontein before they carried on their remarkable journey to Cape Town. 

In 1812 Frederick Korsten hunted 20 whales in Algoa Bay on which he made a huge profit. On one 
occasion the ship, Claudene, took 400 tons of barrels of whale oil to Cape Town. In order to store such 
vast amounts of oil Korsten had to construct underground cement tanks. This he did at his residence, 
Cradock Place where Algoa Park is today at a cost of Sterling 2400.00. On seeing the profits being made, 
the newly arrived settlers were given a free passage back to England in the same year they arrived in 
order to procure three whaleboats and whaling equipment. They were also on the lookout for 
experienced crews. They eventually boarded the return ship with two, one of which was unloaded by 
mistake in Cape Town and the other which was lost overboard on the cruise to Port Elizabeth! 

On the 4th June 1821 Korsten was granted land on a beach next to Strandfontein farm which had been 
granted to Piet Retief in 1814 but taken over by Korsten in 1818. It was utilized for the purpose of 
processing whales and known as “The Fishery”. Today this cove is next to the Shark Rock pier in front of 
the Beach Hotel. This spot was chosen because it offered protection from the surf during most 
conditions. There was no access along the beach but only overland on the “Fishery Road”. Two well-
known members of the whaling team were the Portuguese harpooner, Jose de Mell, and West Indian 
Coxswain, Jack Frost. Whaling was very profitable and by 1832 there were two fisheries operating. In 
1838 and again in 1842, Korsten held a public auction for his whaling operation, which included all the 
buildings, the underground cement storage tanks, whaleboats, trying pots and all the harpoons and 
tackle. Whaling carried on throughout the 19th Century and whale bone (baleen) and oil were regularly 
shipped to London. “The Fishery” was eventually engulfed by the driftsands. 

The only whales that could be hunted at that time due to the existing technology would have been 
Southern right whales. They come very close to shore, are slow moving, float when dead and contain a 
huge amount of blubber and whale bone. Hence the term, it was the “right” whale to hunt. The perfect 
quarry for a land based operation using rowing and sailing boats. According to an E P Herald newspaper 
article in 1846 it was a custom at the time for the local inhabitants to gather on The Donkin and watch 
the whales which normally frequent the bay from July until September in order to mate and give birth. 
They would also watch the whaling boats launch from North End Beach in pursuit of these massive 80 
ton animals. Once killed, they were pulled onto North End beach where they were processed. The whale 
bone or baleen was stripped of the fleshy parts and the blubber was boiled in large cauldrons. 



Whalers would often get caught at sea in the grip of a south westerly gale which would make it 
impossible to fight their way back to land. In those instances they would shelter in the eastern lee of St 
Croix Island which is a safe anchorage even in the most ferocious of storms. Probably because of this a 
Mr. Rubie set up a whale station and processing plant on the island so that the animals did not need to 
be towed back to North End. Looking at the steep sides of the island can see this was a bad idea and his 
operation moved back to town. 

Algoa Bay is the eastern extremity to where moderate numbers of these whales migrate. It was no 
surprise that these whales were soon depleted. An article in the E P Herald in 1878 reported the sighting 
of a whale as a rare visitor to the bay. Although whale boats were dispatched to harpoon the visitor, it 
managed to give them the slip. It was also reported in 1892 that three drowned when a whale boat 
overturned in a strong south easterly. 

The profits from hunting even a single whale were huge and no opportunity to cash in would be left to 
slip by. In the last years of the 19th Century a local businessman named James Searle went so far as 
transporting a huge cauldron out to St Croix and setting up a trying station. As with the last failed 
attempt this one succumbed after processing only a single whale. The whales were pulled up on a ledge 
on the northern side of the island just below the pot and flensed. The blood and other discard from the 
whale attracted plenty of sharks to the area. The blubber must have made the rocks as slippery as hell 
and caused the deaths of a number of penguins. The last thing one of the workers would want would be 
to slip down the steep side of the island into the waiting jaws of a large white shark. Although rusted 
through in places, the old trying pot can still be seen on the northern point of the island. 

 


