
Praise for Strandings:

‘A wild and wonderful whale chase, of cetaceans real and 
surreal and imagined, Peter Riley’s beautifully written book 
adopts the sceptical/obsessive tone of a modern Melville (or 
perhaps that should be Captain Ahab) as he roams Britain 
from east to west, north to south, in search of usually dead 
and often rotting whales and the stories they leave in their 
wake. There’s no box of dusty bones he won’t stick his nose 
in, no dubious character on a beach he won’t shake down 
for stolen whale teeth. Indeed, Riley’s so interwoven with his 
subject that I doubt anyone will ever match Strandings for 
its sheer bravura, its wry insight, and its absolute, engulfing 
and brilliantly enlivening whaleheadedness’

Philip Hoare, author of Leviathan and Albert and the Whale

‘With wit and a whale-lover’s passion, Riley explores the 
cultural and emotional bonds that form between humans 
and our sea-dwelling, mammalian cousins – both alive and 
dead. Strandings is at once incisive and funny, personal and 
historical, gripping and moving’

Merlin Sheldrake, author of Entangled Life

‘An authentic and troubling adventure for these dark 
times. Here is the taste, smell and rush of a committed 
documentary- novelist unpicking the mysteries of his life and 
the great world in which he swims. A brave, reckless and 
engaging performance’

Iain Sinclair, author of The Gold Machine
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‘Erudite, funny and sad – a glorious roller coaster of a book 
whose twists and turns take us again and again to the dis-
solving edges between reality and mirage’

Jean Sprackland, author of These Silent Mansions

‘Reading Strandings is to be caught in a magical drift, borne 
ever deeper, into the atavistic, into the animal selves, still 
alive, inside us. I was captivated’

David Keenan, author of This Is Memorial Device

‘A funny, personal and poetic dive into the mystical world of 
whale strandings. A compelling and fascinating read’

Will Sharpe, creator of Channel 4’s Flowers

‘I devoured this – it’s wonderful. As compellingly eccentric 
as it is deeply humane, emotionally and politically astute. 
One test of a memoir is that you actually want to spend time 
with the narrator, and Riley is so charming, outward look-
ing and rigorously honest it’s impossible to consider anyone 
not. Strandings is a funny and poignant exploration of a 
fringe I didn’t know existed, but written with such engaging 
personality and prose style I feel as though I’ve met the cast 
myself’

Luke Kennard, author of The Transition

‘Just the kind of book we need now: ecologically, politically, 
comedically potent and with personality worthy of Melville’

Liam Williams, comedian and writer, BBC3’s Pls Like
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give him line and scope,
Till that his passions, like a whale on ground,

Confound themselves with working.
William Shakespeare, Henry IV, Part II, 4.4 (1597)

When I was thirteen, I helped a woman with blue hair load 
the jaw of a sperm whale into the back of a yellow Volvo 
245. It only just fitted. What she’d got hold of wasn’t quite 
as big as the one that greets you at the entrance of the 
Natural History Museum in Oxford; that’s still the most 
enormous jaw I’ve ever seen. Nevertheless, what I helped 
carry was big. And heavy. Add to that the pounds of blubber 
and you get a sense of what we transported that morning – 
maybe the weight of a tall man. According to the butchers 
I’ve asked, it must have taken her at least half an hour to 
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saw through. If you’ve ever handled a piece of whalebone, 
you’ll know how durable and solid it feels – like reinforced, 
triple-weighted pumice. In the case of a sperm whale, it’s 
even sturdier, needing to withstand higher water pressures 
than in other, shallower-diving members of its species. The 
blue-haired woman had accomplished this at night, alone, 
and in the steady Norfolk rain.

The sperm whale in question had stranded itself the 
day before on the iliac crest or hip of eastern England. Old 
Hunstanton’s north beach is a stretch of sand and mud that 
slides into the Wash, one of Britain’s largest estuaries. It was 
1997, the first weekend of the Easter break, and my mum 
had rented a small barn just outside Holme-next-the-Sea, a 
nearby village that would, a year later, become known for 
its ‘Seahenge’ – a 4,000-year-old Bronze Age timber circle 
of fifty-five posts surrounding an upturned oak stump sunk 
into the sand. 

There was a break in the rain, and the very early morning 
horizon already shone through a light blanket of coastal 
cloud. In a neighbouring field, the hares were beginning 
their daily boxing and sprinting. I had written ‘Gone to visit 
the whale’ in my neatest handwriting and left the note on 
the doormat. 

We’d driven up from the south-west suburbs of London 
in a light-blue Ford Fiesta. Mum and I had recently moved 
into a place that stood about twenty metres from a stretch of 
the Windsor-to-Waterloo line. Four trains an hour. In spite 
of everything, it all ran fairly smoothly. I was a member 
of the Fifth Staines Sea Scouts, which meant that once a 
week I swore allegiance to the Queen and the Union Jack. 
I was shy and polite. My dad would dutifully pick me up 
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on Saturday mornings and take me clockwise past Heath-
row and up the M25 to see his mother in Watford. We’d eat 
cream of mushroom soup from a can, and everyone would 
say how delicious it was. My mum held down a series of 
jobs. She saved up enough to put herself through univer-
sity – I was nine when I went to her graduation. She began 
working in adult education, teaching German. On Tuesday 
and Wednesday evenings she taught language classes in our 
front room to groups of adults – Tony, Robert, Reg and 
Sheila. They all greeted me whenever I passed through the 
living room on my way to the toilet. Robert once took Mum 
and me to the South Coast and Lyme Regis, where the fossil 
remains of 180-million-year-old marine reptiles regularly 
wash out of the cliffs.

The afternoon before I helped load the sperm whale’s jaw, 
I had joined a crowd of maybe fifty people that had converged 
on the animal. As is usually the case, one or two tried to think 
of ways to float it back out to sea. A man wearing white chinos 
had taken it upon himself to sprint back and forth between 
whale and surf armed only with his toddler daughter’s crab 
bucket. The child ran after him angrily demanding its return. 
The rest of us stood and watched as he tossed small amounts 
of water onto the whale’s head. After maybe twenty buckets, 
a fluorescent-jacketed man who was putting up a cordon of 
red and white tape informed us all that if the creature was not 
already dead, then it would very likely soon be. The best and 
kindest thing to do, he urged us, would be to leave it in peace. 
‘A whale of this size’, he said, ‘once stranded, tends to suffo-
cate very quickly under its own weight.’ The father received a 
smattering of applause as he re-joined the assembled crowd. 
His daughter continued to cry. 
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The next morning, the whale’s jaw appeared over the crest 
of a beachgrass dune, followed by a face concentrated in the 
effort to keep it balanced as the bowsprit of a wheelbarrow. 
The blue-haired woman had wrapped her prize in a white 
sheet that fluttered bloodily in the breeze. I knew immediately 
what she’d done. A butcher’s bowsaw sheathed under her arm, 
she wore a pair of industrial- looking rubber gloves that were 
now smeared in a thick abattoir slime. For a few moments she 
carried on struggling, unaware of the child standing just a few 
metres away. At that moment she was easily the most beau-
tiful person I’d ever seen. Her blue hair was cropped short. 
The bridge of her nose was tanned and freckled. I stood dead 
still. She stopped; looked at me – inhaled a lungful of sea air. 
Setting the wheelbarrow down, she transferred the saw to her 
right hand, drew herself up a good foot taller and faced me in 
silence. It occurred to me that I was about to be murdered. A 
minute passed before she spoke.

I now know that she was part of a wide circle of cetacean 
body-snatchers and bone-collectors. When the whales appear, 
the scavengers move in. There are more than you might think. 
Take this hooded figure, snapped for the Daily Mail in late 
2011. Notice that the jaw’s already gone. The accompanying 
caption explained, with some restraint: ‘Member of the public 
cuts off a tooth from the beached whale, which washed up on 
the Norfolk coast on Christmas Eve.’*

By early January, a follow-up story described how local 
police had detained a local ‘male youth’ for subsequently 

* Charles Walford, ‘Monster from the deep … on the Norfolk coast: 
40ft sperm whale washes up on Christmas Eve.’ Daily Mail, 28 
December 2011.
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posting a bill of sale on a social networking site; £5 per indi-
vidual tooth (fifteen available) or £45 the lot (fifteen teeth 
plus eleven still in situ, plus the jaw itself). How had he 
settled on the going rate for a whale in 2011? There are a 
few considerations he might have weighed up. First, under 
International Whaling Commission regulations there’s a 
ban on ‘harvesting’ (though harvesting really only applies 
to whaling proper), as well as a ban on ‘trade’, under the 
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species 
(that’s one he might have been cautioned for). Then there’s 
the Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations Act 
of 2010, which promises up to six months in prison and an 
unlimited fine for this kind of activity. Contraband once, 
twice and maybe three times over (without a specific buyer 
in mind), the youth’s modest pricing reflected some chal-
lenging market conditions.* 

* It is rare that prosecutions take place, but sometimes they do. In 2012 
a Fife man, Steven Paterson, was sentenced to 160 hours community 
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Amateur photographer and local whale vigilante Daryl 
Hind captured this next scene. This is Skegness in Lin-
colnshire, and one of thirty sperm whales stranded at the 
beginning of 2016 (one of the largest mass strandings of 
Physeter  macrocephalus on record). Daryl sold his picture 
to the Daily Express. The perpetrator is clearly an oppor-
tunist rather than a member of the inner circle. You need 
more than a kitchen knife and a pair of pliers to extract the 
tooth of a sperm whale.

These newspaper accounts interest me because the 
journalists who write them often don’t quite know what 
it is they’re describing, or how they ought to respond. 

service for trading in ‘dead endangered animal parts’. Paterson was 
caught when the UK Border Agency discovered his website offering 
sperm whale teeth to foreign buyers. Having solved the case, PC Ian 
Laing, Fife Constabulary’s Wildlife and Crime Co-ordinator, assured 
the public that he would ‘leave no stone unturned in reducing wildlife 
crime’. 
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Consequently the reports tend to veer in strange directions. 
The Mail, for example, isn’t sure whether it’s describing 
a form of criminal or at least antisocial behaviour – or 
whether it should in fact be praising a demonstration of 
entrepreneurial spirit during hard times. In the Express, the 
whale mushroomed into a ‘30,000-tonne mammal’.* To be 
clear, 30,000 tonnes is equivalent to 300 fully laden Boeing 
747s; a bull sperm whale weighs in at about 30 tonnes, or 
two London buses.

When the blue-haired woman spoke her voice was deeper 
than I expected. If I wouldn’t mind holding it steady. Not 
much further now.

Balancing it mid-transit, my hands and woollen sleeves 
covered in slime, she told me to watch out where I was tread-
ing. I looked down too late and half twisted my ankle on 
the remains of a fire pit. The jaw sagged to one side, nearly 
toppling us over. We regained our balance and came to a 
halt. It was heavy for me, even though she was doing most 
of the work.

‘You all right?’ 
‘Yes.’ I said this without looking at her.
I had only a vague sense of the crime I was aiding and 

abetting. I knew that sperm whales, like sturgeon fish and 
swans, belonged to the Queen, and I hoped she wouldn’t 
miss this bit. Fairly common knowledge this: in the UK, 
stranded whales (and sturgeon) are ‘Royal Fish’. At first it 

* ‘PICTURED: Sick trophy hunter rips teeth from dead sperm whale 
washed up on UK beach: A HEARTLESS trophy hunter was caught 
ripping TEETH from one of the dead sperm whales which washed up 
on a British beach.’ Daily Express, 27 January 2016.
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might seem like a charming honorary designation. It’s not. 
It’s an assertion of private property, an oceanic extension of 
Enclosure and the destruction of the Commons. In his Com-
mentaries on the Laws of  England (1765–70), the Vinerian 
Professor of Law at Oxford and Tory MP William Black-
stone argued that the ‘Royal Prerogative’, first put on the 
books by Edward II in 1324, was ‘grounded on the consid-
eration of his guarding and protecting the seas and coasts 
from pirates and robbers’ – or from anyone who might wish 
to claim a carcass or part of a carcass for themselves.* A 
royal protection racket.

Steadying the jaw was only possible, I found, by hanging 
on to a couple of tea-coloured teeth (one in each hand), 
which were not so slippery when grasped through the sheet. 
It took us about five minutes to reach the car, which was 
parked on a dirt track that ran parallel to the dunes. ‘Hold 
it steady,’ she told me, an increasing urgency in her voice, as 
she set the barrow down and ran round to the passenger’s 
seat. 

As she leaned in, she revealed the small of her back. The 
tattoo must have been a recent addition, because the comet 
had only been visible for a few months: Hale-Bopp. It was 
then at its 2,600-year perihelion. I’d been watching it hang 
there for weeks, about the diameter of the Moon, and its tail 
now streaked away from the top of her sacrum to the tip of 
her pelvis bone. 

* According to the office of the Receiver of Wreck, whose responsibil-
ity it now is to deal with such Fish and who I telephoned in late 2018, 
the current monarch has devolved this lasting privilege to the Institute 
of Zoology and the Natural History Museum for research purposes. 
But these animals are still, by default, Her Majesty’s.
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In retrospect, it wasn’t a particularly unusual choice for 
a strandings enthusiast. As the anonymous author of a 1677 
pamphlet entitled ‘Strange news from the deep being a full 
account of a large prodigious whale, lately taken in the river 
Wivner, within six miles of Colchester’ points out, whales 
are ‘brought to Land by the same means, and for the same 
Reason, as Comets are placed in the Skie, viz. as a certain 
sign of an insuing Judgment to fall upon that Nation over 
which they depend’. The tattoo was part of ancient strand-
ings lore, an inscription of a portentous association that 
stretches back hundreds of years.* 

* See also the pamphlet ‘Wonders from the deep, or, A true and exact 
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account and description of the monstrous whale lately taken near 
Colchester, being two and forty foot in length, and of bigness propor-
tionable, with the manner of its coming, and being kill’d on Thursday 
the 9th of April, being so rare and strange a sight that multitudes of 
people from all parts dayly go to see it as thick as to a market or fair’, 
London: Printed for E.W., 1677. Predictably, most of these reports 
and auguries at this time were written by men, but here’s one by a 
woman: this is Sarah Bradmore’s only public foray into print (who 
knows what else she might have written). It’s a bold satire on the 
way Restoration England interpreted the arrival of whales: ‘Strange 
and Wonderful have been the Effects of such unusual Creatures as 
Whales approaching in Rivers; so know we hath been the appearance 
of Comets; But I am certain, none knows what will be the Issue of 
these Signs and Wonders, but the Almighty who is the Occasion of 
them; yet some Men have had the Impudence to pretend (and put 
it publickly in Print) that they know the Will and Pleasure of the 
Almighty.’ She then takes direct aim at physicians: ‘According to the 
Constellations of the Stars which I converse with, there will happen 
(Anno. 1687.) a Great Rot amongst the Quack Doctors.’ Why, in spite 
of her scepticism, did she decide to write this anti-prophecy proph-
ecy? ‘I will assure you it’s very hard times, and I wanted Money.’ ‘So 
taking my leave till the coming up of the next Whale’, she concludes, 
covering her arse, ‘I remain a True and Loyal Subject to His Majesty, 
Whom God Preserve, and in General, your Humble Servant; S. B.’, 
London, printed by S.J; 1686.
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‘Is that the comet? Hale-Bopp?’
She emerged flushed with the preparation of her cargo 

hold. ‘Yes. Are you sure you’re OK to help me lift this in? 
The barrow’ll do most of the work – just make sure it 
doesn’t slide.’

I helped manoeuvre the wheelbarrow into position. We 
tipped the jaw up so that most of its weight now rested on 
the car. The suspension creaked audibly. On her count, we 
set about heaving the jaw as far back as it would go – the 
process eased somewhat by the lubricating gore. In advance 
of the final push, it became apparent that the boot wasn’t 
going to shut properly – in fact, a good foot of Royal Fish 
would have to jut out of the back of her car as she drove 
home, or wherever she was headed. She secured the now 
completely red sheet as best she could, and I helped wedge 
the wheelbarrow and bowsaw in on top. Then she secured 
the whole pile with bungee cords and finally lowered the 
boot until it came to rest on the jaw. Two more cords to 
make sure it wouldn’t fly open on the drive home.

‘What are you going to do with it?’ 
‘Wash your hands in the sea,’ she said, removing her 

gloves. 
‘Are you going to keep it in your garden?’
She leant down and gave me a careful hug. ‘Bless you.’ 

She released me, looked me in the eyes.
‘Any time.’ I meant it. I would gladly and gratefully have 

transported other pieces of the whale for her. Or walrus, or 
seal for that matter. 

As she got into the driver’s seat, she glanced at me one last 
time. I looked away. I didn’t think to ask her name. She turned 
the engine on, inched forward to see if the jaw would hold 
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firm, and moved slowly off down the track. She’d be in her 
early forties now. The blue-haired comet woman driving the 
yellow Volvo 245 with the jaw of a sperm whale in the boot.

In the distance early-morning dogs barked. A trail of 
slime traced our progress from the dunes to where I now 
stood alone. I sprinted down the track fifty metres or so and 
ducked back into the dunes. I dug a small hole in the sand, 
took off my irretrievably soiled woollen sweater and buried 
it, knowing on my return my mum would immediately ask 
where it was. Sheltered in the lee of the sand dune, I got the 
rising smell of the gore that covered my hands and wrists. 
Perhaps if I kept my distance from anyone I came upon, 
I’d just look like any other curious person come to visit 
the whale. It occurred to me that I might have accidentally 
smeared blood across my face, and I checked with a wipe of 
my shirt. Nothing. She would have warned me. I kept low 
through the dunes, and emerged onto the beach.

It lay there like a fallen moon, the aftermath of some 
cosmic battle. The absolute certainty of its gigantic land-
turned back concealing a night’s work – as though the 
whale had been in on it too. The strange lightness expand-
ing across my chest as if in counterweight levitation. The 
binding together of a constellation: comet, whale, jaw – its 
beautiful scavenger. At the water’s edge I doused my hands 
as instructed. It was like trying to wash off bacon grease 
with freezing water and no soap. 

Fifteen years later, a return to where it began. Just along the 
coast at Hunstanton. Britain readying itself for the Olympic 
Games. A discernible swelling of national pride. I’d heard 
the news over the radio and immediately cancelled a class I 
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was about to teach. It happens time and again: when a whale 
appears, I drop whatever I’m doing and join the others in 
trying to get to the body before the various well-meaning 
scientific and charitable organisations pull on their fluores-
cent vests and cordon everything off. 

According to the Cetacean Strandings Investigation Pro-
gramme (CSIP), there are approximately 800 strandings a 
year along the British coastline. Scientists still don’t know 
for certain what keeps them coming in such numbers, but 
it’s likely to be a combination of the increase in sonar- 
scrambling low-frequency noise, the warming and ever 
filthier oceans – and simply old age. Another recent hypoth-
esis is cosmic in scale. As the sun releases a flare of a billion 
atomic bombs, the earth’s electromagnetic field registers a 
slight modulation, tripping a cetacean switch that was navi-
gating a whale past, say, the Uists and Benbecula in search 
of the northern squid that populate the Rockall Trough. The 
animal suddenly mistakes a due north for a west. Onboard 
navigation system compromised, the northern coast of Scot-
land segues into the soporific temperatures of the ancient 
sunken topography of Doggerland – the region of shal-
lows that, 10,000 years ago, provided a land bridge between 
Great Britain and continental Europe. Once surrounded by 
the maritime treacheries of Dogger, German Bight, Forties, 
Humber, Fisher and Tyne, it’s not long before the disorien-
tations of the tides take over. 

Look at the crowds of dead-whale watchers.*

* The owner of the local cliff-top car park took in a total of £4,022 
that year, up on the previous year’s takings by £3,000. ‘We need a 
whale to come every year,’ she told the local press.
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A group of boys point at the whale’s giant slumped penis. 
‘What is that, sir?’ they ask the official on duty. They make 
beached whale jokes about one of their friends, and dare 
each other to get as close as possible. One kid, no more than 
twelve, reaches out a hand and slaps a fin. ‘High five!’ The 
rest of the gang explode with laughter. 

FYI: the first beached whale joke in the English language 
occurs in Act 2, Scene 1 of Shakespeare’s The Merry Wives 
of  Windsor (1602). It’s made at the expense of a man. Mis-
tress Ford greets the hung-over Falstaff with: ‘What tempest, 

Gilliam van der Gouwen (1657–1716). Engraving is made 
after a draft by Hendrik Goltzius and after an engraving by 
Jakob Matham from the year 1598. Copper Engraving Een 
Walvisch. Lang 70 voeten, gestrandt op de Hollandtse zee-

kust, tusschen Scheveningen en Katwijk, in Sprokkelmaandt, 
1598 in the Sylter Heimatmuseum in Keitum.
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I trow, threw this whale, with so many tuns of oil in his belly, 
ashore at Windsor?’ 

Three girls standing close by, slightly older than the boys. 
One of them wears dream-catcher earrings. One wears 
fishnet tights; her fingernails are painted black. Another 
takes out a bottle. They pass it around, each taking healthy 
swigs. One raises a toast to the whale.

A young man, bottle in hand, stares directly into the 
whale’s wide-open jaws. Seaside towns were among those 
hardest hit by Tory austerity policies, that great dismantling 
of public services that saw the net incomes of the poorest 
tenth of the UK population plummet between 2010 and 2015 
by over a third, while bailouts, deregulation and top-end tax 
cuts effected a massive upward redistribution of wealth. The 
whale stranding as looming metaphor: a people struggling 
to stay afloat, washed up on the beach by yet another finan-
cial ebb tide. 

An older man stands much closer than you might 
imagine, as though in familiar company. An alien visitor 
from the deep, a whale simultaneously arrives on shore as an 
old acquaintance, its appearance on a beach a malfunction 
in the natural order, evidence of man’s errant stewardship of 
the earth – but also a homecoming of the long-lost. Whales 
once stalked the earth with us – as us: our shared mamma-
lian bone structure forming on terra firma 50 million years 
ago. The Ngātiwai of northern New Zealand know this, and 
believe that whales beach themselves when they are ready to 
return to the fold. A leader of this Māori community will 
walk up to a stranded whale and welcome it back as family. 

We’re in Britain, though, and the consonance between 
stranded whale and human is different in these parts. We’re 
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looking at a non-human relative that provided the light 
we once wrote and worked and thought and loved by. The 
source of glues, soaps, face-creams, margarines, corsets and 
perfumes – the lube that greased and skidded capitalism into 
its current all-consuming delirium. Given the breathtaking 
extent of the harvest, can the whale even be counted as a 
seafaring species any more? The ones left in the sea feel like 
the outliers. One and all the products of dead whales, the 
dead whale irrevocably stranded in all of us. 

And then there is this other figure perched on top of a 
beachgrass dune. A panoptic silhouette against the sea-
bright sky. Green waders, a pair of binoculars hanging from 
his neck. Carrying a spade and a heavy backpack, he’s on a 
recce. A scavenger. 

What part of this animal has he come for? The jaw? Does 
he want to carry home a flipper? A piece of the animal’s 
skin?* Is it for his own collection, or is he on someone’s 
payroll? Whatever his reason for coming, I know he’s part of 
the inner circle, those who insist on taking their fascin ation 
to another level. Sure as the tide, the jaw’s gone by morning.

Nothing new. In Britain, the amateur tradition of scav-
enging the body parts of stranded whales stretches back 
centuries. In 1658, the week Oliver Cromwell died (the death 
knell for the Parliamentarians’ short-lived republic), a boy 
from Blackwall spotted a 60-foot whale swimming around 

* In 1934, twenty pilot whales washed ashore on a Gower Peninsula 
beach. According to the newspapers, ‘souvenir hunters among the 
crowds of sightseers [had] been busy, for an inspection of the car-
casses showed that many had had large pieces of skin cut from their 
backs.’ See ‘Rush to See 20 Monsters. Hundreds Trek to Coast,’ Daily 
Mail, 9 May 1934.
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the Greenwich bend of the Thames. According to one Crom-
well biographer, this was ‘one leviathan coming to pay his 
respects to another’. The poet John Dryden confirmed the 
connection, writing that 

first the Ocean as a tribute sent
That Gyant Prince of all her watery Heard;
And th’Isle when her Protecting Genius went
Upon his Obsequies loud sighs confer’d. 

As soon as this whale was mercilessly dispatched by an 
impromptu armada, the human scavengers moved in.

Some bought peeces as big as a mans middle, and some 
took lesser peeces to shew to their neighbors, friends 
and acquaintance, that what is reported concerning this 
hugeous whaile, is an absolute truth; and as a monu-
ment of Remembrance, they do both safely and securely 
lock it up, esteeming more rarely of it, then a dish of 
Anchovis, Salmon, or Lobsters, that is a present for a 
Lady, for although a whale be not good to eate, it is 
novelty, and very strange and much more stranger to 
be catcht in the River of Thames so neere to London 
bridge. 

I quote this from Londons wonder: being a most true and 
positive relation of  the taking and killing of  a great whale 
neer to Greenwich; the said whale being fifty eight foot in 
length, twelve foot high, fourteen foot broad, and two foot 
between the eyes. At whose death was used harping-irons, 
spits, swords, guns, bills, axes, and hatchets, and all kind of  
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sharp instruments to kill her: and at last two anchors being 
struck fast into her body, she could not remoove them, but 
the blood gusht out of  her body, as the water does out of  a 
pump. The report of  which whale hath caused many hun-
dred of  people both by land and water to go and see her; the 
said whale being slaine hard by Greenwich upon the third 
day of  Iune this present yere 1658.

It is perhaps a little too comfortable for a scientifically 
and morally enlightened present to stare back at a particular 
historical moment in horror; reduce it to the perceived back-
wardness and barbarity of an earlier age.* Of course, I’m as 
susceptible to this attitude as anyone else, and agree it was 
a terrible shame that this beautiful animal was ‘slaine hard 
by Greenwich’. Yet I also hold to the view that we ought in 
some way to attend sympathetically to what these people 
were doing. That it may in fact behove us to acknowledge 
our own curious position in relation to this lynching; trained 
to loathe violence against particular animals while complicit 
in the greatest mass extinction event since the Cretaceous–
Paleogene comet struck the earth roughly 66 million years 
ago. ‘Monuments of Remembrance’, ‘a present for a Lady’, 
a ‘novelty’ worthy of being safely and securely locked up. 

* Those early representatives of the scientific enlightenment were also 
there, detachedly watching and recording. The killing took place in 
front of the residence of committed Royalist John Evelyn (family 
fortune derived from gunpowder manufacture), who saved his neck 
during the Civil War by sticking strictly to scientific inquiry and 
observation. ‘A large whale was taken between my land abutting on 
the Thames and Greenwich, which drew an infinite concourse to see 
it, by water, horse, coach, and on foot, from London, and all parts,’ 
John Evelyn, diary entry, 3 June 1658.
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