
“At night the ship presented a highly picturesque scene. The flames, darting high above the try-works, revealed 

the masts, rigging and decks, in an unearthly glare, among which the men jumping or sliding about decks on 

their various duties, seemed like witches dancing about an incantation fire. But with this picture all the romance 

departs. The smell of the burning cracklings is too horribly nauseous for description. It is as though all the ill 

odors in the world were gathered together and being shaken up. Walking upon deck has become impossibility. 

The oil washes from one side to the other, as the ship lazily rolls in the seaway, and the safest mode of 

locomotion is sliding from place to place on the seat of your pantaloons. 

Moreover, everything is drenched with oil. Shirts and trowsers [sic] are dripping with the loathsome stuff. The 

pores of the skin seem to be filled with it. Feet, hands and hair, all are full. The biscuit you eat glistens with oil, 

and tastes as though just out of the blubber room. The knife with which you cut your meat leaves upon the 

morsel, which nearly chokes you as you reluctantly swallow it, plain traces of the abominable blubber. Every few 

minutes it becomes necessary to work at something on the lee side of the vessel, and while you are compelled 

to breathe in the fetid smoke of the scrap fires, until you feel as though filth had struck into your blood, and 

suffused every vein in your body. From this smell and taste of blubber, raw, boiling and burning, there is no 

relief or place of refuge. The cabin, the forecastle, even the mastheads, all are filled with it, and were it possible 

to get for a moment to clean quarters, one would loath himself – reeking as everybody is, with oil. 

It is horrible. Yet old whalemen delight in it. The fetid smoke is incense to their nostrils. The filthy oil seems to 

them a glorious representative of prospective dollars and delights. They wallow in blubber, and take a horse-

piece for their pillow when lying down. They bake doughnuts and biscuit in the seething oil, and portions of the 

whale’s lean meat are prepared for their daily dinner. I was induced by curiosity to try a piece of nicely cooked 

whale. The raw meat is of a dark red color, nearly black, and somewhat resembling very coarse beef. It is 

generally minced fine, and fried… I could not stomach it – although our captain declared, with his mouth 

crammed full, that it was the best thing he had tasted for a long time.  

Three days our trying out lasted. The closing scene was the worst. From the fact that the blubber is torn off the 

whale’s sides, it unavoidably happens that occasionally a piece of meat is brought up with the blanket-pieces. 

This is known as “fat-lean,” and is carefully stripped from the horse-pieces, and thrown into large open casks, 

where they heat of the sun and of the adjacent fires gradually drain it of the oil it contains. This, being of an 

inferior quality, is left to the last day, and by that time the meat is green and putrid. Men are now set to work to 

fish out those pieces not considered of sufficient value to try out, and pitch them overboard. For this purpose 

one has to lean with his head quite inside the open cask, and inhaling all the noisome stench arising from the 

decayed mass within, feel around with his hands, to grasp the slimy morsels which are not fit for the try-kettles. 

The captain and I worked side by side at one cask for a half an hour, at the end of which time I was obliged to 

say that I could not stand it longer. I was deathly sick. 

“That’s nothing, Charley,” he said, “jut fancy it’s dollars you are groping among, and the matter will assume a 

very different odor.” But I thought that too high a price for dollars.” 
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