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7 THE "SECOND DIG": ANALYSIS 

AND INTERPRETATION OF THE 

DATA FROM RED BAY 

7.1 Introduction to the "Second Dig" 
Robert Grenier 

The term "second dig" was chosen to 
describe the analysis and interpretation 
phase of the Red Bay project for two reasons. 
First, it is intended to relate the following 
sections of the report to the previous chap­
ters discussing the "first dig," or the actual 
excavation of the site. It is also used to 
emphasize the metaphor of "digging for 
information" that characterized the second 
phase of the project. There is a widespread 
tendency, both among the general public 
and among some archaeologists and other 
professionals, to consider the archaeological 
process more or less complete when the 
fieldwork is over. Unfortunately, the same is 
true of many managers and funding organi­
zations, who are reluctant or unwilling to 
devote sufficient resources, including time, 
expertise, and money, to the crucial labora­
tory and office phase of archaeological 
work. 

George Bass, a recognized leader in the field 
of nautical archaeology, has been a constant 
proponent of the importance of adequate 
time for the completion of post-excavation 
research, analysis, and reporting. He has 
often stated that 20 weeks of research and 
report writing are needed for each week 
spent in the field. The Red Bay project pro­
vides a good illustration of this dictum. 

After years of work, staff members came to 
dread the oft-repeated question, "Where is 
the Red Bay report?" Here it is, after 20 years 
of digging in the office and the laboratory, 
made possible by the quality and quantity of 
information gathered during the 14,000 
hours of underwater work conducted dur­
ing the first dig. 

The office and laboratory work that fol­
lowed the fieldwork was truly a second 
excavation of the underwater site, as tran­
scribed and transposed into an extraordi­
nary collection of notes, drawings, plans, 
and photographs created during the first 
dig. Startling discoveries occurred as often 
in the laboratory as they did in the field, but 
these appeared at a slower pace, seemingly 
independently of the amount of resources 
devoted to a particular problem. There is a 
limit to the speed at which components of 
such research can progress in a linear way, 
especially when researching a topic as 
poorly understood and documented as the 
whaling, seafaring, and shipbuilding tech­
niques of 16th-century Basques. 

The collaboration of various disciplines was 
integral to the second dig. The major fields 
of expertise included historical and archival 
research, zooarchaeology, material culture 
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research, and boat and ship archaeology. 
The cornerstone of the interpretation of the 
archaeological finds was the handling of the 
rich archival documentation under the 
direction of Jean-Pierre Proulx. He had the 
enormous task of organizing and coordinat­
ing the cataloguing and transcription of the 
huge collection of 16th-century Basque doc­
uments retrieved by Selma Barkham and by 
Basque researchers Clotilde O'Laran, Irune 
Zumalde, Iñaki Zumalde, and Lourdes 
Odriozola Oyarbide. The first challenge 
addressed by Proulx and the archaeologists 
during the second dig was the fundamental 
question of the metrology used in the 
Basque country. This problem had eluded 
earlier researchers who were unable to prop­
erly define the measures used by 16th-cen­
tury Basques. Finding the answer to this 
single question took several years of 
research, based on historical data with con­
tinuous verification against the archaeologi­
cal evidence. 

Another pillar of the second dig was the 
research conducted on artifacts by special­
ists from the Material Culture Research Sec­
tion of Parks Canada. The third, and most 
demanding, area of study was the research 
on the structures of the Basque whaling ship 
24M and of the other ships or boats found in 
Red Bay. Much new ground was broken, 
including the need to analyze poorly-under­
stood shipbuilding treatises from Spain, Por­
tugal, and England to better interpret the 
design and construction techniques of 
Basque shipwrights. To illustrate and clarify 
the three-dimensional structures of the ship, 

hundreds of elaborate and time-consuming 
drawings were produced. This process 
resulted in the integration into the research 
team of drafting specialists, who made 
major contributions to the analysis. Artifacts 
and structural remains were studied not 
only as elements of life on board, but also in 
order to understand the final phases of the 
life of this great ship as it disintegrated into 
a rich archaeological site. Finally, the fourth 
major component of the second dig was the 
faunal study of the whale bone and butcher­
ing techniques, which continues to expand 
under the direction of zooarchaeologists 
with a promising DNA study. 

Keeping a large and disparate team of 
researchers working in harmony and in 
focus over a period of more than 25 years 
was a challenge. In the later years of the sec­
ond dig, it became difficult to avoid over­
laps in the research and in the report. The 
quantity of data from the first dig was so 
immense that it was hard to accept that there 
were some areas where all of the answers 
would never be known. Instead, alternative 
explanations are presented to the readers 
regarding particular questions that could 
not be conclusively answered. The second 
dig has such sound evidence to provide that 
we did not want to taint its credibility with 
speculative interpretations. We have finally 
had to draw the line on ongoing investiga­
tions and release the massive amount of 
research regarding Basque whaling and 
shipbuilding that the Red Bay project has 
produced. 

7.2 Introduction to Material Culture from Red Bay 
Olive ¡ones 

This volume presents the material culture 
found underwater at Red Bay, in particular 
finds from the 24M site, with the exception 
of ship's fittings, rigging elements, naviga­
tion instruments, and armaments.' 

Unlike many other shipwrecks, the Red Bay 
wreck did not contain a tremendous variety 
of material culture that was not directly 
associated with the operation of the ship. 

There are several reasons for this. First, the 
ship's cargo consisted of a single commodity 
packed in casks, as reflected in the quantity 
of whale oil casks recovered. Second, it 
appears that salvage efforts, undertaken 
soon after the vessel foundered, resulted in 
the recovery of many personal possessions 
and work-related artifacts. Finally, the mate­
rial culture of Basque whalers in the 16th 
century may have been limited in variety 
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and quantity, although finds from the land 
site at Red Bay indicate that items of more 
refined materials, such as glass and majolica, 
were also sometimes carried on whaling 
expeditions.2 

Three types of artifacts were found in con­
siderable quantities: whale oil casks; coarse 
earthenware storage containers and serving 
vessels; and leather footwear. The whale oil 
casks provide valuable information on 
Basque cooperage. Assembly marks on the 
barrels have enabled researchers to trace the 
use and reuse of individual cask compo­
nents, while merchants' marks scribed onto 
the casks provide insight on the commercial 
organization behind the whale oil trade. 
Stowage patterns identified during the exca­
vation present a rare archaeological oppor­
tunity to study cargo lading. Coarse 
earthenwares, pewter and copper frag­
ments, and wooden bowls reflect daily con­
sumption of food and drink. Based on their 
varied places of manufacture, the coarse 
earthenwares attest to the vast trading net­
works of the Basques. The leather footwear 
reflects the large number of shoes the whal­
ers brought on such voyages. The quantity 
and variety of footwear provides an invalu­
able comparative collection for further 
research into footwear of the second half of 
the 16th century. 

Ceramic roofing tiles found at Red Bay 
reflect the building practices of the Basques 
and their survival on both the land and 

underwater sites after over 400 years attests 
to their durability. Work-related artifacts 
include a heddle, tool handles, and a whisk 
broom. Delicate fragments of preserved tex­
tiles, fibres, and wicker mats were also 
recovered. One of the larger wicker pieces 
may represent a sleeping mat, while other 
small plaited pieces were found inside shoes 
and may have been cut from larger mats to 
serve as insulating insoles. A few fragments 
of majolica reflect a slightly higher standard 
of living than that represented by the coarse 
earthenwares, in both form and decoration. 
The simple wooden comb was probably a 
personal item. 

The roles of different items of material cul­
ture in life on board the ship, the whale 
hunt, and the production of whale oil are 
discussed in other sections of the report.3 

Chapters 8 to 12 discuss individual artifacts 
or types and their historical context. Due to 
the ambitious scope of the Red Bay project, 
material culture analysis has taken place 
over many years. As a result, some of these 
studies do not take into account more 
recently published research that may be rele­
vant to the interpretation of the finds. For 
the same reasons, in some cases artifacts 
from other Red Bay sites (especially the land 
excavation site EkBc-1 and the 27M and 29M 
wrecks) were treated in conjunction with 
those from the 24M site considering their 
contribution to the overall perspective of the 
industrial complex that was Red Bay. 

NOTES 

1 See Section 17.1. 

2 James A. Tuck and Robert Grenier, Red Bay, 
Labrador: World Whaling Capital, A.D. 1550-1600 (St. 
John's, Nfld.: Atlantic Archaeology, 1989) pp. 46-55. 

3 See especially Section 19.1. 
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8 CASKS FROM THE 24M WRECK 

ïrad Loewen 

The principal cargo of the Red Bay vessel 
consisted of numerous casks, entirely col­
lapsed but otherwise well preserved, that 
covered much of the articulated hull struc­
ture. Investigation of these casks led to a 
study of their lading pattern and of the coo­
perage technology used to make them.4 

MATERIAL FOUND 

The first field seasons at Red Bay were dom­
inated by work on the remains of the cargo 
of casks that lay in a thick mass over most of 
the 24M wreck. Handling of the cask 
remains was coordinated between underwa­
ter and surface operations. Beginning in 
1978, archaeologists recorded in situ data, 
using photographs and drawings, and 
removed the collapsed casks from the site. 
These remains were examined and recorded 
on the surface by a material culture special­
ist. In 1979, the first full excavation season 
after the discovery of the wreck, Lester Ross 
undertook the surface recording, and his 
report presents observations on the cooper­
age technology.5 The 1980 excavation con­
centrated on defining the periphery of the 
site and Marcel Tardif recorded the cask 
remains that were encountered. The greatest 
portion of the cask deposit was excavated 
from 1981 to 1983. The surface recording 

was undertaken by Charles Bradley, whose 
report presents observations from the 1981 
season.6 

During the six years of excavating and 
recording the staved containers, underwater 
and surface methods were adapted as 
increasingly intact stratigraphie deposits 
were encountered. In the early years, archae­
ologists encountered only dispersed ele­
ments in the upper layers of casks and few 
complete containers could be identified (Fig. 
8.1). During the 1979 season, Ross could 
identify only seven nearly complete and 
seven partially complete examples of bar­
ricas, the most common type of cask. His 
study concentrated on workmanship 
attributes observed on the dispersed struc­
tural components. The approach was modi­
fied when archaeologists excavating the 
lower, better-preserved layers of the cargo 
identified complete barricas. It became nec­
essary to keep all the elements of a cask 
together for surface observation. The under­
water team developed a method of stapling 
strips of waterproof paper (Mylar) and fibre-
glass fabric to the staves and hoops of a col­
lapsed cask so that the in situ relationship 
was maintained, and all the elements of each 
cask were lifted to the surface as a single 
group (Fig. 8.2). Bradley's subsequent report 
described 18 complete barricas in addition to 
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nine nearly complete and four partially 
complete examples. The report contained an 
accurate description of a cask type, called a 
"one-third barrica" by Ross and a quintal by 
Bradley, whose characteristics Ross had dis­
cerned from the evidence of isolated staves. 
Bradley also identified another cask type, 
called a pipa, that had not previously been 
encountered on the site. 

Ross and Bradley attempted a minimum 
count of the barricas. While excavating the 
disturbed upper levels of the cargo, an esti­
mate was obtained by counting the number 
of cants. Cants are small head pieces with a 
distinctive semicircular shape. Because there 
were only four cants per cask, they were 
well suited for such an exercise. Bung staves 
were used to corroborate the estimates 
derived from the cants. These estimates, 
with their inherent uncertainty, were not 
needed in the lower strata where compo­
nents of individual casks were easily identi­
fied. Using cants as a guide, the minimum 
object count was established at 340 to 345 
barricas. However, only 196 bung staves 
were recovered. 

The quantity of cask materials brought to 
the surface from 1980 to 1983 was so great 
that only a limited recording of each artifact 
was possible. However, numerous examples 
of complete and nearly complete casks, 
including artifacts showing representative 
or diagnostic features, were selected for con­
servation and permanent storage. Conserva­
tion of the waterlogged barrica parts 
consisted of impregnation with a polyethyl­
ene glycol (PEG) solution, freeze-drying, 
rehumidification, and surface cleaning. 
When conservation was completed in 1995, 
about 6,000 artifacts, consisting of staves, 
head pieces, hoops, repair pieces, bungs, 
pegs, and other objects, became available for 
the continuation of the cask study. The 
staves of at least 83 casks are represented in 
the study collection. Components of at least 
five sizes of casks and three sizes of open 
containers were identified. The present 
report presents data collected from this per­
manent collection and thus goes beyond 
previous studies of the Red Bay cooperage. 

By examining the evidence of cooperage 
technology visible on the casks, data were 
generated on the phases in the life cycle 
(chaîne opératoire) of the principal type of 
cask represented on the site, the barrica rang-

Figure 8.1: Scattered 
barrica components, 
stowage billets and 
rock ballast, sub-oper­
ation 24M12M, 1979. 
(Photo: D. Page, Parks 
Canada; 24M-86M). 

ing from about 195 L to 240 L in capacity. By 
examining the wood structure, information 
on the use of wood as a raw material and on 
timber conversion was identified. Continu­
ing through the life cycle of the artifacts, 
data on the construction of the casks was 
gathered by examining the tool marks. The 
subsequent use of the containers in the 
whale oil trade left surprisingly diverse and 
numerous physical traces, ranging from per­
sonal identification marks to evidence of 
cyclic use-wear and maintenance, isolated 
repairs, and complete rehabilitation. Finally, 
a study of cask dimensions generated data 
related to the commercial standards of the 
16th-century whale oil and shipping trades. 
In particular, a metrological relationship was 
observed between the barricas and the ship 
itself, thus contributing to knowledge of 
16th-century ship tonnage. 

TYPES OF CONTAINERS 

Five types of casks were identified on the 
basis of size. In addition, three open contain­
ers, or tubs, were found, representing three 
different sizes (Fig. 8.3). Four of the cask 

Figure 8.2: A "lift" of 
barrica components 
kept in their in situ 
order, stapled to a 
fibre-glass strip and 
waterproof paper. 
(Photo: L. Ross, Parks 
Canada; RA579X). 

II-6 CASKS FROM THE 24M WRECK 


