
 1 

NED WICKHAM’S ROSSLARE WHALE   
 

A talk for the WNFC by Jim Hurley  

The Pumphouse, Wexford Wildfowl Reserve 

August 1
st
 2013   

 

Jim Hurley of the WNFC and the Irish Whale and Dolphin Group (IWDG) presented a superb 

talk that combined an extremely absorbing mix of local, scientific and natural history.  He 

described an event which 122 years ago, brought together a local lifeboat crewman based on a 

strip of land that no longer exists, the biggest animal species on the planet, and one of the most 

august scientific institutions in the then largest empire in the world.  Meet Ned Wickham of the 

Fort, Rosslare Point; a luckless Baleanoptra musculus of no fixed abode and the Natural History 

Museum of Kensington, London where now reside the bones of Ned Wickham’s Rosslare 

Whale, the first of her kind in the world to go on public display.   

 

Jim is a whale watcher for the IWDG, monitoring the South Wexford coast for sightings or 

strandings.  Some dolphin and porpoise species live off Irish coasts, larger whales rarely come 

so close to land but some species pass Ireland on their way north or south on seasonal migration.  

The shallow waters on the continental shelf are a traditional or instinctive route taken by whales 

including the great whales as they pass between summer feeding grounds in Arctic and 

Subarctic waters during the great melt, and warmer milder seas down south where they give 

birth and suckle their calves.   

 

Such a big animal can still be hard to find in the sea.  In 1,076 days of sea-going whale-

watching during IWDG whale surveys from 2005 to 2011, only one blue whale was sighted.  

Then in September 2012, An Air Corps pilot on maritime patrol saw two swimming together.  

Luckily the IWDG’s vessel, the Celtic Mist
1
 was close enough to catch up and photograph them.  

Blue whales tend not to form pods or schools (the terms are interchangeable) but can be 

sociable.   

 

Some dolphins, especially Bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) like to stay close to shore 

and seem to seek human company, though not as much as some humans will seek their 

company.  Fungi, off Dingle, is well-known.  As is Dusty, the Doolin Dolphin, a female off 

Doolin in Clare, who may let herself be stroked by children and accompanied by divers at times 

but can also turn aggressive when provoked, however accidentally.  She has rammed divers on 

occasion, always women apparently, and has hit two so hard they had to be “medevacced”, 

evacuated to hospital with severe internal injuries.  People should not approach wild animals too 

readily, however tame and friendly they look.  That dolphin’s smile that people love gives a 

false impression as it has no bearing on the dolphin’s actual emotional state.  Curiosity from an 

animal is not at all the same as looking for human friendship and a sudden change of mood 

when people are very close –well inside an animal’s “fight or flight distance”- can lead to a 

sudden attack.  ‘Habituated’ wild animals -those that have lost their usual shyness of people and 

may let them get close- are potentially the most dangerous as few people know how to act in the 

presence of large wild animals and may take liberties.     
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 Bequeathed to the IWDG by the Haughey family.   
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 Jim gave us a brief and clear introduction to whales as a group.  They are Mammals, with the 

warm blood, fast metabolism and milk-bearing properties that mammals possess, along with 

dorso-ventral flexure.  That means they bend up and down -or for us upright two-legged human 

types- back and forward, rather than side to side as fish, reptiles and amphibians do, which is 

called lateral flexure.  So a whale’s tail flukes or fins are horizontal and are beaten up and down 

while a fish’s tail is beaten from side to side.  That is the first thing to look for in telling a big 

dolphin or other whale from a big fish such as the basking shark (Cetorhinus maximus)
2
.  The 

shark also has gills running down the sides of the neck or head, whales do not because, of 

course, they breathe air.  The nostrils have moved to the top of the head and are valved so they 

can be opened or closed at will, because whales blow out stale air when they surface, these 

nostrils are called blowholes.  This air is usually very damp and humid and in colder air looks 

like water, from this came the popular illusion that whales blow water from their blowholes.   

 

The whales or Cetaceans (Order Cetacea) are divided into 2 Suborders:  

 

 The Odontoceti or Toothed Whales: these include the Sperm whale, beaked whales, the 

all-white Beluga, the ivory-tusked Narwhal and the dolphins and porpoises (the 

formidable Killer whale and often-stranded Pilot whale are actually dolphins so if 

anyone asks for the difference between whales and dolphins you can tell them that some 

whales are dolphins).  They range from small (the 5 foot long porpoises) to huge (50 foot 

long Sperm whale), they usually have teeth, a single blowhole or nostril on the top of the 

head and most have a large dorsal fin halfway along the back.  Many dolphins and other 

toothed whales have beaked muzzles.  They snatch up fish and many species hunt in 

schools or packs called ‘pods’ which can number in hundreds.  Killer Whales or Orcas
3
, 

formerly called Whale Killers, hunt fish, seals or larger whales which they attack in 

packs.  Indeed, a quarter of Blue whales in some populations carry scars from Killer 

whale attacks, events that mirror in the oceans the attacks on elephants by lions now 

known to occur in Africa.   

 

 The Mysticeti or Baleen Whales:  include the Right whales
4
, Grey whale and the 

Rorquals or pleated whales.  These have no teeth but instead grow curtains of baleen 

(called whalebone in the old days) in the upper jaw through which they filter their food, 

they have two blowholes instead of one and a small or absent dorsal fin 2/3rds along the 

back.  Baleen is made from keratin and is designed to filter small animals from water 

that is pushed through them.  The muzzle is broad and curved or bluntly pointed but 

never beaked like a dolphin’s.  These are either big (the smallest is the Pigmy Right 

Whale at 15 feet or 5 metres) or huge (30 to 90 feet and 10 to over 100 tons).  The 

Rorquals, who include the Blue, Fin and Humpback whales, have 30 to 100 grooves or 

                                                 
2
 The Basking shark is the 2

nd
 largest fish in the world, bigger than most dolphins and some other whales and is 

found in Irish waters.  It is harmless and only eats plankton which is gathers by swimming open-mouthed through 

plankton clouds and filtering them through its gills.  According to the pictures Jim Hurley showed us, a life-size 

model of a basking shark is the length of 6
1/2 

children.   
3
 Orca means ‘From the Land of the Dead’, one was seen to kill a Great White Shark.  There is no record of one 

eating a person but it would not leave much evidence if it did.   
4
 Slow-moving and with such massive layers of blubber that they float when killed, Right whales are so-called 

because they were for centuries the ‘right whales’ to hunt, all 4 species are now very rare.  Like Basking sharks, 

they swim open mouthed through plankton or krill-rich water, swallow huge amounts and filter out their food, their 

baleen is the longest of all the whales and their blubber layers are the thickest.   
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pleats running along the throat which can expand to swallow great amounts of water 

while feeding.  Though huge, all baleen whales have relatively narrow throats that 

couldn’t swallow a beach ball, so they eat small fish or crustaceans but eat them in huge 

amounts.   

 

The Blue whale (Balaenoptra musculus) is the largest rorqual, largest whale, largest mammal, 

largest living animal and the largest animal ever known to exist, being bigger than the largest 

dinosaurs or any prehistoric whales and weighing as much as 2,700 people.  Slim and 

streamlined like other rorquals, it is a mottled blue getting a little paler below.  The belly is often 

tinged green with algae, giving it the now-outmoded name of Sulphur-bottom, as it is called in 

Herman Melville’s Moby Dick.   The mouth is (again) the biggest in the world (this side of 

Kerry) and 70 to 120 pleats or grooves run along the throat and around 300 baleen plates grow 

in the upper jaw, a metre long (3 feet) in front and shortening to a half metre (18 inches) towards 

the back of the mouth, the baleen is black which is distinct from that of other rorquals.   

 

The Blue whale was first described by a Scottish physician and polymath,
5
 the Geographer 

Royal for Scotland Robert Sibbald, who examined a stranded male in the Firth of Forth in 1692, 

an older name for the Blue whale was Sibbald’s Rorqual in his honour.  In 1758, Carolus 

Linneus (the Swede Karl Von Linné who devised the binomial scientific naming system we use 

today) named the whale Balaenoptra musculus (“winged whale - little mouse” in Latin) maybe 

Linneus’ little joke, though musculus could also mean muscle.   

 

Everything about the blue whale is massive and rather than bombard the reader with a big 

plethora of facts at this stage, there will be an account of Blue whale biology and behaviour at 

the end.   

 

Our second protagonist is Edward ‘Ned’ Wickham, the Coxswain
6
 of the Wexford lifeboat, born 

in 1871 or so, into a family that gave 5 generations to service in the RNLI. Ned Wickham served 

from 1899 to his retirement in 1925, based in The Fort on Rosslare Point which is now 

abandoned and only visible at low tide.  The geography of Wexford Harbour was different then 

to now.  A sand spit ran North from Rosslare most of the way across the harbour mouth and The 

Fort stood on the end until the spit was breached in severe storms in 1924 that sucked away the 

sand underneath, undermined the buildings and forced the people to evacuate.  Ned Wickham 

himself, pictured in 1911 at the age of 40 in his heavy, cork-filled waterproofs, looks out at the 

camera with stoic, moustachioed, Victorian and undoubtedly Wexford courage.   

 

That courage was readily demonstrated in two particular incidents.  First was the rescue of the 

Puffin on March 11
th

 1906 when 6 lives were saved and Ned Wickham earned a silver service 

medal and a Certificate from the King of Norway.  Eight years later on February 20
th

 1914, a 

schooner, Mexico was wrecked on South Keeragh Island in another storm.  In this tragedy, 9 

crewmen of the Fetherd lifeboat were lost.  Wickham earned a silver clasp to add to his medal 

for his valour.   

 

                                                 
5
 Knowledgeable in many fields, a know-all in other words.   Sibbald apparently became an early golfing injury 

case, the game was catching on in Scotland at the time, when walking on the commons one fine day he was hit and 

flattened by a golfer’s backswing. 
6
 The Coxswain or Cox’n steers and navigates and is generally in charge of the boat, Ned Wickham would have 

been an excellent seaman.     
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Where the River Slaney met the oncoming tide around the old Rosslare Point was a channel 

called Abhain Tonn (River Eddy) which was anglicised to Hantoon, a name that was later 

bestowed on a barque
7
 called the Hantoon and was further passed on to Hantoon Road in 

Maudlintown Wexford, close to Antelope Road, named after the Hantoon’s sister ship, the 

Antelope.  Now the stage is set for our first two protagonists to meet.   

 

On March 25
th

, 1891, a female Blue whale was live-stranded on Swanton Bank opposite 

Hantoon Channel under the old Fort.  Ned Wickham and some others investigated by boat the 

following day, approaching close to the huge carcass, Ned stuck his knife into the whale and 

either supplied the coup de grace or the whale had already suffocated under her own weight.  

She was 82 feet long (25 metres), an average length for an adult female Northern Blue whale.  

Why she stranded and whether she was ill or injured was never discovered.   

 

An enterprising Wexford man, William Armstrong bought the whale for 100 Guineas (£111) 

and had her carcass salvaged.  The whale’s oil was collected in 14 drums holding 45 gallons 

each (630 gallons in total), at the time, whale oil was probably the most valuable commodity 

from the whale.  The baleen was used to make corsets among other things.  The lean meat –

nearly half the total bodyweight- was sold off as pet food, whale meat was never popular outside 

of a few traditional whaling countries.  At first the whale was wrongly identified as a Sperm 

whale until a newspaper columnist self-titled ‘Piscator’ set the record straight, recognising it as 

a Blue whale from the black baleen.   

 

As the town cryer loudly advertised regular boat trips to see the “Monstrous Wheel”, our late 

visitor’s career in the public eye was only beginning.  The Natural History Museum in 

Kensington, London bought the bones with a view to displaying them, thought they didn’t have 

the space as yet.  The bones were said to weigh 10 tons which seems light for an animal of that 

size, even if a water-borne whale will not need as much bone mass for its weight as a land 

animal would.  The skeleton of an 87 foot (27 metre) Blue whale on display at the Long Marine 

Lab, Seymour Centre in the USA weighs 17 tons so the Wexford whale’s bones would weigh 

pretty much the same.   

 

Our whale’s skeleton was kept in storage for over 40 years until the museum opened its new 

Whale Hall in 1938.  It was mounted along with a 93 foot long life-size model
8
 of a Blue whale.  

Both were the first to be put on display anywhere in the world.  In what is now called the Large 

Mammals Hall, both skeleton and model now hang amidst the skeletons and models of several 

other species of whale with a host of large terrestrial mammals –elephants, rhinoceroses and 

hippopotami
9
 on display underneath.  In some corner of a foreign museum is a place that is 

forever Wexford
10

.   

***** 

                                                 
7
 A Barque is a sailing ship of 3 or more masts, some have over 5 masts.  They are the Tall Ships.    

8
 The model, probably based on swollen stranded carcasses makes the Blue whale look even more massive than it 

is.  In life they are relatively slim and streamlined.  The model had a little door to it’s insides through which its 

constructors could sneak for a fag break.   
9
 Hippos are now known to be related to whales and their classification has changed, no longer are they lumped in 

with the pigs but have a new family tree.   
10

 Or Madeira for all we know.  Although we like to claim the whale as our own, she was probably born somewhere 

in the Atlantic around the Canaries and was only an accidental tourist to our county.  In fact nobody has witnessed 

the birth of a Blue whale and it is still unsure where any of the Blue whale populations have their calves.   
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Here is more information about the life of the Blue Whale
11

.  I hope the reader is not buried in a 

pile of facts and figures about how big the Blue whale is but rather given a look into its biology 

and the adaptations and challenges of its great size.   

 

Average measurements for the Blue whale are 24 to 27 meters (about 80 to 90 feet in the old 

money) and 80 to 120 tons, males are smaller than females and adults in the southern 

hemisphere tend to be larger than in the northern hemisphere
12

.   The longest on record was a 

Southern female of about 33 metres (110 feet) and the heaviest reliably weighed specimens were 

females of 190 and a 97 footer of 200 tons, all killed by whalers in the Antarctic seas.  Most 

measurements sadly come from whalers who weighed their catches piecemeal in huge vats.  

Weight varies seasonally as whales feed in the cold temperate or polar seas in the local summer, 

to gain weight; then spend the winter in warmer breeding grounds living off their reserves.  A 

blue whale’s weight can range from under 70 to over 150 tons with individual, gender, regional, 

subspecies and seasonal variation, especially among pregnant or lactating females, which may 

explain why the girls grow larger (bigger-boned of course).   

 

There are 3 generally recognised races or subspecies:  

 Balaenoptera musculus musculus Northern Blue whale (N Atlantic and Pacific and 

sometimes the Arctic Oceans). Males average 22.5 metres long, females 24 metres (75 

and 78 feet).   The first to be described and named by Linneus himself, which is why the 

subspecies name is a repeat of the species name.   

 Balaenoptera musculus intermedia Southern Blue whale (S Atlantic, Pacific and 

Antarctic Oceans).  The largest race on average, males being about 25 metres and 

females 27 metres (81 and 90 feet).   Perhaps its size reflects the huge Southern Pacific 

and Antarctic seas and abundant food.   

 Balaenoptera musculus brevicauda Pigmy Blue whale (Indian Ocean) Surely the 

world’s biggest pigmy and still bigger than the average Fin whale, it is a couple of 

metres shorter on average than the others and weighs about 70 tons (other subspecies 

average 90 or more).  It lives in warmer waters, does not migrate to polar seas and so 

may not need to bulk up as much.   

 

Two populations live in the North Atlantic, Western and Eastern, the latter migrate to and from 

the Canary Islands and Madeira, where they summer, and the Subarctic waters, where they feed 

on krill.  About 30 to 50 are known to pass through Irish waters in the autumn as picked up by 

the US Navy’s SOSUS (Sonar Survey System).  Back in the 1890s, far more Blue whales would 

have swum this route as around the time of our whale’s stranding, Blue whales were not yet 

commercially hunted on a great scale due to their size and speed.  But the invention of the 

harpoon gun and factory ship made the largest, fastest whales catchable in the most remote seas 

and a huge industry grew up to exploit their oil, meat and baleen.  Whaling stations sprang up in 

                                                 
11

 I have used as sources the New Encyclopaedia of Mammals (Oxford University Press, there’s a copy of this huge 

and excellent book in the reference section of the Library on the top floor),  the other great Mammals book 

Walker’s Mammals of the World, the Museum of Natural History publication  The Book of Animal Records 

(formerly the Guinness Book of Animal Facts and Feats), the IUCN website, the IWDG website, Wikipedia and 

Google in general 
12

 Northern and Southern Blue whales rarely meet as, while the Northern population heads south to breeding and 

wintering grounds near the Equator in the winter months, Southern Blue whales are heading south also to their 

summer feeding grounds.  They are all the same species and would happily interact and breed but enough 

geographic separation leads to genetically inherited differences to become subspecies.   
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Ireland and in a host of other countries and their colonial outposts.  Irish whaling stopped in 

1937, finished by the 2
nd

 Whale fishery Act.  Other countries still caught whales in Irish waters 

until the Wildlife Act of 1976 banned all whaling, making Irish territorial waters a whale 

sanctuary.   

 

Blue whales were in the meantime being killed in huge numbers worldwide, especially the 

Southern Hemisphere population.  The peak year was the season of 1930/31 (Southern 

Hemisphere summer) when 29,703 Blue whales were killed.  Those figures were halved within 

ten years (12,559 in 1939/40) and again in the next ten (6,313 in 1959/60).  In 1965/66, the final 

year of legal commercial exploitation of Blue whales, 633 were killed worldwide –on record at 

least, just 2% of the kill 35 years before.  Attention had by now turned to other species like Fin 

and Humpback and their numbers too plummeted.   

 

Blue whales were so scarce then that it was feared they would die out for lack of partners to 

breed with, indeed some blue-fin whale hybrids have been found from time to time.  But Blue 

whales are great travellers, long-lived (80 years or more in the opinion of most specialists) and 

can boom out their songs at over 200 decibels.  These low-frequency calls are below our hearing 

levels and can carry for 100s, maybe 1,000s of miles, underwater recording equipment has 

picked up whales calling 3,000 kilometres away.  A whale calling off Newfoundland Canada, 

may be heard by one off the West Indies.    

 

According to the IUCN Red Data List (International Union for the Conservation of Nature) 

there are an estimated 1,000 to 2,000 Blue whales in the North Atlantic; from 850 to 3,000 in 

the Antarctic and about 1,200 in the Indian Ocean, figures from the Pacific are even less sure 

and a tentative global estimate is 10,000 to 25,000; between 3 and 11% of the estimated 

population size of 1911, a short century ago.  The population is increasing however.   

 

One listener at the talk asked how deep Blue whales dive, but we did not have the answer to 

hand.  Large marine animals can in general dive deeper and for longer than smaller ones and 

with their unequalled size; blue whales were thought to be especially able to go deep.  The 

actual deep-diving champion among air breathers is the Sperm whale (Physeter macrocephalus) 

that routinely dives down to 500 meters (1,600 feet) and has gone 2 or 3 kilometres down
13

.  But 

sperm whales feed on squid and deep-water fish, baleen whales feed on fish and krill closer to 

the surface.   

 

Scientists following Blue whales foraging off Mexico attached monitoring equipment to their 

backs with a crossbow (the whales weren’t hurt and the gear detached itself to be collected after 

a while), and found the whales did not go very deep or for very long.  The average dive was to 

140 metres (450 feet) down and lasted 7 minutes, suggesting that they were pretty active down 

there and needed to come up for air fairly quickly.   

 

Closer analysis showed a foraging behaviour called lunge feeding.  The whales dive to find krill 

shoals.  These tiny shrimp form huge concentrations 5 to 10 kilometres across and about 100 

metres down in the water.  The whales dive and swim underneath, usually belly-up.  When one 

                                                 
13

 One bull Sperm whale was harpooned after a dive of 1 hour 52 minutes (also the longest time on record) with 

bottom-feeding sharks in his stomach.  The whale was in 2 miles (3.3 kilometres or 10,500 feet) at least of water; 

that’s the length of the Raven Nature Reserve end to end, only straight down.   
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finds a very dense concentration of krill, it lunges from below and throws itself into the shoal, 

opening its mouth, expanding the pleated throat and turning the huge two-ton-tongue inside out, 

to make a huge cavity into which falls 60 tons of water and krill.  Then the whale turns back 

down and snaps its mouth shut, contracting its throat and pressing its tongue to the roof of the 

mouth, pushing out the water and sieving out the krill with its baleen before swallowing them by 

the thousand.  It performs 1 to over 5 of these lunges in one dive before surfacing for several 

well-earned breaths of air, clearing out and replacing 90% of airspace in its lungs.   

 

A blue whale of about 100 tons needs 4 tons of krill (about 2,500,000 calories) a day and its 

stomach can hold one ton.  Don’t forget that some populations of baleen whales only feed for 4 

or 5 months of the year, living off their blubber reserves for the rest.  Some blue whale 

populations may feed year-round.  When krill rise close to the surface, Blue and other baleen 

whales may simply swim open-mouthed through the shoals as basking sharks do; to maximise 

the amount they take in with each gulp, the whales swim on one side and open wide.   

 

Although the birth of a blue whale has never been witnessed, the calves are known to be 20 to 

25 feet (6 to 7 metres) long and 2 tons at birth after a gestation of about 12 months.  The calf is 

suckled by the mother with power teats that literally squirt the rich milk into its mouth, the calf 

gains about 90 kilograms or 200 pounds a day on a daily diet of 200 litres (360 pints).  With this 

demand, a blubber-bulked nursing mother of 120 tons loses a ton a week for the months she 

suckles, ending up 25% lighter.  Pregnant blue whale cows have the most blubber, lactating 

mothers the least.  The calf is weaned at 7 to 8 months and at a good 15 metres or 50 feet long, 

big enough for its first season in cold polar waters feeding on krill alongside its mother.  She 

herself will not mate until next year and will calve on average every 3 years.   

 

Blue whales are sexually mature at 10 years and may live for 80 to 110 years, actual longevity 

in Cetaceans is very hard to prove.  Northern Right whales may live to over 170 as suggested by 

mid 19
th

 century harpoon heads embedded in the blubber of recently killed whales.  Killer 

whales and other species have been definitely aged to over 80 years.  With whaling hopefully to 

be a thing of the past, more whales should live out their natural life spans.   

John Kinsella 


