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The cetacean fauna of St. Helena has been very poorly known scien- 
tifically. Melliss (1875) described "five kinds of cetaceous animals com- 
monly known[:] . . . B .  mysticetus (right whale?). . . , P.  macrocephalus 
(sperm whale). . . , Delphinus, Linn. . . . one kind only of Doiphin . . . , 
Phocaena, Linn. . . . two kinds of porpoise . . . h g h t  Whale Porpoise and 
the Sperm Whale Porpoise . . . ." No further accounts of the cetaceans in- 
habiting the waters around St. Helena have been published. 

Determining the identity of dolphins taken in a small harpoon fish- 
ery at St. Helena is important to an ongoing taxonomic study of the dol- 
phins of the genus Stenella of the Atlantic. Spotted dolphins in the 
Atlantic have been referred to in recent years as Stenella frontalis, 5. atten- 
uata, S .  plugiodon, S .  capensis, and S .  dubia. The holotype specimens of all 
these nominal species consist of skulls only. Unfortunately, our emerg- 
ing picture of the two apparently valid species shows them to differ 
markedly not in skull characteristics but in color pattern and vertebral 
count, data not available for the holotype specimens. To solve this prob- 
lem we plan to gather skull measurements from all available specimens 
that are referable to one or the other of the two species based on color pat- 
terns or vertebral count, to construct discriminant functions (an analyti- 
cal technique involving simultaneous consideration of a large number of 
variables), and finally to apply the discriminant function to the holotype 
specimens, so that they (and the names they carry) can be assigned to 
one or the other of the species. 

For one of the species, an endemic form to which the name S. plagio- 
don has been most commonly applied, there are a large number of fully 
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documented specimens in museums in the United States. Atlantic speci- 
mens of the second species, a pantropical form most recently called S. at- 
tentlata or S. frontalis, are much less abundant. We have located only 16 
with data on coloration or vertebral count. However, the British Museum 
has 41 skulls of spotted dolphins taken from St. Helena by local fisher- 
men, mostly in the late 1950s. The skulls came without information on 
coloration or skeleton but exhibit very low variation, indicating they are 
all of a single species. The one (ventral) photograph of a St. Helena dol- 
phin in the British Museum Archives shows a color pattern more consis- 
tent with that of the pantropical species than with the Atlantic endemic 
species, but the angle of the photograph prohibits a firm conclusion. We 
hoped color pattern would identify the type of dolphin taken by the fish- 
ermen in St. Helena. If it proved to be the pantropical species, then the 
large series of skulls in the British Museum could be used in the discrimi- 
nant analyses aimed at resolving the taxonomic problem. 

RESEARCH 

We observed and photographed dolphins on the lee side of the island 
from an open fishing boat on five days between May 5 and June 2,1983. 
Our usual observation strategy was to make multiple passes through a 
moving school, taking photographs on the down-swell legs. On May 5 
and 26, we observed and photographed the animals underwater. 

On May 25, we sailed around the island to observe cetaceans on the 
south side. However, the weather was very rough, and we saw no 
cetaceans. 

We tape-recorded interviews with 10 fishermen and 1 boat owner 
concerning the history, methods, catches, and economics of the dolphin 
fishery, and had more informal discussions with an additional 35 to 40 in- 
dividuals, including government officials and employees of the St. Hele- 
na Fisheries Corporation. We asked for information on the dolphin 
fishery through a notice in the island newspaper and on a local radio 
broadcast. We spent several days scanning and abstracting information 
from books, official records, and 19th-century newspaper files main- 
tained in the island library and archives. Because of lack of time, we ex- 
amined only a fraction of the material in the archives. 

CETACEAN FAUNA 

PANTROPICAL SPOTTED DOLPHIN, S T E N E L L A  SP. 

This was the dolphin most commonly harpooned in the fishery. Is- 
land fishermen call it ”bottlenose porpoise” or simply ”porpoise.” The 
skulls in the British Museum are of this species. We clearly observed diag- 
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nostic color-pattern characteristics: white-tipped beak, well-defined cape 
passing high over the eye and with greatest depth at the level of the dor- 
sal fin, narrow light band subsidiary to the cape, flipper stripe to gape, 
and dorsoventral division of the peduncle into upper dark and lower 
light areas. Calves are unspotted, and juveniles have pronounced dark 
spots below. Dorsal spotting in adults is so poorly developed as to appear 
absent when the animals are seen at a distance of a few meters. 

The school that we observed consisted of several hundred dolphins. 
It came into shallow water within 0.5 km of shore along the southern half 
of the lee side of the island in the early morning and moved slowly north 
and headed back offshore at the northern lee edge before noon. During 
this slow passage the school appeared to be loosely organized and dis- 
persed over a distance of about 0.5 km in subgroups of about 5 to 10 ani- 
mals. Groups milled, briefly reversed direction, and made short forays 
offshore. Aerial activity, including high leaps (mostly by juveniles), for- 
ward flips, pitch-poling, and tail lobbing, was extensive. Occasional in- 
tense flurries of surface activity involving two or more animals was 
evidenced by violent, confused splashing. 

On each occasion as we approached the school, individual dolphins 
came to meet the boat and rode the bow briefly. They did not surface at 
the bow to breathe, but moved a few meters away from the boat, blew, 
and returned to the bow underwater. This differs from typical bow-rid- 
ing behavior, in which the animals surface to breathe at the bow, and 
may be related to the fishermen’s practice of harpooning dolphins from 
the bow. 

On one day we followed the dolphins to the edge of the lee, where 
part of the school spent several minutes “surfing” in short steep swells. 
Some of the dolphins made several passes in the waves, doubling back 
after traveling 100 m or so. 

Fishermen told us that once the school goes offshore, out of the lee of 
the island, it breaks into several smaller schools. These may be encoun- 
tered several kilometers offshore in the afternoon. They are occasionally 
seen on the weather side of the island. Fishermen also said that dolphins 
are ”easiest to find” in April and May. 

BOTTLENOSE DOLPHIN, TURSIOPS TRUNCATUS 

This dolphin is called “cowfish” or ”cow porpoise,” but some fisher- 
men also call it “angerine.” It was taken in the fishery in lesser numbers 
than the spotted dolphin. Several skulls of this species are in the British 
Museum. 

We observed this dolphin at least twice. On May 5, we saw several 
large dark dolphins with high falcate dorsal fins in the school of spotted 
dolphins. The fishermen called these cowfish; but we did not get a good 
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look at them. On June 2, we encountered and photographed a small 
school (10 to 15) of bottlenose dolphins at 0830 hours. As we approached, 
the animals evaded us by diving for several minutes and coming up 
about 200 m away. We identified them by their size, coloration, size and 
shape of dorsal fin, and shape of the head (a short beak sharply demar- 
cated from the melon). On June 5 at 1420,hours, as we left the island, sev- 
eral bottlenose dolphins joined the ship 5 to 7 km offshore and rode the 
bow and stern wakes for about 10 minutes. 

Fishermen told us that cowfish sometimes frequent James Bay at 
night, feeding on flying fish attracted to lights on the waterfront. 

An officer on the R.M.S. Centaur showed us a videotape of several 
bottlenose dolphins riding the bow of the ship just off Ascension Island, 
about 700 nm northwest of St. Helena, on March 12, 1983. 

OTHER SPECIES 
Only two species other than spotted and bottlenose dolphins can be 

said with certitude to occur (or have occurred) at or near St. Helena: the 
humpback whale and the spinner dolphin, Stenella longirosfris. Inclusion 
of the spinner dolphin is based on a skull in the Cleveland Museum of 
Natural History (No. 2413) labeled as collected at St. Helena by the Blos- 
som South Atlantic Expedition on October 10, 1926. Fishermen to whom 
we talked did not recognize photographs of spinner dolphins nor did 
they remember having seen its distinctive spinning behavior. The inclu- 
sion of the humpback in the fauna is based on 19th-century newspaper 
and whaling accounts. 

Fishermen told us of a seasonal occurrence or past strandings of 
several kinds of large whales which they called "humpback," "sperm," 
"blue," or "right whales," but these reports are not confirmed by speci- 
mens or photographs. They also reported occasional or seasonal occur- 
rence of "whale killers," "blackfish," "whitebelly porpoise," and "black 
porpoise" with blunt heads. 

While some of the fishermen use angerine (or "angeline") when re- 
ferring to the bottlenose dolphin, most use this term to refer to a quite dif- 
ferent animal. Our most reliable and conservative informant, a retired 
fisherman, described the angerine as a little larger than a cow porpoise 
(which he has measured up to 8 ft long), dark above and cream-colored 
below, with a few (four to five) white spots on each side and a short beak. 
He said the animal occurs in groups of a dozen or so, never in the compa- 
ny of other dolphins. Others described the angerine as larger than the 
cowfish and with a few spots (pink or white and about an inch in diame- 
ter) and a white or pinkish belly. Murphy (1947) reported that whalemen 
used the term "algerine" (possibly derived from "Algerian") for small 
beaked whales of the genus Mesoylodon, but it is very unlikely that this is 
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the usage at St. Helena. The descriptions are most consistent with charac- 
teristics of the rough-toothed dolphin, S teno bredanensis; however, this is 
a highly tentative conclusion. The angerine was only rarely harpooned 
by the islanders and is said to fight harder than other porpoise. 

The inclusion by Melliss of the right whale dolphin (Lissodelphis per- 
onii) in the fauna of St. Helena seems questionable, as it is a cool-temper- 
ate species and the waters around St. Helena are tropical, albeit 
seasonally verging on warm-temperate. 

DOLPHIN FISHERY 

A fuller account of the dolphin fishery will be submitted to the Scien- 
tific Committee of the International Whaling Commission. 

The dolphin fishery likely had its origins in 19th-century whaling; the 
whalemen harpooned dolphins for practice and for consumption by the 
crew. This thesis is supported by the islanders’ use of Yankee whaling 
terms such as porpoise, cowfish, algerine, blackfish, and ”iron” (for har- 
poon), and by the implements used in the fishery, which until the 1960s 
were modeled on sperm-whaling gear. 

The pursuit of dolphins has always been an adjunct to other fishing 
activities. Typically, a dolphin or two was harpooned on the way home 
from the tuna-fishing grounds after a day of low tuna catch. Before World 
War 11, sails were used. In the 1950s and 1960s the boats converted to 
small diesel engines, which made catching dolphins easier. A very few 
bottlenose dolphins were harpooned in the harbor at night. Average an- 
nual catches before 1979, when the taking of dolphins was banned, were 
on the order of 100 to 200 spotted dolphins and 5 to 15 bottlenose dol- 
phins a year, perhaps peaking in the 1950s. Records of landed dolphins 
sold to the Fisheries Corporation were only kept for 1978, when 37 dol- 
phins were logged (some landed dolphins were not sold to the Corpora- 
tion). As recalled by the fishermen, the usual daily take by a boat was one 
or two dolphins. Dolphin meat was highly esteemed, and, when avail- 
able, brought about the same price as tuna. Despite the ban, a few dol- 
phins (perhaps 5 to 10 annually) are still taken for consumption by boat 
crews or family use; but dolphin meat no longer appears in the market. 
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