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WITHOUT THE SEAR
FISTIERY, WEIATS A RIAN
SUPPOSED 70 DO?”

The boycott has dedlt a cruel blow to the livelihoods
of landsmen like Jack Troake
BY STEPHEN KIMBER

“You look out aver the ice. There’s half &
"dozen seals out there. When you're going
over that goddammed ice, you're counting
your dollars and cents, and you're thinking,
. ‘By Jesus, 'l get this bugger. There's
something I'm going to buy with that one
. ... That's the way the system is .. ..
You either do that or you go sit on your ass

and go on the welfare.”
~—Jack Troake

éACK TROAKE RUNS PRACTISED FISH-

erman’s fingers along the mesh of a
L/ green plastic gill net while his visitor
attempts to make polite conversation.
“Getting ready for the spring season?” he
asks idly.

Troake fooks up {rom his work sharply.
His sparkling biue-green eyes freeze the
visitor with a lock that is as icy as 2 winter
wind off the North Atlantic. “Fishing 15 2
vear-round job,” he says in a flatly unemo-
tional voice that still manages to let one
know just how tired Jack Troake has be-
come of the foolish notions cutsiders some-
times have about the life of a fisherman.

But today, his heart isn’t in his anger or
even in the words he speaks. The visitor, in
truth, is more right than he knows.

On this clear January afterncon, in the
middle of what could have been the best
sealing season in anyone's memory, Jack
Troake—a 48-year-old professional fisher-
man and scal hunter——is filling up empty
hours with busywork, preparing nets for a
fishing season that is five, maybe six,
months into the future.

Sull, there’s nothing he can do about
that now. And a visitor might be just the
thing to ease the boredom. His weather-
wearied face finally eases into a welcoming
smile. “Come into the house, old son, and
let’s have a cup of tea.”

JACK TROAKE AND FLORENCE, HIS WIFE
of 31 years, live in the same tidy yellow
hause where Jack’s grandfather once lived
and where Jack himself was born. Al
though Troake will tell you proudly that
one section of the house is 147 years old,
it’s been added to and modernized often
over ihe years. It would not look out of
place in a working-class suburb of any ma-
jor Canzdian city.

From Treake's window, you can see
across the ice-heaved harbor to the little
snow-covered village on the south side of
Twillingate, an island community of about
5,000 nestled ‘on the northern coast of
Newfoundland., Today, Twillingate sits,
sun-washed and silent, a still-ife canvas
waiting for ap artist. In other—Jack
Troake would tell you, hetier—Januarys,
Twillingate would now be alive with the
stghts and sounds and smells of the annual
seal hunt,

Down ai the government wharf, for ex-
ample, long-liners and speedboats would be
hurrying into port to unload their catch and
refuel their vessels before heading back to
sea for more seals. On the narrow roads
leading out of town, big freezer trucks,
crammed full of seal meat destined for the
canning factory in Notre Dame Bay, would
be jockeying for position with tractor
trailers Joaded down with seal pelts for the
buyer in Dildo. In the evening, work-weary
sealers would stop in at the Anchor In, the
local motel, for a gquick glass of Black
Horse beer and the chance to tell a few
good sealing stories one more 1ime.

Today, however, there isn’t a hoat on the
water; the only trucks on the road are pick-
ups Joaded with firewood scavenged {rom
the local wind-stunted forests; and the de-
sultory knot of men drinking in the Anchor
aren’t drinking to celebrate an honest day’s
work—they're drinking to forpet that there
is no work for them to do.

“Twillingate doesn't exist because of the
cod,” says Garry Troake. “'It exists because
of the seals.” Garry, 24, 1s Jack's younger
son; he and his brother, Hardy, 30, are fish-
ermen and seal hunters too. “1f you just
wanted to fish,” he adds, “you could go fur-
ther up the bay and have some comfert.”

The first seal oil ever shipped back to
Europe by the early fishermen and fur
traders, he cxplains proudly, came {rom
right here in Twillingate. And the bell at
the Anglican church, which was specially
cast in England more than 100 years ago,
was bought for the church by local sealers
afier a particularly good scason. “Even the
Beothuk Indians,” Garry offers, to butiress
the point he is making, “came out to Twil-
lingate during the winter for seals.”

The factis notlost on Garry or his father
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and a fow friends——could feed six families with their earnings from the boar

or anyonc else in Twillingate, however, that
the Beothuk Indians are now extinct.

“Sealing, sir, ts rough and tough. It’s dir-
ty, it's dangerous. Everything’s bad. There's
nGthing geod about sealing. There are 2 hell
of a lot of good men pone from this coast in
digasters. ... Every year, there's a couple of
guys Ieave in the morning and never come
back. ... But that's just the vay it is.”

LESS THAN A WEEK BEFORE, CARINO CO.;
the Norwegian-owned firm that had been

pelts, celled 2 press conference to announce
that it~—like all the other middlemen that
used to compete 1o buy scal pelts from poor
Newfoundiand fishermen, process them
and then sell them as cozts and gloves 1o
rich European matrons—was no longer in
the market for sealskins.

After more than a decade of interna-
tional protest, the Council of the European
Economic Community bad voted two years
apo to recommend that member countries
ban imports of Canadian harp and hooded
scal pelts, and 1oday, the simple fact is that
no one is buying seaiskins anymore.

Between the day that French explorer
Jacques Cartier first saw Labrador Indians
taking seals in the Strait of Belle Isic in
1534 and the day that Brizn Davies—then
2 young, Welsh-born student teacher and
pari-time worker for the New Brunswick
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals——caught his first glimpse of the
hunt off Lebradar in 1963, the seal fishery
had been zccepted, when 2nyone pzid at-
tention to it at all, as Just one more picce in
the eternal jigsaw puzzie of Atlantic Can-
ada’s seasonal survival.

Brian Davies not only changed that per-
ception. He also changed, perhaps forcver,
Jack Troake’s world.

(1%

Even if there was a factory set up right
here, just five minufes® walk from this place,
how in the Lord Jesus can I go work in 2
factory? I'm & fisherman, a seal hunter,
That's sll 1 know. I don’t know nothing
else.™

THERE WERE ALWAYS TWO VIRY DIS-
tinct seal hunts. The frst—znd best
known—was the offshore hunt, which took
place in early March each year on the mas-
sive, moving ice floes off the south coast of
Labrador. It was a *corporate”™ hunt, in-
volving a few hupdred men Gn a dozen or so
large ships from Canada and Norway.
These reinforced  vessels, whi each
weighed 150 tons or more, would smash
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scveral scasons working on the offshore
Front, Troake has done most of his sealing
from the bow of his own 5C-foot long-liner,
Lone Fisher. Between early January and
mid-April each year, depending on weather
and ice conditions, Troake and his crew—
his two sons and two or three close family
friends—relentlessly pursued their quarry
in the icy waters off northern Newfound-
Jand with high-powered rifles and tele-
scopic sights from gun positions mounted
on the bow of the long-liner and its motor
faunch. .

Ina good 18-hour day that would start a
few hours before dawn and prabably not
end until darkness closed in on them,
Troake and his crew would often kill, skin

and cut up 100 or more scals, some
weighing more than 500 pounds. As well as

the pelts, which used to fetch as much as

£35 each, depending on condition, Troake
had a2 market for virtually every other part
of the animal too: He seld the seal fiippers
as a delicacy in St. John's for $36 a dozen,
the meat went to a nearby cannery for 25
cents a pound and the jawbone and
stomach were bought up by federal fisher-
jes department researchers for $3.50 and
$5 cach respectively. Even the male seal’s
penis and testicles, used as an aphrodisiac
in the Far East, were worth $11.50.

“In the good times,” Troake says proud-
ly, “six families would eat out of my boat.
That was because of the seal fishery.”

o
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ALTHOUGH TROAKE AND HIS FELLOW
landsmen accounted for about half of the
total yearly scal quota, the jandsmen’s hunt
was more critical than simple arithmetic
might indicate to the survival of dozens of
small, marginal Newfoundiand fishing
communities, such as Twillingate, where
residents only barcly manage to get by,
thanks to a combination of fishing for
whatever was running—groundfish in sum-
mer, mackerel in fall and seals in late win-
ter and early spring—and filling in the in-
between times, when nothing was running,
with unemployment insurance benefits.

Almost all of Twillingate’s 1,000 k-
censed full-time fishermen took part in the
scal hunt, many of them earning as much
as one-third of their average $9,000 annual
net income from it. But the economic bene-
fits of the seal hunt washed over virtually
everyone else in the community as well—
from the general stores that provided provi-
sions for the sealers to the gasoline dealers
that kept boat gas tanks filled with diesel
fuel during seal scason—Ilike a welcome
wave on 2 hot summer day.

“During scaling season,” says Garry
Troake, “there’d always be more money in
the collection plate on Sunday mornings
and more money over at the Anchor In on
Saturday nights.”

When Jack Troake talks about the scal
hunt, be speaks of it simply in terms of
mortgages paid, expenses made and an-

‘other year’s survival assured. “Up unnl the

past few years, you could figure on a couple
of trips to the seal fishery and that would
pay the mortgage [on your boat] and insur-
ance for the year, just like that ... . All you
had to do for the rest of the year was worry
about your operating costs.”

Troake and his crew were more suc-
cessful than most small fishermen. Prior 1o
1984, they grossed an average of §22,000 a
year from the seal hunt; once they took in
$66,000 in a single season. After operating
expenses, each crew member might take
home between $3,000 and $4,000 a year
from sealing. When you realize that their
average income {rom every source for the
entire year is just $12,000 to $15,000, you
begin to understand why Jack Treske is so
frustrated today.

Thanks to the seal hunt, he has pow
finally finished paying for the 13-year-old
[one Fisher, which he had specially con-
structed with a South American hardwood
that “you can hardly drill 2 hole in” and
then reinforced with stainless steel zlong
the bow. “I don’t owe no man a cent on this
earth, not 2 jingle,” he says proudly, the

5

adds sadly, “A man with a long-lincr 10da
r

=

r

who’s got a morigage on his boat of $60- 10
$70.000 just couldn’t afford te run 1t
tor

without the seal fishery.” Garry zgr
He'd like to own a boat somed:
there's no way he'd ,taifc the risk now.
i of Grade

After feaving school at the en
]

11, Garry tried out faclory work in
cfore quickly deciding it wesn’t for Rim,

—




3 MOl e ST
‘ 11i8 y_’._a_(j,tg(r.i ”‘5:_

- | —— .
BHarrRe
- '.‘s -:"1‘--{; =1 2

23 dmes a week CP Air takes off for Amsterdam,
Lisbon, Milan or Rome.

With excellent connections to the rest of Europe
through Amsterdam’s convenient, hassle free Schiphol
Airport. Voted “Best Airport in the World” by the
International Airline Passenger Association.

Score Travel Bonus Points on every flight to
Europe. (35% mileage bonus points for Royal
Canadian Class*) And double bonus points on
KLM or NLM Europe ﬂights connecting from
Amsterdam -

The next SAMPLE “TRAVEL BONUS PROGRAM™ POINTS

time you have to | 10 Pots {retum ful tzre economy):
£ ik \ancouver Caipary Toronts
go from here 0 ) povemam 9572 gow 743
there call vour Franvdyr? 10,028 6358 7892
P Wanchesten 10.180 8.510 8,04

Travel Agent or | Zungr 10322 9657 §.185

< felian 12,332 11,576 8.238
CP Air

e gne you free tnps sooner. Much sooner.

-~
- %
\_,/,

w uh KL'M

In co-operation

He likes the fact he can be close to his fam-
ily here—he and his wifc and their-two
children, his brother and his wife and their
two children, his father and mother and
even his grandfather all live in houses that
are within shouting distance of one anoth-
er—and still be as independent as a man
can be, “Here,” he says, “you can eat a dif-
ferent dish every day—seal, rabbit, moose,
caribou—and get it yourself for free.
Here,” he adds, “you can make 38- to
$10,000 a year, and it’s the same as $18- or
$19.000 in Toronto.” But the question

Garry must ask himself now is whether he .

can make even that much money without
the cushion of the seal fishery.

“Life here goes in circies,” his [ather
savs. “Some years because of the weather,
you won't be able to start groundfishing
before July month and the weather will get
bad and you’l] be finished again in Septem-
ber. But that year you might have 2 real
good scaling season and make up for it.”
He pauses. “But when they start taking
away paris of the circle, like stopping the
seal hunt, well, by and by, the whole circle’s
gone and that’s the end of 1t.”

Even today, the whole fishing industry is
in desperate trouble, he says. “The botiom
has fallen out, and not just from the seal
fishery. It's ihe whole éOdddInﬂ shebang
and T don’t know why,” he complains. “We
got fish stocks and the world wants it, 1
know that, but I'm selling my groundfish
today for 1976 prices. That’s what I'm do-
ing, sir. While the cost of my fuel has gone
up 250 percent. From 33 cents a gallon 12
years ago to $2.66 today. There's no way in
the world a person can survive much longer
at those prices . . . and without the seal fish-
ery, what’s a man supposed to do7”

Troake, like many landsmen, would like
to see the offshore hunt abandoned and
have the federal government insicad de-
velop a Canadian market for the 60,000
scal pelts the landsmen traditionally take
each year. “They could use 50- or 60,000
seal pelts in the Armed Forces alone, just
for leather,” he suggests.

None of that, of course, will solve the
problem of what to do today. This is the
second winter Jack Troake hasn’t gune seal
hunting, the second winter he's been forced
to depend on unemployment insurance for
six months instcad of the vsual two. And
he's frustraied.

“All these people say that you shouldn’
kill seals,” he tells the visitor wrgenty.
“Well, what should you dﬂ’ What in the
hell can you do? You know, , I dom’t
want 1o be out there, bleod up o my god-

damned armpits, and pone for tvwo or three |

weeks, and coming home smelling like a
3 g

Jesus skunk. I don't want ta do that, no. |

There’s no enjoyment, there's no fun in the
seal fishery, I'll tell you that. But it's part
of your livelihood, part of your bread and
butier. That's all it means”™

But for Jack Troake, rhar still means 3
lot. : B




