EPIC
FISHING

Portugal’s tight relationship with the sea entails a res-
ponsibility to carry out cultural work that can build a new
ethnography of a maritime way of life. At a time when
the new economy of the sea appears to dismiss the
human dimension to maritime life that has marked
the coastal landscape, this special stamp issue evokes
three major fishing campaigns historically undertaken
by the Portuguese: cod fishing off Newfoundland and
Greenland, whaling in the Azores, and tuna fishing
along the Algarve coast.

Fishing is an element of maritime culture, as well as an
economic activity associated with exploiting the fragile
living resources of the sea. For that very reason, or
perhaps due to a lack of knowledge, fisheries and work
at seain general are the focus of persistent myths.
Theimagery associated with certain fishing campaigns
has taken on an epic dimension, replete with extreme
images that evince a cruel beauty. This is true of the
large transatlantic fisheries and other jobs thatinvolved
drawn-out exploits of navigation and real communities
living in precarious conditions. It would be true to say
that all work at sea has a heroic dimension to it and
naturally lends itself to epic narratives. However, it
must also be acknowledged that cod fishing, Azorean
whaling and tuna fishing in the Algarve were extreme
activities of this kind. These odyssey-like adventures
gave rise to legend and sparked immense curiosity
from abroad, which only grew as these activities started
to wither away, eventually to disappear altogether.
Cod fishing by the legendary White Fleet, which left its
mark on generations of maritime communities along
the entire Portuguese coast, whaling off the islands of
the Azores and tuna fishing with traditional traps along
the Algarve coast are all superb examples of this rich
cultural legacy.

Fishing was invariably marked by immense human
ingenuity, discipline and fearlessness. Tragedy, too. It
is no mere coincidence that all these activities came to
an end in the 1970s, in the wake of the major changes
wroughtby the Law of the Sea and new scientific views
on the use of marine resources. It also coincided with
the collapse of the dictatorship of Salazar and Caetano.
Thesefeatsloom largein Portugal’s lingering collective
memory of its relationship with the sea, but they are
crying out for their significance to be examined afresh,
with a view to education and cultural tourism that can
look beyond mere myths.

Within the public arena, cultural initiatives that bring
the country’s cherished heritage together with scientific
literacy must pay tribute to the human work involved
in major feats at sea and explore how it connects with
the Azores (fishing/whaling), the ports on Portugal's
west coast (cod fishing) and the beaches of the
eastern Algarve (tuna). Delving into the details of
these exploitsis absolutely fascinating: their historical
origins, economic and social structure, working
relationships, cultural imagery and symbolism. This
is a story of huge interest to the Portuguese public in
general and maritime communities in particular.

Alvaro Garrido
Historian, University of Coimbra
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FAINAS
EPICAS

0 reforco da relagao de Portugal com o mar precisa de
um trabalho cultural que seja capaz de construir novas
etnografias da vida maritima. Num tempo em que a nova
economia do mar parece esquecer a dimensao humana
da vida maritima que marca a paisagem costeira, esta
emissao filatélica invoca trés grandes fainas do mar
portugués: a pesca do bacalhau na Terra Nova e na Gro-
nelandia, a caca a baleia nas ilhas dos Acores e a pesca
do atum na costa do Algarve.

Atividade econdmica ligada a exploracao de recursos
vivos do mar, as pescas sao um dominio da cultura
maritima cujo patrimdnio é fragil. Precisamente por
isso, e talvez por desconhecimento, as pescas e as lides
do mar, em geral, sdo objeto de mitificacdes persistentes.
As fainas do mar cujo imaginario se tornou mais epopeico
estao cheias de imagens superlativas, de uma beleza
cruel. £ o caso das grandes pescarias transatlanticas
e de outras fainas que implicavam longas jornadas de
navegacao e verdadeiras comunidades de risco.

E certo que todo o trabalho no mar tem uma dimensdo
heroica e presta-se a narrativas de sentido épico. Mas
6 ainda mais certo que a pesca do bacalhau, a baleacdo
acoriana e a pesca do atum algarvia foram atividades
superlativas. Os seus tracos de odisseia criaram uma
dimensdo lenddria e despertaram uma enorme curio-
sidade internacional, que cresceu a medida que essas
atividades definharam e que o tempo as condenou ao
desaparecimento.

A pesca do bacalhau levada a cabo pela mitica «Frota
Branca», que marcou geracdes e geracdes de pescadores
em todo o litoral portugués, a caca a baleia ao largo das

ilhas dos Acores, e a pesca do atum nas antigas armacdes
lancadas na costa do Algarve sao exemplos eloguentes
dessa tremenda heranca cultural. Atividades de pesca
civis, todas implicavam grande engenho humano, disci-
plina e desassombro. Tragédia, também. Nao por acaso,
todas terminaram nos anos 70 do século XX, num contexto
de grande mudanca no Direito do Mar, quando emergiram
novas percecdes cientificas sobre o uso dos recursos
marinhos e, nao por acaso, quando a Ditadura de Salazar
e Caetano sogobrou.

Todas essas fainas tém uma grande expressao na memé-
ria coletiva que permaneceu da relacao de Portugal com
0 mar, e todas pedem novas interpretacdes de significado,
numa ldgica educativa e de valorizacdo do turismo cultural
que possa ir além do mito.

Através de iniciativas culturais que conjuguem a memdria
patrimonial com a literacia cientifica, importa inscrever no
espaco plblico memdrias do trabalho humano associado
as grandes fainas do mar na sua ligacao com os seus ter-
ritdrios litoraneos: Acores (pesca/caca da baleia); portos
da costa ocidental portuguesa (pesca do bacalhau); praias
do Sotavento algarvio (atum). E fascinante conhecer cada
uma das fainas épicas nos seus aspetos mais singulares:
origens histéricas, organizacao econdmica e social,
relacdes de trabalho, imagens culturais e imaginério
simbdlico. Esta histdria interessa aos Portugueses, em
geral, e as comunidades maritimas, em particular.

Alvaro Garrido
Historiador, Universidade de Coimbra




