
Sfax is a very active center for the sponge 
fishing. This is practiced from March to 
October by the Greeks, and the rest of the 
year by the Sicilians.  

The most profitable and 
most interesting fishing is 
that of the Greeks. Every 
year, 300 to 400 sakoléves, 
belonging in the most part to Greek 
shipowners living in Sfax, and each one 
manned by a crew of from 10 to 12 fishermen 
from Morée or the Archipelago, take part in 
the campaign.  

The sponges are fished either with a 
diving-suit, or by diving, or with a trailing net.  

The divers descend to depths of from 10 
to 40 meters, and work from 10 to 12 hours 
per day. They tear off sponges by hand and 
place them in a bag with which they are 
equipped. This work is tiring and dangerous; 
each campaign occasions the death, on 
average, of 250 to 300 divers. Each time an 
accident occurs, someone is drowned, his 
diving outfit is removed, and another dives 
immediately without more ceremony. Those 
which survive are crippled with rheumatism 
and overwhelmed with infirmities for the 
remainder of their days. On the other hand, 
they would enrich themselves within a few 
years if they were temperate persons. Each 
boat, in fact, brings back to Sfax a cargo of 
sponges which is worth on average 40,000 
francs which are also shared between the 

men of the crew. The owner takes his share 
and that of his ship.  

The free divers do not go down beyond 5 
to 10 meters. With the help of a long tube with 

a glass panel they examine 
the bottom, and when they 
see a bench of the invaluable 
zoophyte, they dive, collect as 

many as possible and ascend at once. This 
fishing is much less tiring than the preceding 
one and offers fewer dangers.  

Lastly, the Greeks take sponges with a 
trailing net, like the coral fishers. This net, 
assembled on a rectangular rod of iron, 
scrapes the bottom and tears off the sponges. 
When it is full, it is brought up.  

At the end of the season, some of the 
sakolêves remain in Sfax. The greatest 
number return to Greece where they are 
repaired and return for the following year.  

The Company of the ports of Tunis, 
Sousse, Sfax and Gabes, which has the 
monopoly of the fishing, levies on the 
fishermen a tax which is the source of a large 
income, and which varies from 1,090 to 5,000 
francs per boat, according to whether it is 
manned by divers, plungers (free divers) or 
fishermen with nets.  

Nothing is more picturesque than the 
return of the sakolèves to the old port of Sfax. 
This is this moment of the campaign which our 
photograph represents.  
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