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About the book

In "Leviathan: The History of Whaling in America," Eric Jay Dolin deftly

navigates the turbulent waters of America's maritime history, bringing to

light the epic saga of one of the most perilous and impactful industries ever

to grace the nation's shores. As harpoons are cast into the heart of this tale,

the narrative meticulously charts the inexorable rise of the whaling

industry—a force powerful enough to alter both the fortunes of the young

republic and the very nature of the great cetaceans roaming the oceans.

Through deft storytelling, Dolin unveils a world teetering between human

ambition and the undulating mysteries of the deep, where fortune, adventure,

and peril intertwine in an intricate dance. This enthralling account invites

readers to embark on a voyage through time, where each page unfurls the

complexities of a world shaped by relentless pursuit—of oil, of wealth, of an

empire steered by the mighty presence of the ocean's leviathans.
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About the author

Eric Jay Dolin is a renowned American author celebrated for his compelling

works in American history and environmental writing. Armed with an

impressive background that includes a master's degree in environmental

management from Yale and a Ph.D. in environmental policy and planning

from MIT, Dolin fuses scholarly expertise with storytelling finesse. His

bibliography encompasses an array of critically acclaimed maritime

histories, through which he captivates readers with vivid narratives that

bring the past to life. Known for shining a light on America's ecological and

maritime heritage, Dolin's rigorous research and engaging prose have earned

him accolades and a dedicated readership. His work on "Leviathan"

exemplifies his ability to weave historical facts into a rich tapestry that

highlights the interactions between humans and the natural world,

underscoring his role as a vital voice in bringing history's lesser-told stories

to the forefront.
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Chapter 1 Summary: 1. John Smith Goes Whaling

Chapter One: John Smith Goes Whaling

Captain John Smith, a seasoned adventurer known for his exploits across

Europe and America, was longing for a new venture. Despite being

historically controversial, his adventurous life, including his association with

Pocahontas and role in founding Jamestown, remains legendary. By 1614,

Smith turned his sights to the New World, specifically the vast region

between the 38th and 45th parallels, known as the northern part of Virginia,

or what he would later name New England. Backed by English merchants

dreaming of gold, Smith instead focused on more practical profits such as

whales, fish, and furs, as he was skeptical about finding gold or copper.

Smith's voyage was inspired partly by tales of Epenow, a Native American

who, upon being captured and displayed in London, spun stories of gold on

Martha's Vineyard to secure his return home. This tale propagated dreams of

unexplored wealth in New England. However, Smith understood the

potential of whaling as backed by historical accounts from previous

explorers. Past expeditions by Bartholomew Gosnold and George Waymouth

had noted whale sightings, convincing Smith there was wealth in the waters.

The origins of whaling are mysterious but were notably advanced by the
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Basques between Spain and France. They perfected the pursuit of the right

whale, a slow-moving species that yielded significant oil and baleen, setting

the stage for an industry that Europe, including England, eagerly adopted.

Despite historical precedence and significant preparations, Smith's 1614

expedition resulted in disappointment. His crew, skilled yet unprepared for

the swift "Jubartes" whales (likely fin or humpback), failed to secure any

prey. Their attempt to harvest fish and furs yielded modest returns,

insufficient to cover the voyage's expenses. Nonetheless, Smith's

cartographic work and exploration instilled a vision for New England's

potential, projecting images of fullness and prosperity onto places like

Massachusetts, which he called "the Paradise of all those parts."

Smith's adventures continued with two more ill-fated voyages, including

being captured by French pirates. During his imprisonment, he poured his

dreams and discoveries into a manuscript titled "A Description of New

England," a bid to entice future investment. Smith's narrative skillfully

mapped the region, illustrating its possibilities. His work indirectly

influenced colonial ambitions, casting a spotlight on New England just as

the Pilgrims considered their transatlantic journey.

Chapter Two: “The King of Waters, the Sea-Shouldering Whale”
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On November 9, 1620, after a taxing journey, the Pilgrims aboard the

Mayflower sighted land near Cape Cod, far from their intended destination

by the Hudson River. They were forced to improvise, ultimately

conceptualizing and signing the Mayflower Compact to establish

self-governance. As they anchored in Provincetown Harbor, an abundance of

whales surrounded their ship, stirring unrealized aspirations of wealth from

whale oil.

Lacking proper tools and preparation for whaling, the Pilgrims recognized

these resources could have yielded considerable monetary returns. Although

they did not have the capability to capture the whales, their proximity to

such potential riches was apparent. Early English whaling favored the right

whale, easy to catch and valuable for its oil and baleen, underscoring the

Plymouthers’ desire for accessible resources in the New World.

The Pilgrims made another notable discovery when they landed: pilot

whales, or "grampus," stranded onshore. The phenomenon, while unusual,

was explained by natural curiosity settings such as ice or the fifteenth known

gravitational behavior of these creatures, particularly prevalent off Cape

Cod. In these early years, neither pilgrims nor colonists went out expressly

to hunt whales at sea, focusing otherwise on survival.

While the exploitation of whale stranding poised significant economic

benefits as early as the 1630s, initiative efforts to hunt whales at sea came
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from the Dutch in Delaware Bay. Despite initial failures, they marked the

beginnings of organized European whaling activities off the American coast.

Whales were consistently noted by settlers and travelers alike, highlighting

the untapped economic potential in America. From religious leaders to poets

like William Morrell, early accounts resounded with enthusiasm for the

bounty of the oceans. As colonization ramped up, so did the focus on

systematically capitalizing on these natural marvels, setting the stage for

whaling to become an integral part of America's colonial economy.
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Chapter 2 Summary: 2. “The King of Waters, The
Sea-Shouldering Whale”

In the early 17th century, the settlers aboard the Mayflower sighted Cape

 Cod instead of the intended Hudson River area. Despite their initial goal,

they settled in New England, drafting the historic Mayflower Compact for

governance. Upon their arrival, they encountered large numbers of whales,

sparking discussions of potential profit. Although the Pilgrims lacked the

tools for whale hunting, they envisioned opportunities from the resource-rich

landscape. The whales sighted, likely right whales, were significant in

17th-century European whaling. Yet, facing impending harsh winters, the

settlers prioritized establishing their new settlement over ambitious whaling

pursuits.

Exploratory endeavors along the coast brought interactions with Native

Americans and observations of stranded pilot whales, also known as

grampuses. Such strandings were mysteries attributed to various ecological

and behavioral phenomena. This discovery elicited plans to leverage the

whales for resources, though the settlers found themselves unable to process

the blubber into oil due to time constraints. Instead, their focus shifted to

survival and settlement amidst budding tensions with local tribes.

The progression into organized whaling began as drift whaling, where

opportunistic settlers claimed whales washed ashore. As settlements grew,
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regulations emerged to manage these valuable resources. Massachusetts and

Long Island took pioneering roles in establishing formal whaling ordinances.

Southampton, founded in 1640 on Long Island, developed systematic

regulations to manage drift whales, viewing them as communal assets.

Conflicts arose regarding entitlement, leading to government intervention to

ensure equitable distribution.

With growing colonial interest in whaling, active pursuits began. Shore

whaling took root, with small companies forming along the coast. Indians, as

cheap labor, were integral to this nascent industry. However, shore whaling

proved inconsistent, with fluctuating annual yields. Disputes regarding the

ownership of captured whales stirred political contention, particularly on

Long Island, where local whalemen resisted mandates imposed by New York

governors who sought royalties under the pretext that whales were "Royal

Fish." Figures like Samuel Mulford stood against these impositions,

challenging laws through direct appeals to England.

The industry's economic promise caught royal attention as it filled gaps left

by declining beaver and peltry trades. The establishment of shore whaling as

a sustainable colonial venture showed promise when compared to the

wavering fortunes of traditional British whaling sectors. Despite regulatory

challenges, the nascent industry grew, hinting at the integral role it would

play in America's economic expansion.
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Reflective voices like Cotton Mather's tied the success of whalemen to

divine providence, encouraging them to express gratitude through their

contributions to the church. Meanwhile, political jousts like those between

Mulford and New York's governors underscored early stirrings of

revolutionary sentiment as colonists challenged their economic subjugation.

As the 18th century progressed, the whaling industry looked toward

Nantucket Island as the next frontier, marking a shift from casual

opportunism to a major maritime enterprise. This evolution would define a

significant chapter in America's economic and cultural development, set

against a backdrop of changing colonial dynamics and the relentless pursuit

of prosperity.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Vision of Opportunity Amidst Adversity

Critical Interpretation: The settlers on board the Mayflower, having

faced the initial setback of landing at Cape Cod rather than the

intended Hudson River, exemplified resilience and foresight under

unforeseen circumstances. Despite being ill-equipped for immediate

whaling opportunities, they saw the potential for prosperity in the rich

resources surrounding them, including the sight of bountiful whales.

This chapter drives home the importance of having a vision in the face

of adversity. In your own life, you can draw inspiration from their

ability to adapt and envision future possibilities even when initial

setbacks occur. It reminds you that every challenge holds an

opportunity, urging you to harness foresight, plan wisely, and remain

steadfast in pursuit of your ambitions, all while balancing survival

with aspiration.
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Chapter 3 Summary: 3. All Along the Coast

Chapter Three: All Along the Coast

In the early 17th century, drift whaling became an unpredictable yet enticing

occupation for coastal colonists in America. With whales occasionally

washing ashore, communities saw economic potential, leading to the

establishment of regulations to manage disputes, maximize profits, and

maintain order. Massachusetts and Long Island, particularly commissioned

authorities, highlighted this growing significance. The first known ordinance

was possibly established in the 1630s by Massachusetts Bay Colony, amid

potential territorial contentions with Plymouth Colony over whale oil

ownership. By 1641, Massachusetts Bay ordered that any beached whale be

kept by local proprietors until further regulations were set.

Southampton, founded by settlers from Massachusetts in 1640, became a

pioneer in organizing whaling. By 1644, regulations, such as fines for failing

to report sightings and a structured division of whale spoils, were enacted to

efficiently manage drift whale harvesting. Whaling laws evolved across the

colonies, with regulations focusing on profit distribution: finders received

monetary rewards or whale parts, while towns and even colonial

governments took their share. With colonial expansion,

government-imposed taxes and disputes arose over whale ownership and
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profits. Colonial economies, reliant on commodities like whale oil,

contributed to international trade, creating tensions when governments

sought to claim larger shares of profits.

As drift whaling grew cumbersome and scarce, colonists ventured into shore

whaling, a profit-driven enterprise for select groups. Techniques involved

harpooning whales from boats, leading to instances of controversy over

whale ownership. By the 1670s, shore whaling began along the coasts, with

communities like Long Island seeing a rise in whaling companies forming.

Though the trade flourished, discontent brewed against governors like

Edward Hyde (Lord Cornbury) and Robert Hunter, who sought control and

share in profits, sparking resistance and legal challenges led by figures such

as Samuel Mulford. Mulford's defiance, marked by his legendary "Fishhook"

tale and appeals in England, reflected a spirit of resistance foreshadowing

American independence ideals. Resolving to protect their whaling rights, the

colonists eventually shifted their focus to the burgeoning industry in

Nantucket.

Chapter Four: Nantucket, the "Faraway Land"

Nantucket, named "faraway land" by the Wampanoag Indians, is a

crescent-shaped island whose history is steeped in geological and cultural

transformation. Formed by the retreat of glaciers thousands of years ago, the
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island's colonization began in the late 1640s as Thomas Mayhew aimed to

convert local Wampanoags to Christianity. By the late 1650s, the potential

for growth lured a group from Massachusetts, including Thomas Macy, to

purchase land and settle on Nantucket. Seeking refuge from strict Puritan

laws, Macy and other settlers envisioned a new beginning.

Over time, Nantucket became a hub for drift whaling due to its geographic

proximity to whale migration routes. Early settlers turned to experienced

whalers from Long Island, with efforts initially stalling due to an unreliable

partnership. Ichabod Paddock, invited from Cape Cod in 1690, played a

pivotal role in teaching Nantucket whalemen the intricacies of

shore-whaling. The sandy soil thwarted traditional farming, leading settlers

to see whaling as their economic salvation.

Indigenous labor was instrumental, both in securing coastal lands and

staffing whaling operations. Despite dependence on native expertise, stark

imbalances existed, with Indians often receiving minimal profits compared

to their white counterparts. The burgeoning industry bolstered Nantucket's

economy, funding prominent island families and ensuring whaling remained

central to its identity.

Nantucket faced challenges of declining whale populations and lengthy

history disputes over drift whale ownership. The shore-based whaling era

reached its zenith in the early 18th century, with luckless encounters
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offshore sparking the island's foray into deep-sea sperm whaling. Capt.

Christopher Hussey is credited, albeit contentiously, with leading

Nantucket's first sperm-whaling expedition around 1712 after an accidental

drift to offshore sperm whale territories.

Though the narrative varies, this era marked the dawn of Nantucket

transitioning from regional shore whalers to pioneers of offshore ventures,

setting the stage for Nantucket's rise as a leader in the global whaling

industry. The shift reflects a broader trend of innovation and adaptation, as

islanders transformed setbacks into new opportunities in their relentless

pursuit of prosperity at sea.
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Chapter 4: 4. Nantucket, the “Faraway Land”

Chapter Four: Nantucket, the "Faraway Land"

Nantucket, also known as Natockete by the indigenous Wampanoag people,

translates to "faraway land." This island, with its crescent shape and remote

location thirty miles from Cape Cod, indeed lives up to its name. It was

formed during the last Ice Age, around fifteen to twenty thousand years ago,

as the Laurentide glacier advanced and retreated, leaving Nantucket peering

above the waves.

Colonial interest in Nantucket began in the late 1640s with Thomas

Mayhew's attempts to convert the local Wampanoag population to

Christianity. By 1659, a group of settlers acquired a large portion of the

island, seeking refuge from strict Puritanism and crowded mainland

opportunities. The first group of settlers arrived in October 1659, led by

Thomas Macy, who was escaping court charges for harboring Quakers.

Nantucket's natural proximity to whale migration routes led to early

engagement in drift whaling, a practice where hunters capitalized on whales

that washed ashore. The English settlers built upon this practice, yet lacked

expertise in active whaling. They sought assistance from experienced

whalemen such as James Loper and Ichabod Paddock, to teach them the art
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of whaling and guide the formation of Nantucket’s whaling industry. 

Shore whaling became a vital economic activity, employing both English

settlers and Wampanoags, the latter playing a crucial role yet facing

inequality. The stories and legends surrounding early attempts and the

challenges faced by the settlers showcase the blend of historical facts and

fabled narratives that characterize Nantucket's whaling beginnings. As

resources decreased, off-shore whaling emerged, marking the island's

prominence in the industry. A disputed yet pivotal narrative involves a

young Christopher Hussey supposedly discovering sperm whales, signaling

the shift to targeting these creatures.

Chapter Five: The Whale’s Whale

The sperm whale, depicted as Moby-Dick by Herman Melville, is renowned

for its remarkable characteristics that captivated the public's imagination and

fueled the whaling industry. Its outstanding features include its enormous

head, size, and diving abilities. Scientifically known as Physeter

macrocephalus, the sperm whale's iconic appearance and behaviors provide a

wealth of fascinating study and speculation.

Spermaceti and ambergris, rare and valuable substances harvested from

sperm whales, held significant commercial value. Spermaceti was prized for
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its illumination and medicinal uses, while ambergris, despite its mysterious

origin theories, was a sought-after fragrance fixative.

Sperm whales became targets for their wealth-bringing oil and whalemen

faced the daunting task of hunting these powerful creatures. Attacking sperm

whales required skill, courage, and a firm respect for their ability to retaliate.

This resilience and mystique, steeped in stories and speculative science,

secured the sperm whale's portrayal as the extradinary protagonist of one of

literature's most enduring novels. 

Both chapters illustrate the intertwined narratives of human ambition, myth,

and nature’s marvels on the remote island of Nantucket, carving a legacy

that resonates through history and literature.
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Chapter 5 Summary: 5. The Whale’s Whale

Chapter Five: THE WHALE’S WHALE

This chapter delves into the fascinating world of the sperm whale, a creature

that commands awe and intrigue. As the largest of the toothed whales, the

sperm whale, or Physeter macrocephalus, is famed for its massive size,

incredible diving capabilities, and its enigmatic nature. The sperm whale

was the inspiration behind the legendary Moby-Dick due to its ability to sink

ships, its formidable presence, and its unique anatomy.

From its enormous head filled with spermaceti—a waxy substance once

mistaken for sperm—to its unmatched ability to dive deeper than most

creatures on Earth, the sperm whale is a marvel. Its fantastic physiology

includes a large brain and a spermaceti organ, which could serve functions

from regulating buoyancy to acting as a battering ram. This organ is one

reason why sperm whales could ram ship hulls—a claim supported by their

history of sunken ships.

Beyond biology, the chapter touches on the mysterious life of the sperm

whale in the ocean depths. It leads on to Mocha Dick, a real-life bull whale

that roamed the Pacific and was reputed for its white color and combative

nature, inspiring tales of legendary proportions. Social creatures by nature,
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sperm whales communicate with intense clicks and codas, further

showcasing their complex communications and intelligence.

However, an intriguing aspect remains their feeding method involving giant

squid, which, despite being elusive and hardly witnessed, offers a glimpse

into the food web dynamics beneath the ocean. Sperm whales' capacious

stomachs have occasionally revealed surprising objects like shoes and

toys—a testament to their undiscriminating dietary habits.

The chapter also probes the economic significance of sperm whales,

particularly their contribution to the whaling industry through the production

of valuable commodities like blubber, ambergris, and notably spermaceti. In

an era before synthetic products, these components held significant cultural

and economic value in medicine, candle-making, and perfumery. Melville,

too, marveled at the sperm whale's penis, describing it humorously as the

"grandissimus," underlining humanity's perennial fascination with this

majestic creature.

From historical mishaps to the crafting of scientific names, this chapter

provides rich insights into the storied life of the sperm whale, emphasizing

not just its physical grandeur but the bewildering challenges of

understanding such a profound animal residing in the mysterious depths of

our oceans.
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---

Chapter Six: INTO "YE DEEP"

Following the transformative voyage of Hussey in 1712, the island of

Nantucket propelled into a new era of whaling, targeting the sperm whale in

the vast open ocean known as "ye deep." This chapter highlights the period

from 1712 to 1750 when Nantucket led the offshore whale fishery, boasting

a fleet increase from 6 to 60 ships. The chapter outlines the infrastructure

and social dynamics that underpinned this whaling boom, including swift

shipbuilding, expanding wharves, and communities binding through

religious affiliations like Quakerism.

Nantucketer's dominance was not only due to their strategic location but a

tightly-knit social fabric and adept handling of resources. The work ethic

and business acumen fostered by the Quaker community were pivotal in

propelling islanders to the forefront of the industry. Echoing Melville's

portrayal of whalers like Captain Bildad, the profitability of whaling often

transcended pacifist doctrines.

Labor hierarchy was evident as white Nantucketers occupied higher ranks

while Native American and Black laborers filled manual roles. Nonetheless,

offshore whaling marked a departure from coastal expeditions, demanding
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broader capitalism—a shift illustrated through technological advancements

like the adoption of precisely designed whale boats and the integration of

advanced tryworks aboard whaling vessels, effectively launching the

concept of a floating factory.

The chapter also chronicles the adventures and losses of notable whalemen

like Benjamin Bangs, who meticulously documented his encounters and

experiences at sea. His diaries reveal the intricacies and dangers of whaling

voyages, marred by perils like storms, privateers, and wars, which frequently

altered the course of this hazardous profession.

As the Nantucketers expanded their trade into international waters with

direct oil shipments to London, they navigated increasingly complex

economic landscapes, attempting to circumvent Boston middlemen while

negotiating the emerging demands for whale oil, particularly in Europe. This

was fueled further by technological insights, like the gasoline-bright shine of

spermaceti candles post-1750, which became highly prized.

By reflecting on both the peril and innovation that defined this period, this

chapter underscores an epoch of maritime enterprise that carved out the

backbone of colonial economies, yet at its core, raised pivotal questions

about sustainability, commerce, and the indomitable human spirit chasing

the horizon for new conquests.
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Chapter 6 Summary: 6. Into “Ye Deep”

Chapter Six: INTO "YE DEEP"

Following Hussey's legendary 1712 voyage, Nantucketers began venturing

into "ye deep," the wider ocean, marking a transformative period for the

whaling industry. This expansion necessitated the construction of new ships,

requiring skilled labor and increased infrastructure such as wharves and

casks for processing and storing the whale oil. By 1748, Nantucket had

established itself as the leader in offshore whaling, with the number of

whaleships skyrocketing from six to sixty over several decades. This boom

was fueled by Nantucket's strategic location, the skills honed from shore

whaling, and the tightly knit community that was bolstered by

Quakerism—a predominant religion on the island known for its strong work

ethic, frugality, and business acumen.

Despite Quakerism's pacifist principles, economic gains from whaling

trumped moral reservations, as reflected in literature such as Melville's

"Moby-Dick." Nantucket's success relied heavily on a social hierarchy, with

white Nantucketers typically in leadership roles, with Indians and Blacks

often filling lower ranks, sometimes under coercion or unfair conditions.

As deep-sea whaling expanded, shore whale populations dwindled, driving
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ships farther offshore and necessitating longer voyages, sometimes months

long. Whaleships evolved into larger vessels with the capability for extended

deep-sea expeditions. Life at sea required whalemen to form tight-knit

communities aboard vessels while those left on land maintained their own

social structures, often relying heavily on women for community cohesion.

The chapter details the dangers and complexities of whaling, from the

technical maneuvering of whaleboats to the perils faced offshore, including

inclement weather and privateer threats. Benjamin Bangs, a Massachusetts

whaler, provides one of the few firsthand accounts of offshore whaling from

this period. His diaries capture the adventurous and perilous nature of

whaling voyages while providing a window into the socio-economic uplift

whaling brought to colonial America.

Efforts to develop a robust British whaling industry failed due to structural

inefficiencies, while the colonies increasingly filled Britain's demand for

whale products. Technological advancements such as on-board tryworks

transformed whaling vessels into floating factories, significantly boosting

productivity and aligning with broader industrial trends.

Chapter Seven: CANDLE WARS

The history of the spermaceti candle industry is marked by mystery and
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competition. Initial credit for creating spermaceti candles remains debated,

with both Abraham Rodriguez Rivera and Benjamin Crabb vying for the

title. These candles offered superior illumination and became valuable

luxury items internationally.

As more merchants entered the business, the refining of spermaceti into

candles turned commercially competitive. A major bottleneck became the

limited supply of spermaceti, or "head matter," from whales. In response, a

group of manufacturers formed the Spermaceti Trust, an early industrial

monopoly, to control head matter prices and monopolize operations. Despite

being an imperfect coalition marred by internal strife and threats from new

competitors, the trust attempted to regulate prices and fend off challenges

from potential new entrants.

One profound threat came when Joseph Rotch, part of a renowned whaling

family, entered the candle market, signaling a possible shift toward

vertically integrated operations. His son's, William Rotch’s, challenge to the

trust's regulatory powers indicated the fragility of such industrial

agreements. However, the advent of the American Revolution abruptly

halted further trust meetings, ending its influence.

Parallel to these industrial maneuvers, colonial whalemen had emerged as

leaders in the global whaling industry, bolstered by technological and

organizational advancements that leveraged their geographical and economic
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capabilities, firmly establishing the colonies as pivotal players in the

international whale oil trade.
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Chapter 7 Summary: 7. Candle Wars

Chapter Seven: Candle Wars

The origins of the spermaceti candle industry are shrouded in mystery, with

figures like Abraham Rodriguez Rivera, a Portuguese Jew in Newport, and

Benjamin Crabb of Rehoboth, Massachusetts, both being named as early

pioneers. Despite Crabb’s attempts to secure a monopoly in 1751, a

mysterious 1748 advertisement suggests an even earlier inception. By the

mid-18th century, European markets introduced spermaceti candles, though

American colonists were the first to turn them into a valuable international

commodity. The candleworks established by Crabb and Rivera quickly drew

the attention of others, sparking competition and innovation. Notable figures

like Obadiah Brown of Providence entered the field by employing Crabb,

only to learn the intricacies of candle-making independently due to Crabb's

lack of guidance.

The candle-making process was meticulous, requiring the refinement of

spermaceti oil through heating and pressing techniques to produce the pure

white candles consumers desired. As the industry grew, branding became

important, with manufacturers like the Browns of Providence using elaborate

packaging to convey quality. However, the demand for these luxury candles

soon outpaced the supply of head matter, leading manufacturers to form the
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Spermaceti Trust in 1761. This early cartel, considered the "world’s first

energy cartel," was plagued with challenges, including internal disputes over

competition and pricing.

Joseph Rotch, a prominent whaling merchant from a renowned family,

emerged as a formidable competitor. His ventures into candlemaking in New

Bedford and later Nantucket threatened the trust's delicate balance. Rotch’s

strategic move to New Bedford capitalized on the village's advantageous

position for whaling operations, further expanding his family's influence in

the industry. His son William Rotch's disputes over head matter allocations

exemplified the growing tensions within the trust. William's ultimatum came

just before the American Revolution disrupted the industry, marking the end

of the Spermaceti Trust. Despite its shortcomings, the trust's tenure

coincided with the peak of colonial whaling dominance.

Chapter Eight: Glory Days

The period between the 1750s and 1770s marked a transformative era for

colonial whaling. Extended voyages allowed whalemen to reach distant

destinations like Greenland and the Falkland Islands, boosting profits. Urban

growth and technological advancements, such as whale oil lighting and

lubricants, increased demand for whale products. The industry expanded

rapidly, with the number of whaling ships tripling and Nantucket emerging
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as a significant hub.

In Nantucket, whaling permeated every aspect of life. The industry drove the

island's economy, transforming its barren landscape into a bustling town.

Travelers like Crèvecoeur documented this transformation, highlighting the

islanders' unique physical traits and the significant roles women played in

maintaining the community. Successful whalemen were considered ideal

marriage prospects, underscoring their societal importance.

As the industry grew, labor shifts occurred due to the declining indigenous

population, leading to a more diverse workforce. Figures like Prince Boston,

a black whaleman who won his freedom in court, exemplified the changing

labor dynamics. However, the colonial whalemen faced competition from

Britain, which sought to establish its whaling industry. Despite incentives,

British efforts floundered due to factors like ineffective crew incentives and

capture by enemies during the French and Indian War.

British restrictions, like those imposed by Hugh Palliser, frustrated colonial

whalemen, leading them to petition for change. Simultaneously, whalemen

faced dangers from enemy ships and the harsh elements of the North

Atlantic. Legend and factual tales illustrate the perils whalemen braved,

whether sailing through icy waters or battling whales themselves.

Despite these challenges, the colonial whalers made significant
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contributions, including helping Benjamin Franklin chart the Gulf Stream.

Figures like Thomas and John Hancock illustrated the economic ups and

downs of the industry, eventually leading John to pivot to politics. For all its

triumphs and trials, the colonial whaling industry transformed both the

economy and the fabric of colonial society, laying the groundwork for future

expansion in the post-Revolutionary era.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Innovation in Competitive Markets

Critical Interpretation: In a world where competition often stifles

creativity, Chapter Seven of "Leviathan" serves as a reminder that

innovation can actually thrive amidst rivalry. As the chapter

illustrates, when early entrepreneurs like Abraham Rodriguez Rivera

and Benjamin Crabb entered the spermaceti candle industry, they did

not merely engage in business. They sparked a wave of creativity and

progress that would eventually expand the industry beyond the

American colonies, turning these candles into coveted international

commodities. Even when faced with monopolistic attempts and

secretive practices, figures like Obadiah Brown embraced resilience

and adaptability, crucially learning the craft to break new ground on

his own terms. For us today, this story inspires the understanding that

even in the most competitive environments, successes may not only lie

in outdoing competitors but also in cultivating knowledge, advancing

techniques, and fostering collaborative progress. Indeed, embracing

competition with a spirit of innovation can transform industries,

environments, and lives.
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Chapter 8: 8. Glory Days

Chapter Eight, titled "Glory Days," provides a vivid exploration of the rapid

 expansion and transformative impact of the whaling industry during the

mid-eighteenth century. The chapter opens with a depiction of a 1763

whaling scene in New Bedford, showcasing a whaleboat and the integral

activities associated with whaling, such as mincing blubber and ladling oil,

crucial for economic gains at the time. Joseph Russell, a Quaker merchant

who significantly contributed to the whaling industry’s emergence in New

Bedford, is also prominently mentioned.

During this period, whaling voyages evolved from short-term excursions

into lengthy ventures lasting up to a year, allowing colonial whalers to reach

distant waters, including Greenland and the Falkland Islands. This expansion

fueled profits and cemented whale oil as a critical commodity, lighting cities

from Europe to the colonies, lubricating machinery, and serving as a key

ingredient in textile production. Whalebone became a fashionable staple,

while spermaceti candles illuminated the homes of the affluent.

Between 1768 and 1772, whale oil emerged as New England's largest source

of British sterling, illustrating its profound economic impact, particularly in

Massachusetts, where it even rivaled the lucrative cod industry. The

mushrooming demand for whale products saw ships increase from over one

hundred to more than three hundred, with bustling whaling ports like
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Nantucket leading the charge, housing about half of the colonial whaling

fleet. Visitors to Nantucket during this period would encounter booming

whaling activity, characterized by the smell of boiling blubber—a symbol of

prosperity.

Crèvecoeur, a French traveler, captured Nantucket’s bustling scene in his

book "Letters from an American Farmer," marveling at the island's

transformation into a whaling hub despite its barren landscape. He admired

the island's residents, attributing their notable agility and resilience to their

extensive interaction with whale oil. Women played an equally important

role, managing family businesses and finances in their husbands' absence,

which culturally elevated their status on the island.

The rapidly expanding whale fishery also reshaped the labor market, initially

relying heavily on the dwindling Native American population. As disease

decimated indigenous communities, whaling merchants increasingly sought

labor from along the coast, enticing both white and black sailors with

lucrative wages. Nantucket whalemen, including prominent figures like

Prince Boston, thrived in this evolving landscape. Boston notably gained his

freedom and wages through a historic court case against his purported

master, reflecting the rising opposition to slavery.

While the colonial whaling industry thrived, Britain’s attempts to establish

its own whaling operations floundered despite increased incentives. Amid
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wars and fierce competition, British crews, lacking the colonists’

profit-sharing incentive, struggled. However, Britain's regulatory changes in

1764 eased trade restrictions, boosting colonial whalers further. Importantly,

clashes with British governance, such as those initiated by Hugh Palliser’s

restrictive whaling laws, only reinforced colonial resilience and

competitiveness.

The narrative delves into the perils of whaling, from natural threats posed by

weather and whales themselves to geopolitical tensions during the French

and Indian War. Still, sedate periods on voyages cultivated camaraderie

among the crew, with alcohol, crafts, and journaling as notable pastimes. In

particular, Peleg Folger’s richly annotated journal stands out, offering

literary insight into the lives of Nantucket whalemen.

Benjamin Franklin's later endeavors to chart the Gulf Stream, a project

inspired by colonial whalers’ understanding of ocean currents, highlighted

the whalers’ deep knowledge of the sea. This scientific pursuit underscored

colonial ingenuity and contributed to maritime advancements.

Investment and competition soared as prominent figures, including Thomas

and John Hancock, vied for dominance in the whale oil market. Their

ventures, however, experienced substantial ups and downs, illustrating the

volatility of the trade. John Hancock eventually redirected his efforts into

politics, helping to lay foundational stones for the future United States.
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Overall, "Glory Days" captures the colonial whaling industry's meteoric rise

as a vital economic force, driving social and technological transformations

and bolstering the colonies’ growing independence. Despite its challenges,

the industry's prominence seems slated only to increase further.
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Chapter 9 Summary: 9. On the Eve of Revolution

Chapter Nine: On the Eve of Revolution

As 1775 approached, colonial whaling merchants were navigating a sea of

both optimism and trepidation. Between 1771 and 1774, they experienced

unprecedented prosperity, with hundreds of ships returning to colonial ports

with precious cargoes, fueling significant trade. However, simmering

tensions between the colonies and Britain overshadowed this success. The

colonies were increasingly dissatisfied with Britain's attempts to levy taxes

on them without representation, a sentiment crystallized by the rallying cry

of "no taxation without representation."

Historically, the colonies and Britain had interwoven interests, but post-1763

perceptions began changing. Following the French and Indian War, Britain's

imposition of laws, such as the Sugar Act and the Stamp Act, exacerbated

tensions. Notably, the Stamp Act, which taxed legal documents, incited

colonial ire because it was imposed without their consent. Inspired by

leaders like Samuel Adams and organizations like the Sons of Liberty,

colonists rallied against taxation, leading to boycotts and the eventual repeal

of the Stamp Act. However, the subsequent Townshend Acts, taxing imports

like tea, reignited unrest, culminating in violent conflicts such as the Boston

Massacre in 1770, where British soldiers killed five colonists.
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In 1773, the unpopular Tea Act aimed to rescue the floundering British East

India Company by selling its tea directly to the colonies, avoiding colonial

merchants. Despite cheaper prices, colonists protested the symbolic

maintainment of the Townshend tax, leading to the Boston Tea Party, where

protestors dumped British tea into the harbor. The British response was swift

and severe, enacting the Coercive Acts, also known as the Intolerable Acts,

that punished Massachusetts and tried to isolate it.

As isolationist policies gained momentum, the New England Trade and

Fisheries Act of 1775 sought to strangle the colonial economy by restricting

trade and limiting access to fishing grounds, pivotal for the whaling

industry. Despite resistance in Britain to these harsh measures, the

Restraining Act passed, demolishing colonial whaling prospects, while

giving Nantucket a slight respite. Ultimately, rising tensions reached a

flashpoint with the "shot heard 'round the world" at Lexington in April 1775,

signaling the outbreak of the American Revolution.

Chapter Ten: Ruin

The American Revolution was devastating for the colonial whaling industry,

especially for Nantucket, a community intrinsically linked to whaling. As

war erupted, operations ceased, and many whalemen joined the patriot
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cause. Nantucket, desperate to maintain its neutrality and whaling livelihood

amidst conflict, found itself caught between its commercial ties to Britain

and colonial allegiance.

The island faced immediate hardships when soldiers commandeered

resources, and the Continental Congress restricted supplies, suspecting

Nantucket's intentions given its ties to Britain and exemption from certain

punitive laws. Despite accusations of disloyalty, many Nantucketers

remained neutral, influenced by Quaker pacifism. Even dividing loyalties

didn't align Nantucket solidly with the Crown, creating suspicion among

mainland patriots.

Amidst tightening restrictions, local merchants attempted to continue

whaling operations via a neutral haven in the Falkland Islands, aiming to

supply Britain discreetly. However, this maneuver led to seizures and

negotiations to allow the fleet to proceed, spotlighting the island's complex

negotiation motives amid revolution.

Through harsh winters and British raids, Nantucket persevered, using

diplomacy to secure temporary relief from maritime attacks. However,

continued suspicions and regulations from American forces and subsequent

accusations of unauthorized treaties with British commanders emphasized

Nantucket's precarious position. Despite official reprimands, the islanders

were determined to sustain their lifeblood industry amidst dwindling
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resources.

As the war waned, Nantucket sought to leverage permits from both British

and American authorities to reignite its whaling operations. Post-war, the

extent of their losses became evident: fleets decimated and families

shattered, with a once-thriving industry left in ruin. Nantucket's experience

epitomized the broader plight of colonies navigating mixed loyalties and

economic devastation during the Revolution. The potential for revival of the

American whale fishery remained uncertain, cast adrift in a tumultuous sea

of change.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Colonial resilience and adaptability during adversity

Critical Interpretation: In the face of political upheaval and economic

strife, much like the colonial whaling merchants approaching 1775,

you can find inspiration in their remarkable resilience and adaptability.

Navigating turbulent waters of rising tensions with Britain, these

merchants thrived momentarily by embracing optimism amidst

trepidation. Yet, when confronted with restrictive Acts and dwindling

resources, their steadfast determination and sense of community

enabled them to strive towards sustaining their way of life. Reflect on

this fortitude when encountering challenges and obstacles in your

journey, recognizing that adaptability and resilience are potent tools to

weather even the harshest storms and searching for peaceful solutions

to balance conflicting loyalties can uncover new opportunities for

growth. In essence, the colonial experience during this era reminds

you to remain optimistic, tenaciously seek resolution during crises,

and harness your community and creativity to navigate life's

ever-changing tides.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Chapter 10 Summary: 10. Ruin

Chapter Ten: Ruin

The American Revolution wreaked havoc on the colonial whale fishery

primarily concentrated in Nantucket, which was a major hub. The war halted

whaling operations along the coast because the threat of capture by the

British navy loomed large, and many men took up arms for the patriot cause.

Nantucket's residents, primarily Quakers, found themselves caught between

two sides, striving for neutrality to maintain their way of life. However,

mainlanders suspected them of aiding the British, evidenced by various

congressional actions that restricted trade to the island.

The islanders, grappling with resource scarcity and external pressures, tried

different strategies to survive, including smuggling and negotiating with

both the British and Continental Congress. Despite their attempts to remain

neutral, they faced accusations and economic isolation, pushing them to

petition for understanding based on their religious convictions. Noteworthy

is William Rotch's principled refusal to supply bayonets to the

revolutionaries, reflecting the islanders' pacifist Quaker values.

As the war progressed, Nantucket's economy suffered greatly from both

embargoes and natural disasters. Many islanders considered drastic actions,
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such as relocating or gaining neutrality, while others, like the Rotch family,

sought permission to continue whaling by relocating operations to distant

grounds or different nations.

Despite these efforts, the island was left destitute as its ships were captured,

its economy strangled, and its men either killed or imprisoned. The grim toll

saw a drastic reduction in the island's whale fleet, orphaning many families.

This period was marked by heightened tensions and precarious survival, yet

Nantucket clung to its identity and hope for post-war recovery.

Chapter Eleven: Up from the Ashes

In February 1783, the Nantucket whaling ship Bedford arrived in London,

proudly displaying the American flag for the first time in a British port.

Initially, there was optimism about reviving trade relations with Britain

post-Revolution. However, political realities and the imposition of high

British tariffs on American whale oil soon dashed these hopes, leaving

American whalemen, especially from Nantucket, struggling.

In response, Nantucket considered radical measures like secession to survive

but instead was installed with government bounties on oil, which

inadvertently led to market oversupply and price collapse. This compelled

some Nantucketers to seek business opportunities elsewhere. A group of
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whalemen relocated to Hudson, NY, forming the town that aimed to exploit

its inland position and resources, while others explored settling in Nova

Scotia, encouraged by British incentives.

Meanwhile, William Rotch navigated complex international negotiations,

seeking unrestricted trade with Britain and exploring settlement options in

Nova Scotia. When British negotiations failed, Rotch turned to France,

successfully negotiating favorable terms to establish whaling operations in

Dunkirk. This marked a strategic shift in American whaling endeavors,

temporarily expanding into Europe.

At home, increased domestic oil demand and technological advances,

combined with improved economic conditions, slowly revived the American

whaling industry. Yet, whalemen remained wary of geopolitical tensions, as

burgeoning European conflicts threatened their fragile recovery. The narrator

documents the trying era, capturing the enduring resilience and

entrepreneurial spirit of the whalemen amidst a turbulent backdrop.

Chapter Content Summary

Chapter Ten:
Ruin

        
          The American Revolution severely affected the colonial whale
fishery, particularly in Nantucket.
          Whaling operations halted due to the British navy threat and
patriot mobilization.
          Nantucket's Quaker residents sought neutrality but faced
suspicion and trade restrictions.
          Islanders resorted to strategies like smuggling and negotiating
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Chapter Content Summary

with both sides for survival.
          Economic isolation led to petitions for understanding,
highlighting their pacifist values.
          William Rotch notably refused to supply bayonets, embodying
Quaker principles.
          Nantucket's economy was devastated by embargoes and
natural disasters.
          Many considered relocation, while families like the Rotches
sought overseas opportunities.
          Ultimately, the island's population and fleet were severely
diminished, yet hope persisted for recovery.
        
      

Chapter Eleven:
Up from the
Ashes

        
          In 1783, the American ship Bedford reached London, marking
the first American flag in a British port post-Revolution.
          Expectations for restored trade with Britain were dashed by
high tariffs on American whale oil.
          Faced with economic challenges, some Nantucketers
considered secession or sought new opportunities.
          Government bounties on oil led to overproduction and
collapsed prices, prompting relocation.
          Whalemen ventured to Hudson, NY, and considered Nova
Scotia under British incentives.
          William Rotch pursued international negotiations, securing
favorable terms in France for operations in Dunkirk.
          Domestic oil demand and technology improvements,
combined with economic stabilization, aided the whaling industry's
slow revival.
          The chapter underscores the entrepreneurial spirit amid
geopolitical uncertainties and economic upheavals.
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Chapter 11 Summary: 11. Up from the Ashes

Chapter Eleven: Up From the Ashes

This chapter explores the tumultuous period following the American

Revolutionary War, focusing on the challenges faced by American whalers,

particularly those from Nantucket. In 1783, the whaleship Bedford sailed

into London, marking the first American ship to do so and igniting

excitement due to its display of the new American flag. This journey

symbolized a hopeful attempt to restore pre-war trade connections with

Britain. Initially, the end of the war seemed promising for American

whalers, as whales were more abundant due to the relative peace at sea

during the conflict. However, the optimism was short-lived.

The political and economic landscapes were drastically transformed

post-war, notably with Britain's imposition of high duties on American

whale oil in 1783. This significantly hindered American whalers, especially

as John Adams, the ambassador to England, attempted unsuccessfully to

negotiate more favorable trade terms with Prime Minister William Pitt the

Younger. With Britain focused on reviving its own whaling industry and

imposing trade restrictions, American whalers were forced to seek

alternatives.
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In response, the resourceful people of Nantucket contemplated drastic

measures, even discussing secession from the United States to maintain their

whaling trade. Meanwhile, Massachusetts attempted to support the industry

through bounties, but these efforts inadvertently led to market saturation and

a decline in oil prices. Emigration was considered a viable option, leading to

the establishment of new whaling ports like Hudson, New York, by some

Nantucketers who remained loyal to America.

Yet, others prioritized their business interests over national loyalty, even

considering relocation to Nova Scotia. William Rotch, a prominent

Nantucket whaler, undertook negotiations in England to gain market access

but faced stiff resistance, particularly from Charles Jenkinson, Lord

Hawkesbury. Rotch’s subsequent ventures into France proved more fruitful.

The French, eager to counter British influence, offered the Nantucketers

favorable terms, eventually leading Rotch to establish operations in Dunkirk.

Despite these foreign ventures, the American whaling industry began to

recover as domestic and European demand for whale oil increased in the

mid-1790s. The industry expanded its reach into the Pacific Ocean, using

strategic routes established during previous British expeditions. Nonetheless,

the potential threat of new international conflicts loomed large, fostering

apprehension among American whalers about their future prospects. 

Chapter Twelve: Knockdown
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The War of 1812 severely impacted American whaling, reminiscent of the

Revolutionary War's challenges but on a smaller scale. Whalemen faced the

capture of their ships and the loss of vital markets. However, amidst the

adversity emerged heroic figures like Commodore David Porter of the USS

Essex. Porter embarked on an ambitious Pacific campaign, targeting British

commerce and whaling ships, effectively disrupting British operations on the

Pacific coast of South America.

Porter, motivated by a familial legacy of maritime defense and a patriotic

zeal, rose rapidly through the naval ranks, culminating in his command of

the Essex. He sought both personal glory and to support American interests

by capturing and selling British prizes. His bold journey around South

America into the Pacific marked the first such maneuver by a U.S. warship.

Despite weathering treacherous conditions near Cape Horn, Porter’s

expedition expanded to include several captured British whaleships.

In parallel, Joel R. Poinsett, an influential diplomat, provided essential aid to

American whalers detained by Peruvian forces, orchestrating their liberation

through strategic military support. His efforts underscored the

interconnected nature of diplomacy and trade protection during wartime.

Back home, American whalers, particularly those from Nantucket,
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experienced deteriorating conditions due to imposed blockades and

dwindling resources. As the British blockade intensified in 1814, Nantucket

negotiated with the British for neutrality and the right to provisions,

especially given the isolation imposed by wartime blockades.

Ultimately, the signing of the Treaty of Ghent in 1815 brought the war to a

close. American whalers swiftly resumed operations, driven by resilience

and an unyielding determination to revive their industry in peacetime.
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Chapter 12: 12. Knockdown

### Chapter Twelve: Knockdown

During the War of 1812, American whaling experienced a significant

downturn as British naval forces captured or destroyed American

whaleships, crippling the industry except in Nantucket. Despite these

challenges, the era highlighted the heroic efforts of key figures like

Commodore David Porter, whose bold venture with the USS Essex

revitalized American morale by disrupting British whaling operations in the

Pacific. 

Porter, descending from a lineage of sailors, joined the American navy

during the Quasi-War with France, rapidly rising through the ranks due to

his valor. His career temporarily halted when he was captured in Tripoli but

resumed command of naval operations in New Orleans. Eager for more

direct engagement, Porter took command of the Essex, aiming to challenge

the British on the naval front during the War of 1812.

The seasoned Essex, originally built to combat French aggression, set a

precedent with its elite craftsmanship and notable victories, such as

capturing the British warship Alert. However, Porter sought larger

opportunities to showcase American naval prowess. When supply shortages
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threatened his mission, Porter decided to maneuver into the Pacific Ocean,

avoiding British blockades and sparking American excitement by targeting

British merchant vessels.

Porter displayed strategic cunning by capturing several British whaleships,

converting some into American cruisers to extend his operations. His daring

capture of ships like the Seringapatam substantiated his naval strategy,

underscoring his relentless pursuit of protecting American interests.

Victories in the Pacific amplified Porter's reputation, yet his campaign

concluded with a significant loss at the hands of British ships Phoebe and

Cherub in Chile's harbor. This battle highlighted the disparity between

British naval superiority and determined American resilience. Nevertheless,

Porter's campaign disrupted British activities and inspired national pride.

Meanwhile, in South America, Joel R. Poinsett, the American diplomat,

heroically aided Nantucket whalemen detained in the Chilean harbor of

Talcahuano. By orchestrating a successful military strike, Poinsett freed

American sailors, ensuring the return of captured ships, an achievement

celebrated by the whaling community back home.

During the turmoil, Nantucket's whalemen faced dire economic conditions,

pressing President Madison for relief amid a British blockade. Negotiations

with British forces led to Nantucket declaring neutrality, facilitating limited
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trading and modest resource influx. Their timing was fortuitous, as the War

of 1812 concluded with the Treaty of Ghent in 1815, prompting American

whalemen to re-engage with the revitalized maritime trade.

### Chapter Thirteen: The Golden Age

From the end of the War of 1812 to the 1850s, American whaling underwent

its golden age, marked by extraordinary growth and prosperity. Whaling

became a central pillar of the U.S. economy, with New Bedford eclipsing

Nantucket as America's leading whaling port. As the industry expanded,

American crews explored vast new territories, and the industry's output

made it a significant economic force.

Nantucket recovered swiftly post-war, with surging optimism and rapid

increases in its fleet, becoming a bustling hub for whale oil and baleen

products. This prosperity, however, was short-lived due to geographical

limitations and external market pressures. Eventually, the California Gold

Rush drew many whalemen away, depleting Nantucket's workforce and

resources.

New Bedford thrived by embracing diversification in its whaling strategies

and innovations like the construction of 'camels' to aid navigation over

Nantucket's harbor bar. This adaptability saw New Bedford's rise as it

captured an impressive market share, particularly due to its connectivity to
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the railroad network and flexible approach to whale hunting. The town

celebrated Captain Charles W. Morgan, whose endeavors exemplified the

area's pioneering spirit.

Beyond regional growth, American whalers dominated international markets

by outcompeting British competitors through lower costs and exceptional

skill, expedited by the halt of British government subsidies. Expanding into

the Arctic, Thomas Welcome Roys brokered access to untapped regions,

ensuring continued American dominance and introducing new whaling

technologies and strategies, like bomb lances.

The romanticized tales of whaling were immortalized by Herman Melville's

"Moby-Dick," a profound yet initially underappreciated literary reflection on

the perilous and introspective aspects of whaling life. Popular culture,

represented by creations like Benjamin Russell's panorama, also painted

whaling as adventurous and profitable without overtly acknowledging the

consequent environmental impacts.

Throughout the golden age, whaling's allure enticed diverse communities,

producing cultural melting pots across whaling towns but also exposing

exploitative elements, particularly in terms of labor practices. The industry

featured perilous working conditions, yet provided rare opportunities for

equality, notably among African American sailors and those escaping

slavery.
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Increased Pacific engagements highlighted the need for international

marriage, prompting U.S. governmental expeditions, like the U.S. Exploring

Expedition and Commodore Perry's journey to Japan, to safeguard American

interests and bolster diplomatic ties.

Ultimately, despite the vibrancy and economic clout it brought earlier, the

golden age underscored unsustainable exploitation, foreshadowing its

vulnerable dependence on dwindling whale populations.
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Chapter 13 Summary: 13. The Golden Age

Chapter Thirteen: The Golden Age

The period from the end of the War of 1812 to the late 1850s marked an

unparalleled golden age for the American whaling industry. The U.S.

merchants created the largest whaling fleet, peaking at 735 ships by 1846,

driven by high domestic and international demand. Setting sail across the

Atlantic, Pacific, Indian, and Arctic Oceans, the industry thrived, making it

the third-largest in Massachusetts and fifth in the U.S. by mid-century. By

1853, American whalers had harvested over 8,000 whales, contributing

significantly to the national economy.

Nantucket initially led this industry, emerging vibrantly post-War of 1812.

The island quickly expanded its fleet and became a hub of bustling activity

under the industrious drive of its Quaker community. Notable voyages, like

that of the Loper in 1830, showcased impressive feats in minimal time, and

Nantucket celebrated its whalemen, who achieved legendary status with tales

of human drive and perseverance.

However, this prosperity was short-lived. Grades of more productive ports

like New Bedford emerged, taking advantage of deeper harbors and railway

access, far outperforming Nantucket. By the 1850s, New Bedford housed
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nearly half the U.S. whaling fleet, signifying its dominance. Meanwhile, the

sandbar at Nantucket's harbor became an insurmountable obstacle that,

despite innovative solutions like Peter Folger Ewer’s camels, could not save

the island from decline.

The California Gold Rush, beginning in 1848, further drained Nantucket of

its whaling talent and vessels as many left in search of gold. By 1869, the

once-thriving Nantucket whaling industry had dwindled to its end.

Contrastingly, New Bedford fully embraced its role as the whaling capital,

supported by a vibrant ecosystem of merchants, shipyards, and industries.

Beyond New Bedford and Nantucket, several other ports also partook in

whaling, but with varying success. New London, Sag Harbor, and smaller

communities joined the whaling boom. While cities like Wilmington

attempted to establish fleets, many failed to sustain them, revealing the

unforgiving nature of the whaling business. American whalers excelled

globally, outperforming nations like Britain due to their skill and enterprise,

turning the U.S. into the world leader in the whaling industry during its

golden age.

Chapter Fourteen: “An Enormous, Filthy Humbug”

The golden age of whaling was a juxtaposition of romanticism and stark
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reality. While some admired whaling's adventurous allure, others,

particularly ex-whalemen, painted a grimmer picture, likening it to “white

slavery.” They criticized its harsh conditions, poor pay, and brutal discipline

often administered onboard. This life was arduous for green hands, like

Robert Weir, who regretted joining immediately due to seasickness and

relentless labor from the start.

Whalemen had to understand the complex workings of a ship alongside the

authority structure. Captains held immense power, maintaining strict

discipline onboard, sometimes resorting to flogging despite its illegality

since 1850. The accommodations, especially the cramped, filthy forecastle

where many seamen lived, and monotonous, often rancid food highlighted

the discomforts faced at sea. The severe living conditions juxtaposed against

captains’ and owners’ financial rewards spotlighted the disparities within the

industry.

Daily life involved severe monotony but was interspersed with moments of

adrenaline during a whale chase, a dangerous endeavor often romanticized

outside the profession. Once a whale was captured, laborious tasks like

cutting in and trying out followed, which were grueling but crucial.

Despite these realities, the whaling industry enticed many with promises of

adventure and profit, disillusioning them once at sea. The poor conditions

also led to high desertion rates. As the industry progressed, former
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whalemen used accessible publishing platforms to expose these harsh truths,

hoping to spur reform and highlight the growing social inequities—an

undercurrent that prefigured the disdain for exploitative labor practices

burgeoning in the Gilded Age.

Despite the romanticized perception by the public, the grizzled truths of

whaling during its golden age presented a paradox: an industry thriving on

hardship, leading to prosperity for a few at the expense of many who

endured insufferable conditions at sea.
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Chapter 14 Summary: 14. “An Enormous, Filthy
Humbug”

Chapter Fourteen: "An Enormous, Filthy Humbug"

During the golden age of whaling, two contrasting perceptions of the

whaling life emerged. Some viewed it as an adventurous and romantic

enterprise, idealized by those who had never experienced its hardships

firsthand. In contrast, those who lived the experience, especially former

whalemen, depicted it as a grueling and thankless pursuit. Writers such as

William B. Whitecar Jr. and Ben-Ezra Stiles Ely criticized the harsh

conditions and poor returns of a whaling career, while Charles Nordhoff

bluntly described it as "an enormous, filthy humbug."

New whalemen, or "green hands," often faced immediate trials. The

nausea-inducing conditions at sea forced them to grapple with their decision

to join a whaling ship. A notable example is Robert Weir, who, driven by

guilt from gambling losses, joined the crew of the Clara Bell and quickly

regretted it. Weir's early voyage saw him battling daily seasickness and

overwhelming regret.

Despite physical and emotional challenges, green hands were expected to

rapidly adapt to ship life, learning the complex terminology and roles on a
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whaling vessel. The captain’s introduction speech reinforced the authority

on board, underscoring the severe consequences of insubordination. As

“mini-monarchies,” whaleboard ships necessitated a strict hierarchy to

maintain order. Discipline could range from verbal reprimands to physical

punishment, with flogging a particularly feared consequence. Though U.S.

law eventually banned flogging on merchant ships, some whaling captains

continued the practice.

Life aboard offered meager comforts—small, grimy quarters and scant, often

spoiled food rations. The hierarchy extended to meals, with the captain

receiving the best and the crew settling for less appetizing, often

insect-ridden fare. Illnesses and injuries were constant threats, particularly

scurvy, a result of vitamin C deficiency. Ship captains doubled as doctors,

offering treatments from ship stores or utilizing folk remedies for ailments

and injuries.

The whaling process, though sometimes exhilarating, was dangerous.

Captains and crews pursued whales knowing they could inflict fatal damage.

This risk extended from hunts to the processing of whale carcasses, a

laborious task filled with peril. Yet it was these rare moments of success that

could motivate crews amid long stretches of boredom and hardship at sea.

Financially, whalemen fared poorly. The earnings system, known as the

"lay," was complicated and heavily skewed in favor of ship owners and

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


officers. Ordinary whalemen usually found themselves burdened with debts

and disillusioned by the minimal financial gain for their hard labor. This

disparity spurred a genre of exposés in literature, critiquing the harsh

realities of the whaling life.

Desertion was common, driven by insufficient pay and ill treatment. The

sheer frequency of desertions highlighted the lack of satisfaction whalemen

found in their profession. Still, whaling remained a sanctuary for

marginalized groups, like impoverished immigrants and Native Americans,

reflecting broader societal shifts towards urbanization and industrial labor.

Chapter Fifteen: "Stories, Songs, Sex, and Scrimshaw"

Beyond their grueling work, whalemen found ways to occupy their

downtime. Stories of whaling adventures and legends, such as the infamous

sinking of the Essex, were shared and embellished in retellings among the

crews. These interactions sparked gams, gatherings between ships where

news, stories, and supplies were exchanged. A notable gam was Herman

Melville’s encounter with William Henry Chase, which influenced his

writing of *Moby-Dick*.

Music provided solace and entertainment. Whaling songs like "Blow Ye

Winds" captured the whalemen's experiences, criticizing the profession
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while underscoring camaraderie. Journals offered an outlet for creativity and

documentation, with Edwin Pulver’s farewell entry illustrating their value to

whalemen.

Reading and scrimshaw (the art of carving images into whalebones and

teeth) were other popular pastimes. Though American whalemen were

pioneers in scrimshaw, the skills were shared across nationalities, leading to

intricate works gifted to loved ones.

Upon reaching port, the pursuit of leisure and women was commonplace,

often blurring lines with local cultural norms regarding sex. Alcohol, once

abundant aboard ships, was increasingly restricted due to the temperance

movement, yet whalemen eagerly sought it in ports to swap tales and

indulge in brief escape from their perilous lives.

While some whalemen refrained from drinking and carousing, the

stereotypical image of the hard-living whaleman took root. It captured the

grueling realities and sporadic joys of whaling life, portraying a challenging

but culturally significant maritime tradition.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Adapting to Challenging Environments

Critical Interpretation: In Chapter 14, 'An Enormous, Filthy Humbug,'

the narrative unfolds with insights into the resilience and adaptability

required to survive the harsh conditions of whaling life. As a new

whaleman—or 'green hand'—you'd quickly realize the need to adapt to

the daunting reality of the open sea. Through relentless seasickness,

grueling tasks, and an unforgiving hierarchy aboard the ship, you'd

find an inner strength you didn't know you possessed. This journey

pushes one to rapidly assimilate knowledge, master new skills, and

embrace discomfort with determination. This very ability to adapt and

persevere, despite formidable circumstances, can inspire you in your

everyday life to tackle challenges with grit and resourcefulness,

remaining steadfast in the face of adversity.
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Chapter 15 Summary: 15. Stories, Songs, Sex, and
Scrimshaw

Chapter Fifteen: Stories, Songs, Sex, and Scrimshaw

This chapter delves into the various activities that whalemen engaged in to

pass the time during long voyages. Besides their duties of sailing, eating,

and hunting whales, whalemen indulged in storytelling, singing, scrimshaw

(an art form of carving on whalebones and teeth), and sometimes, drinking

and fraternizing with women. These distractions, though rudimentary,

provided some solace amid the monotonous routine of life at sea.

Stories of whaling, filled with bravado and tragedy, became deeply ingrained

in shipboard culture. These narratives often became exaggerated with each

retelling, sharing tales of brave endeavors, mutiny, or cannibalism, and

memories of loved ones left behind. One of the most anticipated social

events at sea was the gam, a gathering when two or more whaleships met.

These deep-sea encounters allowed crew members to exchange stories,

goods, and news from home, occasionally passing on mail back to the

United States, and sometimes inspired literary works like Herman Melville’s

"Moby-Dick."

Another common form of shipboard entertainment was singing whaling
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songs, which alternately romanticized and critiqued the lifestyle. These

songs were often recorded in personal journals, offering a creative outlet for

expressing frustrations and experiences at sea. Additionally, religious and

temperance literature was common aboard ships, intended to morally uplift

the sailors.

Scrimshaw, often considered an indigenous American art form, was a

detailed pastime involving the carving of intricate designs into whale teeth

and bones. This art, executed with primitive tools and dyed with kitchen and

shipboard substances like lamp soot, became symbolic artifacts associated

with whaling, serving as gifts or tokens for loved ones.

When ships reached port, whalemen often sought immediate physical

gratification, including alcohol and sexual encounters. In major ports like

Honolulu, paid relationships with prostitutes were common, while in smaller

island locales, encounters were often freely offered by native women. The

clash between Victorian prudence and island sexual norms was stark,

bringing about a unique cultural exchange, though often fraught with

dangers like sexually transmitted diseases. With the rise of the temperance

movement, alcohol consumption became less commonplace on ships, but the

thirst for drink persisted when sailors reached land.

Chapter Sixteen: Mutinies, Murders, Mayhem, and Malevolent Whales
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This chapter explores the challenges of maintaining order on long whaling

voyages, where harsh conditions often led to mutinies and other acts of

violence. Notably, the whaleship Junior, under an inexperienced captain and

a tyrannical first mate, faced a notorious mutiny led by harpooner Cyrus

Plumer. The grueling voyage, compounded by rotten food and unsuccessful

hunting, fueled discontent that burgeoned into a violent uprising. Plumer and

his crew murdered the captain and attempted to navigate to land to start

anew. Their story spiraled into a convoluted chase and trial that captivated

the public imagination and became a poignant symbol of the era's struggles

with discipline and authority.

Furthermore, whaling ships had to contend with hostile encounters with

native tribes, who often retaliated due to previous exploitative trading

practices by whalemen. Captains like those of the Awashonks and the

Charles W. Morgan found themselves fending off aggressive native attacks,

a reminder of the cultural conflicts that simmered beneath the surface of

whaling interactions.

The chapter also touches on dramatic whale attacks, notably the infamous

Essex, which inspired Melville's "Moby-Dick," and the Ann Alexander. The

latter whaleship's encounter with an aggressive whale just as Melville

published his novel seemed to vividly blur the lines between fact and fiction.

Such accounts, involving bold escapes and daring rescues, underscored the
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perilous nature of whaling and fed the broader narrative of whalemen's

vulnerability to nature's fierce forces.

As whaling entered its decline, these stories of mutiny, native conflict, and

vengeful whales highlighted the harsh realities faced by the industry. These

adversities, combined with new economic and ecological pressures,

eventually contributed to the end of America's golden age of whaling.
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Chapter 16: 16. Mutinies, Murders, Mayhem, and
Malevolent Whales

Chapter Sixteen, titled "Mutinies, Murders, Mayhem, and Malevolent

 Whales," delves into the tumultuous and dangerous period nearing the end

of the golden age of whaling. As voyages grew longer, maintaining order

aboard became increasingly challenging, often leading to mutinies,

particularly when harsh officers clashed with rebellious crews. The chapter

begins with the notorious case of the whaleship Junior, which departed New

Bedford in 1857 under the inexperienced Captain Archibald Mellen Jr. The

crew's discontent, exacerbated by poor leadership, vile food, and fruitless

whaling efforts, culminated in mutiny led by the infamous troublemaker

Cyrus Plumer.

The narrative details the mutiny, highlighting the brutal murder of Captain

Mellen and other officers and the subsequent seizure of the ship by Plumer

and his fellow conspirators. Despite their control, the mutineers faced the

challenge of navigating to Australia, which only the injured first mate,

Nelson Provost, could manage. Provost agreed to guide them with the

promise of his life spared. Yet, when the mutineers attempted to escape, they

were eventually apprehended, leading to their notorious trial in Boston,

which captivated the public and split opinion on capital punishment.

The chapter transitions to another formidable threat: attacks by hostile
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natives. It recounts incidents of ambushes on whale ships by Pacific

islanders, emphasizing the perilous nature of such encounters. Some stories

also show that unprovoked native aggression was sometimes a response to

deceitful dealings by whaling captains, which sowed mistrust and hostility.

Finally, the chapter explores the terrifying encounters with whales

themselves, including the Essex saga—a story that inspired Herman

Melville’s *Moby-Dick*—and the Ann Alexander incident, where a whale

attacked and sank the ship in 1851. Both accounts highlight the

unpredictable and dangerous nature of whaling, where crew members not

only faced the wrath of the sea and its creatures but also the consequences of

their own interactions and decisions.

Overall, Chapter Sixteen paints a vivid and chaotic picture of whaling's

declining days, filled with violent human conflicts and the untamed forces of

nature, setting up an era of change that would end this storied industry.
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Chapter 17 Summary: 17. Stones in the Harbor and Fire
on the Water

Chapter Seventeen: Stones in the Harbor and Fire on the Water

In 1861, the Union devised a unique strategy involving the creation of the

"Stone Fleet," a collection of aged whaleships loaded with stones and sunk

to block Confederate ports during the early phase of the Civil War. This

plan, led by Union Navy Secretary Gideon Welles, aimed to choke

Confederate commerce by sinking these ships to obstruct harbor channels in

Savannah and Charleston. The whaling industry was already in decline,

battered by the advent of alternative lighting sources like kerosene. The

fleet’s departure from New Bedford was a public spectacle of patriotism and

hope for Union supporters.

Initially, the Confederate forces panicked upon the Stone Fleet's arrival,

mistaking it for an invasion. However, the ships were largely ineffective,

falling apart and struggling amidst strong currents and swarms of marine

worms. By the time they reached Charleston, the Confederates had

preempted the plan by sinking their own vessels, rendering the Union’s

efforts futile. Despite the attention and criticism this tactic

garnered—drawing condemnation for its perceived barbarism from both

Confederate supporters like Gen. Robert E. Lee and international observers
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such as the London Times—the Stone Fleet caused only temporary

disruption without significant impact on the war's outcome. 

Simultaneously, the Confederacy sought to disrupt Northern shipping

through Confederate raiders like the CSS Alabama and CSS Shenandoah,

orchestrated by James D. Bulloch. The Alabama, captained by Raphael

Semmes, successfully attacked Union whaling ships, while the Shenandoah

later targeted the American whaling fleet but continued its destruction even

after the war had ended, unwittingly fueling post-war tensions with

transatlantic implications. The Union eventually sought reparations for these

actions, leading to the Alabama Claims settlement with Britain.

Chapter Eighteen: From the Earth

The advent of petroleum, particularly through Edwin L. Drake’s successful

oil drilling in Pennsylvania in 1859, dramatically accelerated the decline of

the whale oil industry. At a Vanity Fair ball, jubilant whales celebrated this

shift, sensing relief from commercial hunting pressures. As oil became more

accessible and versatile than whale oil, it rapidly replaced the latter,

especially as improvements in illuminating technologies made alternatives

like camphene and lard oil more appealing despite early safety concerns with

products like camphene.
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Whalemen initially attempted to downplay the competition from lard oil and

gas lighting, highlighting issues such as congealing in cold weather and

volatility, but the rising prices and diminishing whale stocks strained their

position. Kerosene, cheaper and more efficient, quickly became the

dominant lighting option, bolstered by burgeoning urban demand. Despite

brief post-war gains in whale oil prices due to supply shortages, the

dominance of petroleum was insurmountable, ultimately making whale oil

economically unviable.

By 1870, with petroleum surging ahead, the once-thriving whaling ports

faced economic decline, compounded by a tragic loss in the Far North. This

marked the end of an era, as the industry could no longer compete with the

seemingly boundless yields of oil wells, which had turned public and

commercial energies away from the ocean’s depths to the earth’s bounty.

The Industrial Revolution and the promise of fossil fuels transformed the

American energy landscape, rendering whaling a relic of the past.
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Chapter 18 Summary: 18. From the Earth

Chapter Eighteen: FROM THE EARTH

In 1861, a Vanity Fair cartoon humorously depicted whales celebrating the

discovery of oil in Pennsylvania, which heralded the decline of the whale oil

industry. Before petroleum, whale oil was vital in manufacturing, lighting,

and lubrication. Yet, the discovery and widespread availability of petroleum

rendered whale oil obsolete almost overnight due to its cost-effectiveness

and versatility. By the 1840s, whale oil faced significant competition from

alternatives like lard oil, derived from hog fat, and camphene, a mix of

turpentine and alcohol. These alternatives were cheaper and increasingly

popular. Whalemen responded with skepticism and humor, dismissing the

quality and safety of these new illuminants.

Despite whale oil's decreasing demand, merchants hoped for reprieve

through growing urban populations and innovations like coal-derived "town

gas." However, even in whaling hubs like New Bedford, gas light adoption

highlighted a shift. By the 1850s, kerosene, refined initially from coal by Dr.

Abraham Gesner, proved a more accessible and brighter alternative for

lighting. Kerosene's prominence further increased after Edwin L. Drake's

1859 Titusville oil well discovery, which unleashed an immense supply of

crude oil, mainly refined into kerosene, drastically reducing whale oil
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market share.

As petroleum boomed, the whale oil industry struggled with rising prices

and declining whale populations. By 1860, petroleum extraction vastly

outpaced whale oil production. Many whalemen left their ships for the

burgeoning oil business. Although whale oil prices briefly spiked post-Civil

War, the resurgence was fleeting. By 1870, the whaling industry's grim

outlook was marked by poor returns, high costs, and further economic

upheaval awaited their competitors as the shift towards petroleum became

entrenched.

Chapter Nineteen: ICE CRUSH

The 1871 Bowhead hunting season began with forty whaleships venturing

into the icy Arctic waters off Point Barrow. The harsh conditions of the

Arctic presented a relentless challenge, where Captain Thomas Welcome

Roys had pioneered whaling expeditions in 1848. Despite the treacherous ice

floes and brutal weather, the search for bowhead whales drove the fleet. As

whalers endured extreme conditions and braved the Arctic, the season's

greatest danger lay in the encroaching ice.

Early signs of trouble appeared when the Oriole was trapped in ice, marking

the season's first casualty. Despite fluctuating ice conditions, which opened
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routes then closed them again, the fleet pressed on, harpooning walruses

while awaiting ice retreat. Bowheads were hunted using innovative methods

involving setting base camps on ice floes, but the relentless ice soon took its

toll. Various ships, including the Roman and the Comet, fell victim to the

crushing ice, yet whaling continued amid warnings from local Eskimos of a

harsh incoming winter.

By September, the captains' meeting yielded the grim decision to abandon

the ships trapped at Point Belcher due to dwindling provisions and

impenetrable ice. Their only hope lay in contacting vessels south of the ice.

A daring rescue by seven ships ensured over a thousand whalemen survived,

though they lost their ships and livelihoods.

The 1871 tragedy claimed 33 ships while miraculously sparing all lives,

impacting New Bedford, whose economy hinged on whaling. The rescue

fleet that sacrificed its season for the stranded crews sought government

compensation, eventually granted decades later. Meanwhile, Eskimos

scavenged the abandoned ships. Despite a subsequent gale moving the ice

offshore, validating the captains' decision was conjectural, reinforced by a

following storm proving indeterminate outcomes moot.

The disaster did not deter whalers from returning to the Arctic, considering

the 1871 event an outlier. However, another catastrophe struck in 1876 as

more ships were lost to ice with deadlier consequences. This repetition of
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tragedy underlined the unpredictable nature of Arctic whaling, dreaded yet

pursued for its potential bounties.
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Chapter 19 Summary: 19. Ice Crush

### Chapter Nineteen: Ice Crush

In September 1871, a spectacular image captured vessels fighting through

stormy Arctic waves, highlighting the perilous nature of bowhead whale

hunting. This season, 40 whaleships ventured north, each captain seasoned

but wary of the Arctic's deadly weather more than its whales. Since Capt.

Roys first traversed the Bering Strait in 1848, the draw of rich whale oil

promised fortunes, despite bowheads' dwindling numbers over the years. Yet

another disaster lay in 1871's weather gamble, which marked the largest

catastrophe in American whaling history, with 33 ships lost but no lives.

The fleet reached the Bering Sea by May, battling unexpected dense ice.

Several ships, including the Oriole, were damaged by collisions with ice

floes. As July began, the ships turned to walrus hunting due to being blocked

by thick ice, unaware that this decimated local Eskimo food resources. Later

favorable winds allowed the fleet to near Point Barrow, hunting as weather

permitted. But August brought warnings amid shifting ice and winds.

Despite Eskimos cautioning of a harsh upcoming winter, captains pursued

whales, dismissing the native wisdom.

Shockingly, the ice closed in as September neared. By September 8, three
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vessels had been crushed already, and the fleet's survival became paramount.

Captains faced a dire choice when they realized winter couldn't be survived

and escape was imperative. A dramatic mass boat exodus began on

September 14, with 1,219 people making their way south in whaleboats to

be rescued by ships stationed beyond the ice. Reaching Honolulu by late

October, survivors were met with relief amidst the grim loss of their vessels

and livelihoods.

Despite the physical losses, all lives were spared, yet the economic toll

devastated New Bedford, the heart of American whaling. Over subsequent

years, debate continued on whether captains should have persisted until the

weather cleared, but such a gamble was perilous at best. However, the lure

of whaling was indomitable; by 1872, a fleet returned northward, only to

find remnants of their earlier wreckage, with Eskimos and one resilient

whaler scavenging what was left. While supposed calamity dampened

spirits, determined whalemen believed in the anomaly of 1871, uninhibited

by the recurrence of disaster as seen in 1876.

### Chapter Twenty: Fading Away

By the late 19th century, American whaling, once robust and prosperous,

was on a marked decline. The rise of petroleum, ruinous fires lit by wartime

cruisers, and seismic Arctic disasters reduced the industry to a shadow of its

past, while scarce whale populations compounded the decline. The number
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of ships and active ports dwindled sharply, with whaling's elite seeking new

wealth avenues. Whale oil’s significance waned, primarily used in

lighthouses, while prices plummeted irretrievably. Despite intermittent

market fluctuations raising brief hope, the industry faced insurmountable

challenges with time-consuming voyages, decreased insurance, and aging

ships.

Ironically, as the whale oil saga closed, baleen gained renewed importance.

Fashion trends revived corsets, sparking demand for baleen, most prized

from bowhead whales. An Arctic baleen rush ensued, even as species

teetered on extinction's brink. Technological shifts, most notably

steam-powered vessels, enabled more ambitious Arctic hunts. Around this

time, San Francisco replaced Hawaii as a Pacific hub, driven by strategic

shifts like the transcontinental railroad, visions even advocated by writers

like Mark Twain.

Yet the industry couldn’t escape its overarching decline. Headlines

momentarily announced a whaling resurgence when material costs and oil

prices beneficially rose, yet ultimately, other products supplanted whale

goods. Changing styles diminished corset demands, sealing baleen’s doom,

highlighted by designer Paul Poiret’s liberating fashion trends. By 1914,

signs were clear; the Whalemen’s Shipping List, the voice of the empire,

ceased publication.
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Amidst America's fading whaling narrative, innovation overseas took hold

as Norway extended whaling horizons with technology like whale harpoons

and full-carcass processing. Exploiting abundant species eluding hand

traditionalists, they outpaced American efforts, leaving their whalemen's

legacy to pale against industrial scales of factory ships modernizing the

trade.

World War I briefly uplifted New Bedford’s final whaleships, pegged to vital

military supplies like lubricants. Despite such temporary revivals and

amusing tales of evading submarines, domestic whaling fortunes could not

be turned. By the 1920s, starry-eyed reflections on past glory reignited only

via films like *Down to the Sea in Ships*, capturing a bygone era’s romance

amid New Bedford’s dimmed wharves—the swansong for an American

tradition sailing into history.

Chapter
Number

Chapter
Title Main Events Key Outcomes

Chapter
Nineteen

Ice
Crush

        
          In September 1871,
40 whaleships ventured into
the Arctic for bowhead
whale hunting.
          Severe ice and
shifting weather led to a
significant disaster.
          Despite warnings,
captains pursued their hunt.
          As ice closed in, an
urgent escape was
executed on September 14.

        
          No lives were lost, but
33 vessels were destroyed.
          The economic impact
devastated New Bedford.
          Whaling continued to
attract risk-takers despite the
disaster.
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Chapter
Number

Chapter
Title Main Events Key Outcomes

        
      

Chapter
Twenty

Fading
Away

        
          By the late 19th
century, American whaling
was in steep decline.
          Whale oil's
significance waned due to
petroleum, disasters, and
scarce whale populations.
          Baleen briefly saw
renewed demand due to
fashion trends.
          Technological shifts
and strategic ports
emphasized new avenues.
        
      

        
          The industry faced
insurmountable challenges
leading to its eventual decline.
          Baleen lost its market
with changing fashion styles.
          Norway dominated
whaling with technological
advancements.
          Despite moments of
resurgence, American whaling
traditions faded through the
early 20th century.
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Chapter 20: 20. Fading Away

Chapter Twenty of the book discusses the decline of the American whaling

 industry towards the end of the 19th century. Once vibrant and dominant,

this industry was fading due to several factors, including the rise of

petroleum, which replaced whale oil as a primary source of lighting, the

trauma of the Civil War, and the scarcity of whales resulting from

over-hunting. This decline was reflected in the drastic reduction of the

whaling fleet from over seven hundred ships to less than two hundred. 

Despite these challenges, there were remnants of hope through the

resurgence of baleen, which found high demand in the fashion industry for

manufacturing corsets. This demand led American whalemen to embark on

lengthy and hazardous voyages to the Arctic to hunt bowhead whales, which

provided the valuable material. Steam-powered ships played a crucial role in

these expeditions by allowing more flexibility in navigating treacherous

ice-laden waters and supporting overwintering strategies, a practice where

whaling crews stayed through the Arctic winter to hunt the following season.

Amidst these changes, San Francisco emerged as the new hub for whaling,

eclipsing Hawaii as the main whaling port in the Pacific, a transition

encouraged by transport advancements like the transcontinental railroad.

However, by the dawn of the 20th century, the whaling industry was in dire

straits, with the building of new ships stagnating, and the demand for baleen
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collapsing due to changing fashion trends and medical advice against tight

corsets.

As the American whaling industry dwindled, international players like

Norway, Japan, and Russia were innovating with steam-powered factory

ships and whaling cannons, heralding a new era of industrial whaling. World

War I offered a brief resurgence for American whalers due to increased

demand for spermaceti oil, a high-quality lubricant for battleship engines.

This temporary boost in whale oil prices, however, could not halt the

industry's overall decline.

The epilogue ties this narrative together by recounting the final voyage of

the whaleship Wanderer, which symbolically ended in disaster before it

could embark on its full journey. Set against a backdrop of nostalgic farewell

from the shores of New Bedford—America’s last significant whaling

port—the Wanderer’s story marks the end of an era. The ship’s wreck on

Cuttyhunk Island followed a northeasterly gale, preventing its return to

whaling, and reinforcing the notion that American whaling had become part

of a bygone myth. The tale of the Wanderer serves as a poignant epilogue to

the once-thriving American whaling industry, encapsulating its transition

from a cornerstone of maritime enterprise to a historical footnote.
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Chapter 21 Summary: Epilogue: Fin Out

The epilogue of the book you provided captures the poignant final moments

 of the Wanderer, a historic whaleship with a storied past dating back to

1878, as it embarks on its last voyage from New Bedford harbor. On August

24, 1924, a significant crowd gathered to bid farewell to the Wanderer, with

many recognizing this departure as the end of an era for American whaling.

This narrative begins on a ceremonial note, with Chaplain Charles S.

Thurber delivering a sermon inspired by Psalm 104 that invoked divine

protection for those venturing into the sea. Miss Henrietta Humphrey, the

Bethel’s organist, set the somber yet hope-filled tone with hymns as the ship

departed. 

The Wanderer's history is one of achievement and resilience, having hunted

whales successfully across three oceans, but despite its strong past, its final

journey would not end triumphantly. After being towed out of the harbor,

unfavorable winds and an urgent need for additional crew led Captain

Antone T. Edwards to anchor near Dumpling Rocks. However, the situation

worsened as an unexpected northeasterly gale hit the Atlantic coast, with the

wind speeds escalating to 80 miles per hour. The Wanderer’s first mate,

Joseph A. Gomes, and the crew, faced a battle for survival, ultimately

abandoning the ship as it drifted into Middle Ground Shoal near Cuttyhunk

Island. They reached shore safely, but the Wanderer was severely damaged

by the storm.
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Captain Edwards returned to witness the ship’s devastation: its keel crushed,

bow crumpled, and separated rudder, signifying a near-total loss. While

some blamed Gomes and his inexperienced crew, expert observers believed

they’d done their best under the circumstances. A humorous note from a

reporter suggested the ship's demise seemed like "a plain case of ship

suicide," attributing an anthropomorphic broken heart to the ship.

In the days following, efforts to salvage usable items from the ship began

under clear sunny skies, drawing curious onlookers as emblematic remains

from the whaling era were rescued from the wreckage. One story epitomized

the immense personal loss endured—a Cape Verdean crew member lost all

his savings planned for his family's better future when they prematurely

abandoned the ship.

Conclusively, although the Wanderer's last act was a harsh and ironic

reflection of its storied journeys, leaving its legacy as one of America's

iconic whaling vessels, it remained a testament to an epoch now woven into

America’s maritime history and national myth. This epilogue serves as a

narrative closure, symbolizing the terminal point of America's traditional

whaling era and the sea’s power over human endeavors for prosperity and

exploration.
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