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Charles W. Morgan Anatomizes His Whale
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Whales loomed large in the imagination at the start of the
nineteenth century, particularly in the United States, where they not only
constituted a major source of revenue but also symbolized the unrivaled
enterprise of Yankee seamen, who had put British and French sailors to
shame by pursuing the ocean’s most feared and valuable prey in previously unhazarded waters. Spermaceti candles cast bright light in the
homes of the well-to-do, and whale-oil lamps provided less luxe illumination to others; ‘‘whalebone,’’ or the elastic strips cut from the baleen
plates of the Right and Bowhead whales, shaped women’s silhouettes (by
providing the architecture of the ubiquitous corsets) and the not-entirelydissimilar form of the umbrella (the ribs of which hailed from the same
source).1
The authors are, respectively, doctoral candidate and associate professor of
history in the Department of History at Princeton University, where they are both
members of the Program in the History of Science. Correspondence should be
addressed to Burnett (dburnett@princeton.edu).
1. By the late eighteenth century, British commentators were already commenting on the American whalemen and noting how English seamen fared ill in comparison. See, for instance, Edmund Burke addressing Parliament in 1775: ‘‘And
pray, sir, what in the world is equal to it? Pass by the other parts, and look at the
manner in which the people of New England have of late carried on the Whale
Fishery. Whilst we follow them among the tumbling mountains of ice and behold
them penetrating into the frozen recesses of Hudson’s Bay and Davis’s Streights
[sic], whilst we are looking for them beneath the Arctic Circle, we hear that they
have pierced into the opposite region of polar cold, that they are at the antipodes,
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If whale products were familiar household goods, whales themselves
remained mysterious and monstrous. Hailing from the abysmal depths,
these creatures stood as massive incarnations of the ravenous, shadowy,
and incomprehensible. Not for nothing did Milton liken Satan, lolling
on the burning pitch of hell, to the northern whale, and it was no accident that the phrase ‘‘very like a whale’’ (from Hamlet), had come, in the
parlance of the early republic, to mean ‘‘yeah, sure’’ or, if you prefer,
‘‘that makes no sense.’’ Did anyone really know anything about these
animals? In 1818, a New York City jury heard two long days of testimony from the leading scientific lights in the United States on the question of whether a whale was a fish (it mattered for the purposes of a tax),
and yet, despite all the careful exegesis of Linnaeus—all the talk of nursing and respiration and penis intrans—that jury threw out (with a good
deal of contempt) the assertion that a whale was some sort of kin to
mankind: Whales were fish, they insisted; odd fish, scary fish, big fish—
nothing like human beings, of that the jury was certain.2
Yet changing ideas about systematics and taxonomy were bringing
whales and humans into new juxtaposition in the half century that straddled 1800: The category of ‘‘mammal’’ demanded that cetaceans and
Homo sapiens share a berth, a notion that went down better among
French philosophes than American whalemen. Herman Melville, famously, had little patience for this rearrangement, and devoted a fair
portion of Moby-Dick to snickering at Continental book learning where
whales were concerned. Practical men knew better.
Who knew what about these fugitive and furtive animals in this pe-

and engaged under the frozen Serpent of the south. Falkland Island, which seemed
too remote and romantic an object for the grasp of national ambition, is but a
stage and resting-place in the progress of their victorious industry. Nor is the
equinoctial heat more discouraging to them than the accumulated winter of both
the poles. We know that whilst some of them draw the line and strike the harpoon
on the coast of Africa, others run the longitude, and pursue their gigantic game
along the coast of Brazil. No sea but what is vexed by their fisheries. No climate
that is not witness to their toils.’’ Cited in Jeremiah N. Reynolds, Address, on the
Subject of a Surveying and Exploring Expedition (New York, 1836), 7.
2. This was the notorious case of Maurice v. Judd, a remarkable window onto
ideas about the order of nature in general (and whale knowledge in particular) in
the early republic. It is the subject of D. Graham Burnett, Trying Leviathan
(Princeton, NJ, 2007), which is probably the best introduction to a number of the
topics at issue in Morgan’s manuscript, such as whales and whaling, popular natural history, and changing ideas about taxonomy in the period.
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riod? How were such claims authorized? And what do these displays of
expertise tell us about the broader culture of natural historical knowledge
in the early republic? The document presented below sheds helpful light
on these and other questions. It is the text of a lecture, delivered to the
New Bedford, Massachusetts, ‘‘Lyceum’’ in 1830 by Charles W. Morgan
(a successful whaling agent), on ‘‘The Natural History of the Whale.’’3
Morgan discloses whale knowledge in early nineteenth-century New England, to be sure, but more than that: The text displays a rich backand-forth between high-culture learning (the books and periodicals of
metropolitan London and Paris) and low-culture expertise (the practical
experience of seamen and dockhands); the text shows American knowledge in the making, and highlights distinctive forms of engagement with
the natural world. The text will interest not only whaling buffs and maritime historians but also those pursuing topics in environmental history
and the history of science in the early republic. Students of Moby-Dick
will appreciate this expedition into practical cetology in the early nineteenth century, and cultural historians with an interest in changing ideas
about nature may catch glimpses here of a world of lay natural history in
the antebellum United States.4
3. The full citation for what follows is Charles W. Morgan, ‘‘Address before
the New Bedford Lyceum,’’ Charles Waln Morgan Papers, 1817–1866, Box 7,
Series Y, Collection of the New Bedford Whaling Museum, MA. This document,
a 27-page holograph manuscript (with several additional leaves of tipped-in insertions), appears not to have received scholarly attention. We thank the museum for
making it available to us and for authorizing this publication of selected excerpts.
4. Large literatures take up each of these areas, but the following are valuable
points of departure for those interested in further reading. On American whaling
history generally in the period: Briton Cooper Busch, Whaling Will Never Do for
Me (Lexington, KY, 1994); Eric Jay Dolin, Leviathan (New York, 2007); and
Elmo Paul Hohman, The American Whaleman (New York, 1928). On natural
history in the Atlantic world and the early republic: Andrew John Lewis, ‘‘The
Curious and the Learned: Natural History in the Early Republic’’ (PhD diss., Yale
University, 2001); John C. Greene, American Science in the Age of Jefferson
(Ames, IA, 1984); and Susan Scott Parrish, American Curiosity (Chapel Hill, NC,
2006). On human/animal relations as a historical problem: Lorraine Daston and
Gregg Mitman, eds., Thinking with Animals: New Perspectives on Anthropomorphism (New York, 2005); Angela N. H. Creager and William Chester Jordan, eds.,
The Animal Human Boundary: Historical Perspectives (Rochester, NY, 2002);
Mary Henninger-Voss, ed., Animals in Human Histories: The Mirror of Nature
and Culture (Rochester, NY, 2002); Harriet Ritvo, The Animal Estate: The English and Other Creatures in Victorian England (Cambridge, MA, 1987); Keith
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Charles Waln Morgan (September 14, 1796–April 7, 1861) was a
central figure in New Bedford business and society throughout the second quarter of the nineteenth century. After moving from his birthplace
of Philadelphia to marry Sarah Rodman in 1819, Morgan immediately
became a partner in his father-in-law Samuel Rodman’s New Bedford
shipping firm. Morgan then joined William Pope to found his own firm,
and whaling soon became his primary business. Over the years he came
to own shares in more than thirty ships, almost half of which he also
managed. Morgan & Pope’s fleet of whalers would come to include the
Charles W. Morgan, registered on September 4, 1841—a whale ship that
now serves as a tourist attraction at Mystic Seaport in Connecticut after
having been restored and granted the status of a National Historic Landmark. Beyond owning and managing ships, Morgan manufactured and
distributed whale-derived products. His candleworks held the contract
to supply the United States government with spermaceti oil for its lighthouses from 1833–1840.5
On the basis of a limited collection of materials—mainly a journal and
business records from the end of his life—previous authors have depicted
Morgan as a typical citizen of early nineteenth-century New Bedford. But
in order to understand how Morgan could draw so readily from sources
of knowledge both local and cosmopolitan, exhibiting in his speech a
command over the academic and the practical alike, he must be seen as
Thomas, Man and the Natural World: Changing Attitudes in England, 1500–1800
(Oxford, UK, 1983); and James C. Turner, Reckoning with the Beast: Animals,
Pain, and Humanity in the Victorian Mind (Baltimore, 1980).
5. On relationship to Rodman family: Rev. Alfred Rodman Hussey, ‘‘Life of
Charles W. Morgan,’’ Box 4, Folder 22, 55–56, Charles W. Morgan Collection,
G. W. Blunt White Library, Mystic, CT (http://www.mysticseaport.org/library/
manuscripts/coll/coll027/coll027.cfm). On extent of Morgan fleet: Virginia Coope,
‘‘Charles W. Morgan,’’ Log of Mystic Seaport 32 (Winter, 1981), 123. On the registration of the vessel: Registration Document, Sept. 4, 1841, VFM 1752; Bills of
Sale, 1842–1852—Charles W. Morgan (Ship: 1841), 2, G. W. Blunt White Library, Mystic, CT (http://www.mysticseaport.org/library/initiative/PageImage.cfm?
PageNum⳱2&Bib ID⳱30713). For general biography, see the pamphlet by Alfred
Rodman Hussey, published to promote the preservation of the eponymous ship:
‘‘Life of Charles W. Morgan,’’ Charles W. Morgan Collection, Box 4, Folder 22,
54–61. On the lighthouse contract: Coope, ‘‘Charles W. Morgan,’’ 124. Beyond
just providing oil, the government’s distributor was also responsible for getting lamp
parts, reflectors, and other materials necessary to run a lighthouse to all of the
government’s facilities. Vol. 11, ‘‘Light House Letter Book,’’ Morgan Collection.
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exemplary of the most elite circles of the bustling port town. He and his
peers used their local power, influence, and experience to capture and
formalize trade knowledge, combining it with the cultural productions of
a widespread scientific community centered in Europe, but made accessible to the well off and well connected in the early republic.
Morgan was both affluent and well connected. A wealthy leader in the
town’s most important industry, joined by marriage to the town’s leading
family, he was also, by the time he came to deliver this speech before the
Lyceum in 1830, an established financier and speculator with interests
throughout the western territories. At the height of his prosperity in the
late 1830s he owned property in New York, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, and
Michigan and was a partner in a Pennsylvania iron works, part owner of
a local dry goods store, and a significant investor in a wide array of other
industries including cotton and paper mills, a nail factory, coal fields,
railroads, and insurance companies. In town, Morgan was an incorporator of the New Bedford Institution for Savings, and served as president
of the Bedford Commercial Bank. He helped found the Lyceum where
he twice presented this paper, and was also a supporter and trustee of
the Friends Academy and the New Bedford Free Public Library. Having
left the Quaker faith of his youth in Philadelphia, Morgan was a leader
of the New Bedford Unitarian Church, owning at least four pews and
serving in many lay offices over the years.6
Beginning in 1848, the debt load Morgan had undertaken in the
course of expanding his business grew too heavy to bear. He increasingly
sold off lands and assets in this period, including the Charles W. Morgan
in 1849, and though he and his family continued to live comfortably, he
died at the age of 64 with an estate still deep in debt.7



6. On Morgan’s commercial holdings: Coope, ‘‘Charles W. Morgan,’’ 124; and
‘‘Certificate of Authority,’’ Oct. 10, 1837, Box 1, Folder 7, 28 of 51, Morgan
Collection. On his philanthropic activities and associations: Hussey, ‘‘Life,’’ 57;
Coope, ‘‘Charles W. Morgan,’’ 124. On his religious affiliations and commitments
(he purchased three pews at the First Congregational Society in 1838, and already
owned at least one, transferred from the Rotch family in 1832): Pew Deeds, 26
June 1838, Box 1, Folder 7, 43–46, Morgan Collection. Contract between
Thomas Rotch and Charles Morgan, 1832, Box 1, Folder 2: 57; Morgan Collection. Hussey, ‘‘Life,’’ 58.
7. Coope, 124–26, 128.
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Figure 1: Dangers of the Whale Fishery. The frontispiece of William
Scoresby’s Account of the Arctic Regions (Edinburgh, 1820), the most
comprehensive study of polar whaling available to Morgan, from which he
cribbed portions of his lecture about ‘‘Right’’ whales. Courtesy of Firestone
Library, Princeton University.

Morgan’s text on the whale, which follows, has been lightly edited:
Punctuation and capitalization have generally been brought into line with
modern conventions, but spelling has for the most part been left in its
original form; the use of sic has been minimized; square brackets indicate
editorial insertions, which are intended to interpolate in those places in
the manuscript where Morgan’s prose lapses into looser notes (he doubtless smoothed these transitions in his oral presentation). All the selections below are preceded by prefatory notes (in italics), and an effort has
been made (in the footnotes) to identify usages and references that may
be unfamiliar to the reader.
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A Sketch of the Natural History of the Whale
With some slight account of the Fishery
The source and use of knowledge

In delivering this speech in 1830, Charles W. Morgan joined lecturers
across Massachusetts and a handful of other U.S. locations in the missionary program of spreading useful knowledge by means of the new social
forum known as the ‘‘Lyceum,’’ an institution that would appear throughout the nation by the end of the 1830s.8 In a larger context, Morgan’s
actions were mirrored in other early nineteenth-century venues for scientific education and for the integration of craft and scientific ways of knowing. Among the most important of these were the mechanic’s institutes
found throughout the United States and Britain, and exemplified by the
Franklin Institute in Philadelphia.9
Morgan began his presentation to the New Bedford Lyceum with a justification for his topic and an overview of the different sources and types
of knowledge available to those interested in whales and whaling. It is
especially important to realize that Morgan was not writing for scholars,
and that a primary concern in delivering this speech was to provide infor8. For a general history of the Lyceum in the United States, see Carl Bode,
The American Lyceum: Town Meeting of the Mind (New York, 1956). In his 1858
history of New Bedford, Daniel Ricketson wrote of the Lyceum, ‘‘That great institution of the North, the Lyceum, has become second in importance to no other as
a source of interest and instruction to the mass of people. It is decidedly popular;
rich and poor, the old and the young, attend the lectures, not only with unabated
but increasing interest. It has opened a new field of emolument for our scholars
and literary men, and we hope in due time to add also our literary women, to
exercise their talents, and bring forth from the treasures of thought and study the
intellectual pabulum the public appetite so much craves.’’ Daniel Ricketson, The
History of New Bedford (New Bedford, MA, 1858), 322.
9. See Bruce Sinclair, Philadelphia’s Philosopher Mechanics (Baltimore, 1974)
and Anthony F.C. Wallace, Rockdale: The Growth of an American Village in the
Early Industrial Revolution (New York, 1978), 227–33 for more on the founding
of the Franklin Institute. For a more general discussion of places that reconciled
scientific and technical knowledge, see Hyman Kuritz, ‘‘The Popularization of
Science in Nineteenth-Century America,’’ History of Education Quarterly 21, no.
3 (1981), 259–74. On mechanics’ institutes and the diffusion of useful knowledge
in the United States and England, see Eugene S. Ferguson, ‘‘Technical Museums
and International Exhibitions,’’ Technology and Culture 6, no. 1 (1965), 30–46.
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mation useful to all those whose livelihood touched whaling.10 This meant
that the types of evidence he admitted and the value he gave to various
sorts of testimony differed from that of many scholars. This is especially
evident in Morgan’s comments on the relative value of practical whalemen’s knowledge as compared with that of the ‘‘scientific character.’’ Yet
Morgan did not disdain scholarship or science. This piece ought instead
be read as an argument for a particular kind of scientific work, one tied
closely to industrial concerns. In this opening section, Morgan provides a
review of relevant literature: first, textual sources, amongst which the
Bible and natural histories of the Bible are most important; second, scientific knowledge as displayed in a museum or encyclopedia; and third, the
knowledge acquired in prosecution of the whale fishery. Morgan’s suggestion that his talk might be of interest outside of the Lyceum walls—capable
of answering the questions of the ‘‘rest of the world’’—is a testament to the
value he ascribed to this third source. Morgan’s position in New Bedford’s
society and industry gave him an access to the knowledge of whalemen that
he thought warranted his place in the transnational scholarly and scientific discussion, just as his access, though apparently limited, to European
texts gave him an advantage over most of his audience in New Bedford.
Ladies and Gentlemen,
I propose for my quota of our weekly entertainment a subject in which
the people of New Bedford are all more or less directly interested, and
upon which therefore all ought to have some general information sufficient at least to enable us to answer the many enquiries that are constantly made by the rest of the world, to whom generally it is a terra
incognita or unknown ground. My subject then shall be ‘‘The Whale—a
sketch of the Natural history of the Whale with some slight account of
the Fishery.’’ I am aware there are many who hear me, who are much
more familiar with this interesting monster11 of ocean than I am (or in-

10. Morgan also saw the Lyceum as a forum in which those with practical
knowledge could share their expertise, not just benefit from scientific education.
He closed the 1837 version of this speech, ‘‘And as I said before I do hope some
of our practical men may be induced at a future time to give us the results of their
experiences which could not fail to form a very useful & instructive lecture.’’ It is
not clear if anyone took Morgan up on this suggestion.
11. The word monster appears to be used here only to indicate the whale’s
great size. This is distinct from earlier uses of the word monster among scholars
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deed ever wish to be)—whose eyes have often beheld him rolling his
huge frame, amidst the waves of the Pacific, & whose hands have fearlessly arrested his mighty progress, and forced the Monarch of the deep
to yield up his life & his light, to the bravery and ingenuity of such an
atom as man appears by comparison.12 But there are also no doubt others, who are not so well informed, to whom some things I have read &
heard may not be uninteresting.
Of all Created beings, the Whale appears to be the most immense in
bulk, if he has not always held the foremost rank among the infinite
grades of animated life. Tradition, to be sure, has handed down to us
accounts of Monsters of far greater magnitude, and even Scripture makes
mention of Behemoth, ‘‘that drinketh up a river & hasteth not,’’ and
Leviathan, with his scales of pride, ‘‘Out of whose mouth goeth burning
lamps and out of his nostrils smoke, that esteemeth Iron as Straw and
laugheth at the shaking of a spear.’’13 Commentators are not agreed as to
the animal here intended to be described, though from the well known,
highly figurative language of the book of Job—the size does not present
so much difficulty as the irreconcileable [sic] qualities of the animal in
question. Hence Behemoth, has been by some supposed the mammoth,
by others the hippopotamus or river horse, and Leviathan the whale or
a sea serpent.14 As the remains of a larger land animal than any that now
to indicate either distinct classes of being (generally to be found at the extremes
of the world) or individual anomalous creations (often taken to be either divine
messages of discontent, sports demonstrating the playfulness of nature, or a failure
of natural teleological processes). See ‘‘Monsters: A Case Study’’ in Lorraine Daston and Katharine Park, Wonders and the Order of Nature (New York, 2001),
173–214.
12. The spiritualized notion that whalemen turned ‘‘creatures of darkness’’ into
a ‘‘source of light’’ was a familiar trope in pious New England whaling communities in this period. Theirs was thus a Christian alchemy; it is a theme upon which
Melville would perform a wicked inversion in Moby-Dick.
13. These quotes come from descriptions of the ‘‘behemoth’’ and ‘‘leviathan’’
in Job 40–41. The first quote comes directly from Job 40:23, but the second one
contains fragments of Job 41:19, 20, 21, 27 and 29, King James Version.
14. Morgan was referring here to commentators who compiled and analyzed
various natural historical and religious works so as to explicate the Bible’s references to nature. One American commentator from the end of the eighteenth century, Thaddeus Mason Harris, asserted that most biblical references to the
‘‘Leviathan’’ actually denoted the crocodile, and that the ‘‘Behemoth’’ was a ‘‘river
horse.’’ See Thaddeus Mason Harris, The Natural History of the Bible: Or A
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appears to be in existence has come into our possession,15 it is not absurd
to suppose a more immense animal than the whale, may once have
sported amidst the world of waters—or indeed may yet inhabit the fathomless depths of ocean forever concealed from mortal eyes. [And yet]
the wonderful accounts we have had in more modern times of monsters
of the deep being seen literally of the size and quality of the awful animals
painted in the glowing & figurative language of the old scriptures are
hardly to be relied on, and even Pontoppidan’s narratives,16 though supported by his own high character and the various testimonies he introduces, can scarcely induce the belief of creatures being 600 ft in length,
and broad as an Island (for which indeed they have often been mistaken).17
...
You have doubtless noticed an advertisement of an Exhibition in Boston of parts of an immense skeleton, supposed of some antediluvian animal which when clothed with flesh must have covered an acre,—and
which was so described by a celebrated scientific character in New York.

Description of All the Beasts, Birds, Fishes, Insects, Reptiles, Trees, Plants, Metals,
Precious Stones, &c. Mentioned in the Sacred Scriptures (Boston, 1793), 44, 77–
78, 157–67, in Gale Group, Eighteenth Century Collections Online, http://galenet.
galegroup.com/servlet/ECCO.
15. Although single bones had been found as early as 1705, no one had unearthed a nearly complete fossil skeleton of a mammoth (now called the Mastodon,
but also called an incognitum by contemporaries) in America until Charles Willson
Peale and his son Rembrandt did so together in 1801. For more on the way in
which scholars in the colonial period and the early republic used these bones for
nationalist aims in both local and international discourses, such as in attacks on
European natural historical notions of American degeneracy, see Paul Semonin,
American Monster: How the Nation’s First Prehistoric Creature Became a Symbol
of National Identity (New York, 2000). For a perspective encompassing the
broader debate over the inferiority of life throughout the Americas, see Antonello
Gerbi, The Dispute of the New World: the History of a Polemic, 1750–1900 (Pittsburgh, PA, 1973).
16. This is a reference to Erich Pontoppidan’s The Natural History of Norway,
an English translation of which was published in London in 1775.
17. A number of medieval tales attest to a widespread preoccupation with the
idea that the northern seas sheltered whales so large as to be confused with islands.
See, for instance, the numerous versions of the voyage of Saint Brendan (who is
supposed to have tried to say an Easter Mass on a small island, only to have the
living landmass slip beneath the seas under him).
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No sooner, however, does this Behemoth arrive in the country of the
whalefishery than he is recognized as an old acquaintance—or ‘‘very like
a whale,’’ and indeed is now I believe universally agreed to be such.18
The singular utility of the whale fishery

Prior to the Revolutionary War, a former candlemaker from Lisbon, Captain Chafee, entered the employ of Joseph Russell, a New Bedford resident,
to run the town’s first candlehouse.19 By the 1830s, when Morgan (by then
a candleworks owner himself ) gave this lecture, he was joined by at least
three other candlemakers and oil processors in town. In the coming years
the numbers engaged in the processing industry would more than double,
as would Morgan’s stake when he opened his second factory.20 This is just
one way that whaling in New Bedford moved out from the immediate
environs of the port, its economic power touching those who never set foot
on a boat. In this excerpt Morgan sets forth the various uses to which the
captured and processed whale is put. Beyond explaining to his audience
these doubtlessly familiar points, Morgan makes the case for using a tariff
to protect New Bedford’s whale oil industry from other oil competitors. His

18. This would seem to be a reference to an episode of the notorious ‘‘SeaSerpent Craze’’ of the early 1820s. A set of mysterious bones that washed ashore
on Mount Desert Island, circa 1817, triggered speculation and entrepreneurship
in connection with a host of sensational reports of various sea-monsters off the
coasts of New England. For a general discussion of the craze, see Chandos Michael
Brown, ‘‘A Natural History of the Gloucester Sea Serpent: Knowledge, Power,
and the Culture of Science in Antebellum America,’’ American Quarterly 42, no.
3 (1990), 402–436. On the Mound Desert bones specifically, see ‘‘The Great Sea
Serpent,’’ Boston Intelligencer and Evening Gazette, Aug. 19, 1820. It is worth
noting that creative scams were by no means unknown in the world of circus-like
animal shows in this period. To cite just one instance, a group of enterprising
hucksters put a ‘‘whale’’ on show in Albany in 1819 that turned out to be nothing
more than a pasteboard-and-canvas confection; it was burned by enraged spectators who had been bilked for a quarter. See Carolina Centinel, Mar. 20, 1819.
On animal shows in the period more generally, see Peter Benes, ‘‘To the Curious:
Bird and Animal Exhibitions in New England, 1716-1825,’’ in New England’s
Creatures: 1400–1900, ed. Peter Benes (Boston, 1995), 147–63.
19. Daniel Ricketson, The History of New Bedford (New Bedford, MA, 1858),
77.
20. Zephaniah W. Pease and George A. Hough, New Bedford, Massachusetts:
Its History, Industries, Institutions and Attractions (New Bedford, MA, 1889),
173–75.
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approach is two-pronged: first, to emphasize that the whaling industry
has the singular ability to provide goods for international trade, while
maintaining a ready reserve of skill for the navy; second, to show that
certain whale products are irreplaceable, having unique cultural significance as sources of safe light and as the means of domesticating the newest
European fashions.
The whale then has no competitor in size, and certainly deserves attention not only on this account, but for its singular habits, [its] curious & wonderful structure, and its great utility as the source of our
supplies of oil & whale bone. Besides these, they yield us their teeth for
Ivory, and Ambergris for a precious perfume—and all these rich treasures we obtain as free gifts from the ocean, which does not demand our
specie in return, or exact any price but exertions for the rich cargoes it
sends to our shores.21 It is these beneficial results, connected with their

21. In 1788, Thomas Jefferson made a plea to the French government to remove a ban on foreign whale-oil sales and other barriers to trade. In it, he named
whale oil, alongside tobacco and rice, as natural products that America could trade
with France in exchange for manufactured goods, citing in his argument the dearth
of precious metals within the United States and a resulting lack of specie. See
Thomas Jefferson, ‘‘Observations on the Whale-Fishery,’’ in The Papers of
Thomas Jefferson, ed. Julian Boyd (Princeton, NJ, 1958), 14: 251–52. Morgan’s
comment reflects the extent to which he thought his audience would still recognize
and appreciate the importance of using produce to substitute for specie in international trade. Until the 1850s, when California gold and silver changed this picture,
the United States remained specie-poor, which proved a source of considerable
political tension and economic instability. Andrew Jackson justified his decision
to veto the bill to recharter the Second National Bank in 1832 by claiming the
bank would drain rare specie from the West into the East and then across the
Atlantic to England, and historian Peter Temin has shown how specie flowing
indirectly from Britain to the United States in the 1830s spurred growth and
inflation, while its withdrawal destabilized the banking system, leading to the Panics of 1837 and 1839 and significant deflation. On specie flows in the United
States see Douglass C. North, The Economic Growth of the United States, 1790–
1860 (New York, 1966), 79–80. An excerpt from Jackson’s message to veto the
rechartering is available in ‘‘The Controversy over the Second National Bank,’’ in
The Growth of the American Economy to 1860, ed. D. C. North and R. P. Thomas
(New York, 1968), 219. Temin’s argument is presented in ‘‘The Jacksonian Economy,’’ in The Many-Faceted Jacksonian Era: New Interpretations, ed. Edward
Pessen (Westport, CT, 1977), 101–13.
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advantages as schools for sea-men, which renders the [whale] fisheries
so important and cherished branches of business with most nations, and
which induces several to offer bounties & premiums for their prosecution;22 to a participation in which they even invite foreigners, more skillful than their own people,—such advantages we do not possess or desire,
requiring only protection against the introduction of foreign oils, vegetable or animal. I observe in the new tariff presented at the present session
to the Senate of the United States the article of olive oil is entirely exempted from import duty, and though I can hardly conceive the nation
would so far neglect the fisheries, as to suffer the least reduction of duty
on this article—yet it deserves consideration, whether some ditached
[sic] information ought not to be furnished to our representatives in Congress, which they can scarcely now possess, which would enable them
properly to meet their subject and defend our interests, or rather save
the fishery from destruction, when it shall come up for discussion.23

22. Notice how Morgan attempts to pitch the promotion of whaling as an issue
of national defense, rather than as an issue primarily of concern to regional merchants. Whaling was unique as a deep-water ocean industry (all commercial fishing
in this period was done on the continental shelves, within close proximity to
shore), and this made it a well-paying peace-time occupation for sailors who could
be rapidly mobilized in a blue-water navy.
23. ‘‘Ditached’’ presumably in the sense of ‘‘disinterested.’’ Though this proposed elimination of the duty on olive oil failed to get anywhere in 1830, an
amended tariff in 1832 lowered the duty on olive oil from twenty-five to twenty
cents per gallon. See ‘‘The Tariff Bill,’’ Niles’ Weekly Register, July 7, 1832, 342.
In a revision to this talk made in 1837 Morgan explained the consequences of
Congress’s decision to lower the olive oil tariff by 5 cents per gallon, and warned
of allowing further reductions: ‘‘This [reduction] was not sufficient to give [olive
oil] an advantage over sperm oil, though it has nearly enabled the importers of
that article to compete with us. The price of olive oil having of late been little
higher than our pressed oil.—It is somewhat singular that after the lapse of seven
years, the same circumstances should again & as unexpectedly, be taking place. A
bill having just been presented to Congress by the Comtee of Ways and Means,
which will within two years reduce the duty on olive oil to about 14 cts—and as I
understand that article can be afforded in Europe at about 70 cts.—It can then be
sold in our markets at 90 to 95 cts and pay a fair profit, and thus interfere decisively with the consumption of sperm oil, especially in woolen manufactures where
I have understood it would always be preferred at the same price. —Yet no interest
or anxiety seem to be excited by this movement, which however I think to be so
vitally important that it should without delay be presented to the attention of our
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[Whales provide] articles which may now be regarded as indispensable and which no art or science has been able to equal or indeed imitate,
for though the Carburetted Hydrogen Gas is now extensively used, and
possesses advantages for fixed lights and when greater brilliancy or intensity is desirable—it seems certain that its application to portable lamps
must fail from the difficulty of confining so subtle a substance in a portable lamp and the dangers that would accompany it.24 In all cases the
liability to explosion is a great objection to its use and many serious and
ludicrous accidents have accordingly taken place. As to the spirit gas
about which so much was said a few years since—the numerous and
dreadful accidents which have attended it have already banished it from
all favour.
For whalebone too there appears to be no adequate substitute, for
notwithstanding the vastly increased supply, prices have been firm &
advancing for several years. The chief consumption is undoubtedly for
umbrellas but there are many other uses to which it can be applied—and
it is deemed indispensable I believe by the ladies—and, it is said, by
some gentlemen—for an elastic medium in which to intrench & support
themselves. In France they, of course I mean the ladies now, apply it for
ornament as well as use. The thin shavings of the bone, coloured by
a secret process, can be converted into the most beautiful of artificial
flowers.
...
The Natural History of Sperm Whales

Morgan’s concern for knowledge of nature as a source of wealth and national power evokes Carl Linneaus’s approach to natural history. In the
eighteenth century, Linnaeus developed a system for classifying flora and
fauna that quickly gained universal popularity thanks to the widespread
distribution of translations of Linnaeus’s published handbooks. Linnaeus
was a teacher, doctor, and gardener, but above all an economic botanist,
who saw the classificatory work he did in Sweden and the collecting done

representatives in Congress.’’ Oil was used to slick wool fibers in the spinning
process.
24. The term Carburetted Hydrogen Gas refers here to natural gas in general
and methane in particular.

Bouk and Burnett, ‘‘Knowledge of Leviathan’’

•

447

by his students abroad as practical activities that would one day allow
Europe to produce domestically the expensive goods of the East and West.25
Natural history and national wealth had, by Morgan’s time, gone hand
in hand for more than a century. In the following section Morgan delivers
an address on the natural history of the sperm whale that combines reports from his whaling informants with the findings of naturalists like
Linnaeus. In a number of places Morgan shows the utility of the natural
historical knowledge he presents. Whalers, for instance, took an interest
in the habits of their targets: The presence of whale prey suggests that the
predator may not be far away. Similarly, Morgan pays scrupulous attention to those features of the whale that were of greatest commercial interest. A shareholder in numerous whale ships as well as a candleworks
owner, Morgan would have felt the direct financial impact of the yield of
spermaceti from captured whales. This is reflected in the time he spends
considering the variations in oil quantity and quality within and among
whale species. The practice of whaling also facilitated the acquisition of
knowledge regarding whale anatomy and behavior. In the process of
catching, killing, and processing a whale, those involved came to know
the animal as part of a complex natural system (a system generally understood in this period to reflect a wonderfully sophisticated divine plan);
they also enjoyed unequalled access to the interior portions of the whale
at a time when internal anatomy had become an increasingly important
aspect of natural history. Cutting open a whale could turn into a lesson
not only in whale anatomy but also in feeding habits, explaining how
‘‘sea insects’’ (krill and copepods) became harbingers of whale-rich waters
to savvy sailors.26
There are then two distinct kinds or genera and several species of
whales—Some of which I shall do little more than mention, as they are
not connected with the business of the fishery, which renders the Bluntheaded Cachalot (or Sperm Whale), & the Baloena Mysticitus [sic] (or
25. Lisbet Koerner, ‘‘Carl Linnaeus in His Time and Place,’’ in Cultures of
Natural History, ed. N. Jardine, J. A. Secord, and E. C. Spary (Cambridge, UK,
1996).
26. The use of the term insect in this period to describe creatures we would
now call ‘‘crustaceans’’ reminds us that taxonomy was very much a work in progress in the century between Linnaeus and Darwin: The word here retains its
etymologically primary meaning of ‘‘an animal divided into parts.’’
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Common Black or Right Whale) so interesting to us—besides these there
are of the Sperm genus, the Sharp-horned and the High-finned Cachalot—the latter of which is found in the northern ocean and is said to
attain the length of 100 feet, neither of which are sought by fishermen or
yield nearly so much spermaceti.27 Of the Whale bone or Right whales
as they are most commonly termed, there are besides the Mysticetes, the
beaked whale of small size—the Finner or Finback, so strong, violent &
swift in its motions that it is usually avoided by the fisherman though it
has often been struck & sometimes captured.28
...
The Mysticitus is by many thought to avoid the Finback and hence
their appearance is not viewed with any pleasure by the fishermen. There
are besides the broad nosed whale resembling the Finback—the Pike

27. By ‘‘Baloena Mysticitus,’’ Morgan should probably be understood to be
referring generally to what modern systematists designate as the family Balaenidae,
which is now subdivided into several species of the genus Eubalaena (collectively
the ‘‘Right whales’’) and one species of Balaena (namely mysticetus, commonly
known as the ‘‘Bowhead’’ or ‘‘Greenland’’ whale); Bowheads and Rights were not
consistently differentiated in the first half of the nineteenth century. Only a single
species of Sperm whale (Physeter macrocephalus) is currently recognized; it is now
understood to be a cosmopolitan creature, found more or less (less since it was
overhunted in the 1950s and 1960s) throughout the world’s oceans. Well into the
nineteenth century, taxonomic ‘‘splitters’’ argued for a variety of different subdivisions of this taxon. For examples, see Robert Hamilton, The Natural History of
the Ordinary Cetacea or Whales (Edinburgh, 1837); this work largely borrows
from earlier French sources, chiefly Lacépède.
28. By ‘‘Whale bone’’ whales, Morgan is here referring to what taxonomists
now call the suborder Mysticeti, all of the cetaceans that make use of baleen
‘‘strainers’’ to feed (Sperm whales hail from the other suborder Odontoceti, the
toothed whales). In modern taxonomy this suborder subsumes both the family
Balaenidae and the family Balaenopteridae, together with several other smaller
groups (including the Gray whale and the Pygmy Right whale). Morgan’s ‘‘Finner’’
refers, at the very least, to what we now call the Fin whale (Balenoptera physalus),
but probably also to the various other Balaenoptera (including the Blue, Sei, and
Bryde’s whales), which were not consistently differentiated in this period and were
generally not closely studied, in large part because they were not really hunted by
whalers before the last decades of the nineteenth century (they were, for the most
part, too fast and too large, and too quick to sink after being killed, to be of much
use to open boat, sail-powered whaling).
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headed & the Bunched or Hump-back whale which last is sometimes
taken and produces good oil.29
Whales are not classed by Zoologists with the other inhabitants of the
deep, but with ‘‘quadrupeds,’’ a class distinguished by having lungs fitted for breathing the external air, organs for suckling their young, and
(as the name implies) four supporters resembling hands or feet. But as
this last characteristic will not apply to all, particularly the whale, the
name of their class has been very properly changed by Linnaeus to Mamalia [sic], from the organ for suckling their young, which is common to
the whale class.30 From the above arrangement it has been doubted
whether a whale was really a fish, which we shall not argue at present,
though we all remember the noise such a discussion made a few years
since.31
The Sperm whale possesses characteristicks [sic] which very decidedly distinguish it from the Right whale, one of which is in being provided with teeth instead of whalebone. These are set in the lower jaw,
are strong, slightly curved, and project but a very small distance from
the gum. They fit into corresponding cavities in the upper jaw, between
which cavities however, and almost concealed in the jaw, are also found
small teeth. They [all the teeth] are hard & white like ivory on the
outside but within are softer and rather ash coloured. The head of this
kind of whale is enormously large, forming often more than one third the

29. The ‘‘Hump-back’’ here corresponds to our Humpback, Megaptera novaeangliae; the ‘‘Pike headed’’ whale is probably the Minke, Balaenoptera acutorostrata.
30. Morgan implies that Linnaeus’s decision to create the class Mammalia was
caused by the problem posed in naming a whale a quadruped. For a full discussion
of this interesting problem, see Burnett, Trying Leviathan. It is worth remembering that there was a good deal of resistance to this new category among nonspecialists (who were joined by a minority of experts, particularly those sympathetic to
Buffonian natural history). For modern readers the slightly louche connotations of
‘‘mammal’’ are difficult to recover, but late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century English speakers heard the term more explicitly as an invocation of the breast,
and hence of private bits of the female anatomy. For a discussion of these issues
that is particularly sensitive to gender, see ‘‘Why Mammals are Called Mammals,’’
ch. 2 of Londa Schiebinger’s Nature’s Body: Gender in the Making of Modern
Science (Boston, 1993).
31. This is an allusion to the case of Maurice v. Judd, discussed above.

450

•

JOURNAL OF THE EARLY REPUBLIC (Fall 2008)

whole length. The front of it is abrupt, descending perpendicularly (from
which they have received the name of ‘‘blunt-headed’’). The kind taken
by our whalemen is one of the largest—sometimes yielding 100 to 120
bbls32 of spermaceti. One which was measured by the gentleman who
gave me the information measured 63 feet in length & was supposed to
be 30 feet in circumference; it produced the astonishing quantity of 43
bbls ‘‘Head oil’’ or spermaceti—but the body, being very poor, did not
produce the usual proportion of oil, which would have been about 75
bbls. (or 118 in the whole, whereas the entire product of this whale was
but 103 bbls.).33 The colour of the creature when quite young is entirely
black but as it advances in age it changes to a chocolate, and when very
old becomes white underneath. Their skin is always lean & smooth, and
they are said to have a neat appearance, very different from Right whales,
or rather those of the southern latitude which are often shaggy with
insects & barnacles.34 The eyes are small & black, and the ears almost
invisible. On the top of the head near the front are the spiracles or blow
holes, which are the nostrils of the whale, and common to all the class.
They are a curious apparatus, admirably adapted to their purpose of
breathing the external air & resisting the pressure of the water, which
will be alluded to more particularly hereafter in speaking of the Right
whale.
Immediately under the skin and surrounding the whole body lies the
fat or blubber, varying in thickness from 8 to 15 inches, and in a large
cavity in the upper part of the head is found the spermaceti almost in a
firm mass. This curious substance, with which all are so familiar in the
form of candles, was formerly very valuable from a notion of its scarcity
and its supposed virtue as a medicine, but since the fishery of the Cacha32. Barrels.
33. Spermaceti, a whitish waxy substance that burns clean and has a pleasant
odor, could be ‘‘bailed’’ from the ‘‘case’’ in the head of a Sperm whale (additional
spermaceti could be derived from the body as well, but this product was less pure,
and of lower value); the ‘‘body oil’’ in question here is simply rendered fat from
the ‘‘blanket layer’’ of blubber that insulates these animals. The chemistry of
Sperm whale blubber is distinctive, and the oil (which contains a large percentage
of wax esters) differs from that of other whales. For a discussion, see Robert G.
Ackman, Marine Biogenic Lipids, Fats, and Oils (Boca Raton, FL, 1989).
34. This allusion to ‘‘smooth’’ skin is a little odd, because Sperm whales not
infrequently display a deeply creased and wrinkly outer surface. It is true, however, that they do not display the callosities that mark the jaw of the Right whales.
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lot has become so common, and the secrets of his head so often &
abundantly exposed, the article has as materially declined in price as its
virtues as a sovereign specific have in celebrity.35
...
The Cachelot is gregarious, being frequently seen in herds or schools
of 200 or more—these large bodies being principally composed of females, or cow whales as they are termed by the fishermen, [although]
young male whales are also met with in schools. Large single or lone
whales are always males. They are found in every sea, but, as you are
aware, are now generally sought for in the Pacific Ocean. Their food
seems to be principally the cuttle fish, or, as it is commonly called,
‘‘Squid,’’ a strange looking creature—being a soft mass of white fat or
pulp almost without form or shape, yet sometimes growing to a large
size. The creature would seem to be an easy prey for anything that
should attack it; nature, however, has provided it with a singular defense
in the power it possesses of ejecting from its mouth a large quantity of

35. ‘‘Sovereign specific’’ refers to a panacea or cure-all. Morgan does go on to
discuss spermaceti’s continued use as a pharmaceutical product in this period. He
also dilates on the craft of candlemaking: ‘‘The process by which the sperm is
converted into a state fit for candles is very simple, the oil being separated by
gradual pressure, which is increased till it becomes enormous—the cakes are broken up & melted, the impurities skimmed off as they rise, ebullition being promoted from time to time by the gradual addition of water & potash—When
anything ceases to appear on the surface it is dipped off into tubs and cools into
a hard white & partly transparent mass fit to be moulded into candles.—It must
however be allowed that we have by no means arrived to the same perfection in
this manufacture as in England & France, where the candles are semi-transparent
and with surfaces like polished marble.’’ Morgan was not persuaded that there
was much of an American market for this fancier product in 1830, but returning
to his lecture in 1837 he added a note on a new development in the industry:
‘‘Since this was [originally] written, the French process has been introduced into
this country, where it is in few hands and great secrecy is preserved. The candles,
however, though infinitely more beautiful & perfect, and burning I believe equally
well, do not seem to command that preference which might be expected, and
comparatively few are sold at the advanced price (which is about 12 percent above
the common candles).’’ This reference to the economic difficulties of spermaceti
candlemaking calls to mind another of Melville’s works: the story of China Aster
in The Confidence-Man, whose decision to accept a loan to sell more expensive
spermaceti candles instead of the cheaper tallow variety ultimately leads to his
ruin.
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Figure 2: This image, from Thomas Beale’s A Few Observations on the Natural
History of the Sperm Whale (London, 1835) shows the proper pattern for
peeling the blubber off of a Sperm whale, along with a small head-on schematic
view of what Melville would later call ‘‘The Battering Ram’’—the faceless front
of leviathan. It is not clear if Morgan had access to this text as he revised his
lecture in 1837, but it seems likely. Courtesy of Firestone Library, Princeton
University.
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an inky fluid, which discolours the water, and, either by rendering it
unpleasant to its assailant or concealing the squid from view, enables it
to escape. The food of the squid appears to be small insects—in fact it
has no power to take any but minute food, for instead of a mouth like
other fish it has a small & complete bill resembling that of a parrot. Many
whalemen expect the appearance of the squid, and consequently of the
Sperm whale, by observing abundance of these insects in the water. The
throat of the Cachelot, unlike that of the Right whale, is very capacious,
and, on being severely wounded, they often disgorge large pieces of
food—usually found to be parts of the squid. The books too tell us that
they are exceedingly hostile to that fierce & terrible fish the white shark,
but I have not heard this confirmed by our practical men, from whom
we have, however, that the sperm whale often falls a victim to the attacks
of a kind of grampus or small whale which are thus called killers.36
These, however, are obliged to combine their efforts for the destruction
of the mighty victim, and I have heard their attack upon the carcass of a
whale, while in possession of the fisherman, to be very violent. Sharks
too at these times with usual voracity, present themselves for a share of
the prey, and frequently fall victims to their greediness by coming within
reach of the cutting spades.37
...
History of the Sperm Whale Fishery

Having traced the Sperm whale fishery to the fortuitous success of Captain
Hussey of Nantucket (who had been looking for Right whales offshore),
Morgan continues in the following passage to discuss the expansion of the
industry on a global scale, and to explain that expansion’s domestic and
international consequences. The 1837 revisions to this section reveal the
extent to which the industry’s growth was taking a noticeable toll on whale
populations, as evidenced by the increasing difficulty of capturing whales.
Morgan’s optimism in 1830 that whaling was not endangering whale

36. This is indeed a reference to our ‘‘Orca’’ or ‘‘Killer’’ whales (Orcinus orca);
attacks on sperm whales have been documented in recent times. For a discussion,
see Hal Whitehead, Sperm Whales: Social Evolution in the Ocean (Chicago, 2003),
70–76.
37. Excised here is a short history of the Sperm whale fishery among the North
Americans and English, including many statistics on the amount of whale products
harvested.
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populations had been tempered by the experience of the subsequent seven
years. Throughout this same period, some British and French colonial
officials came to similar conclusions concerning the danger of humancaused extinctions in their island territories.38
The first English vessel (and in the following year the first American)
doubled Cape Horn in pursuit of this kind of whale, and there, as you
are aware, they continue to be found abundantly, though not altogether
on the coasts of Peru & Chile as formerly, but in the distant Japan Ocean
as it may be called. [This is] the very extremity of the globe, whence,
when the hardy fishermen have completed their cargoes, they may sail
for their far distant homes by either the Capes of Good Hope or Horn—
and thus circumnavigate the globe without lengthening their voyage.
[Our sailors would probably often actually do this, but for] the necessity
in returning by Cape of Good Hope of passing straits & narrow seas,
whose shores are inhabited by hostile savages ready on all occasions to
attack unarmed ships. The sperm fishery has continued & gradually
increased in both countries—subject only to partial interruptions from
war and sometimes from too bounteous a supply, which has so much
reduced prices as to induce a temporary withdrawal of many ships. At
this time there are engaged in it from England 71 ships measuring
38. The precise extent of the impact of the nineteenth-century Sperm whale
fishery on global populations remains a topic of active research among biologists,
economists, and environmental historians. It is difficult to summarize this literature
concisely at present, because there remain wide disparities in the results both
within and across these different approaches. Grossly speaking, the dominant view
among historical economists who have taken up the question is that the actual
impact on global populations was not very great (certainly not large enough to
have played a role in the collapse of the industry after 1860). See, for example,
Lance E. Davis, Robert E. Gallman, and Karin Gleiter, In Pursuit of Leviathan:
Technology, Institutions, Productivity, and Profits in American Whaling, 1816–
1906 (Chicago, 1997). Biologists working with historical data have tended to paint
a bleaker picture. Compare Hal Whitehead, ‘‘Status of Pacific Sperm Whale
Stocks before Modern Whaling,’’ Report of the International Whaling Commission
45 (1995), 407–412. A set of new genetic techniques for estimating historical
population baselines has recently stimulated a good deal of controversy, but these
methods have not yet been applied to Physeter macrocephalus. Consider, for instance, J. Roman and S. R. Palumbi, ‘‘Whales before Whaling in the North Atlantic,’’ Science 301 ( July 25, 2003), 508–10. For a broader historical discussion of
the nineteenth-century ‘‘discovery’’ of humans as agents of environmental change,
see Richard Grove, Green Imperialism (Cambridge, UK, 1995).

•

Figure 3: The Sperm Whale. Robert Hamilton’s Natural History of the Ordinary Cetacea or Whales (Edinburgh, 1837), published
in Jardine’s popular Naturalist’s Library series, featured attractive hand-colored plates and reached a wide audience in the United
Kingdom and the United States. Courtesy of Firestone Library, Princeton University.
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25,000 Tons & from this Country about 123 ships, equal to 41,000
Tons. Of these 53 sail belong to New Bedford (or about 17,000 Tons).
The voyages from this country, and I believe from England, may average
28 to 30 months each, and therefore, allowing the produce of the English
Fishery compared with the same amount of Tonnage to have equalled
our own, there is drawn annually from the ocean in this kind of oil alone
an immense amount of wealth. The produce of the American Sperm
Fishery was in 1827 about 93,000 bbls, in 1828—73,000, and in 1829—
80,000, making an average of 82,000 bbls per annum. The English Fishery in the same ratio may have produced 48,000 bbls, making the
enormous aggregate of 130,000 bbls, which, estimated at $20 per bbl,
gives $2,600,000 as the value of the sperm oil caught each year. The
number of whales taken, estimating them at 25 bbls each, will thus be
5,200 each year. [But] this is not by any means the total destruction, as
a considerable number of wounded escape to die alone or become a prey
to the sharks & Killers always ready no doubt to take advantage of their
helplessness. This number I suppose to be about 1 in 10 which swells
the grand annual destruction to 5,700 whales per year.
...
It might be supposed that this destruction must eventuate in their
extermination, when we consider that the whale has but one young &
that from the beginning of time till within a century they had been entirely unmolested by man—but such does not appear to be the case.39
Our ships must go farther because they have driven their prey farther,
but their voyages are very little lengthened and their return with full
cargoes almost certain. The only danger at present to be apprehended is
from an oversupply, for that competition which has reduced every other
business has now decidedly assailed ours, and the fishery seems as firmly
established at Sag Harbour and New London as with us.40 The stock of
39. Morgan here explicitly opens the question of anthropogenic extinction, a
topic that preoccupied those involved with the whaling industry throughout the
nineteenth century. Melville famously engages with this question in Moby-Dick, in
ch. 105: ‘‘Does the Whale’s Magnitude Diminish?—Will He Perish?’’
40. In 1830, New Bedford sent out 66 whaling vessels. The next closest rival
in size was Nantucket with 21, followed by New London, CT, with 15, Sag Harbor, NY, with 10, and Fairhaven, MA, with 9. In 1837, New Bedford and Nantucket sent out 68 and 21, respectively, but the count had grown substantially in
other ports. Sag Harbor sent out 24, New London 17, Fairhaven 14, Salem 12,
and a smaller number of ships left 32 other smaller ports, most of which were new
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oil to arrive in 1830 will, it is supposed, surpass the importation of any
former year, and we shall soon have to discover whether the same ruinous fall of prices is to take place as occurred in 1824.41
The prosecution of this Fishery, though full of apparent difficulty and
danger, is attended with very little destruction of human life, and as the
duties though severe are healthful & the climates in which they cruize
salubrious, I apprehend more deaths would be found to occur in the
same time, among the same number, engaged in any other occupation
by sea or land.42
The sperm whale is in general harmless, but now & then individuals
are found exceedingly fierce & bold and indeed their attacks upon boats
are not infrequent, which once between their tremendous jaws are
crushed to pieces in a twinkling—but the crew generally contrive to escape by swimming & are taken up by another boat which is usually at
hand. At such times the whale throws himself nearly on his back and
turns his lower jaw almost over to the stomach, thus exposing all his
formidable teeth, and sculling towards the boat at such a rapid rate, that
the crew can with difficulty back, or ‘‘stern all,’’ out of his way.
Very seldom however do we hear of their attacks on ships. [And]
though this has been the case generally of course without damage, yet a
to whaling since 1830. Alexander Starbuck, History of the American Whale Fishery
From Its Earliest Inception to the Year 1876 (New York, 1964), 274–81, 332–43.
41. Morgan ultimately fends off those who might interpret the increasing length
of voyages as a sign of population decrease. His concern for overproduction may
be seen as another argument for upholding a tariff on imported plant oils rather
than a call for decreased American whale-oil production. In his 1837 revisions
Morgan noted that since 1830 the U.S. whaling fleet increased by a factor 4, with
oil yields increasing as well. Prices never fell substantially, as westward expansion
fed demand for all varieties of lighting oils. At the same time, a ship returning full
of cargo became the ‘‘exception to a general rule.’’ This pairing of longer voyages
and diminishing returns gave Morgan more reason to fear that animal populations
were decreasing, though it did not impel him to advocate decreased fishing.
42. Most historians of whaling will be surprised by this assessment of the relative safety of the trade, and it is interesting to note that, in keeping with a broader
early nineteenth-century reevaluation of the effects of the sea on the human body,
Morgan deems the ocean environment ‘‘salubrious.’’ For the cultural history of
attitudes toward oceans and beaches (which in these years went from being understood as baleful and miasmatic places of sickness to being reimagined as sites with
healthful and invigorating qualities), see Alain Corbin, The Lure of the Sea: The
Discovery of the Seaside in the Western World, 1750–1840 (Cambridge, UK, 1994).
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melancholy tale most of you have no doubt heard of [is] the fate of the
ship Essex of Nantucket—Attacked by one fierce whale, while the boats
were out in pursuit of others.43 The monster was seen making directly
for the ship at the distance of a mile, and at first struck her without effect,
but as if determined to effect its fatal purpose—it went off again to some
distance, and projected its huge head with such force against the bow of
the ship, that a large opening was made at once. In a few moments, and
barely giving time to those on board to throw some provision & one or
two nautical instruments into the boat and push off from the ship, she
filled and fell over, leaving the miserable crew with only sustenance
enough for a few days, & in frail and open boats, in the midst of the vast
Pacific Ocean. A scene of privation & suffering ensued over which we
will draw a veil. Suffice it to say that two boats with a part of their crew
were picked up by passing vessels after having been about 90 days at
sea.44
Natural History of the Right Whale

The following section illustrates the extent to which Morgan and those who
attended his lecture were expected to be familiar with simple mathematics
and mechanical reasoning. In the middle of explaining the means by
which whales breathe—and prevent themselves from drowning underwater—Morgan chose to perform an extended calculation of the water
pressures that a whale must experience, and then refers off-handedly to
‘‘specific gravity,’’ a measure of relative density. Morgan had good reason

43. It is notable that Morgan, apparently making revisions to his text for his
1837 presentation, struck out ‘‘no doubt’’ and replaced it with ‘‘probably.’’ The
change would seem to offer a glimpse of period expectations concerning historical
memory in general, as well as memory of the Essex disaster in particular. It is also
interesting to consider this small change as a comment on what we might call the
‘‘news cycle’’ of the early republic: In 1830 Morgan appears to have felt comfortable that everyone remembered the event; seven years later he was, it seems, no
longer so certain.
44. Morgan’s discreet treatment of the Essex disaster (an important inspiration
for Moby-Dick) passes over in silence a ghoulish and sensational tale of murder
and cannibalism. For a lively recent account, see Nathaniel Philbrick, In the Heart
of the Sea: The Tragedy of the Whaleship Essex, (New York, 2000). The original
narratives of the survivors Owen Chase, Thomas Chappel, and George Pollard
remain in print: Owen Chase et al., Narratives of the Wreck of the Whale-Ship
Essex: A Narrative Account (New York, 1989).
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to assume that his audience would be familiar with this type of reasoning.
The leader of the American Lyceum movement, Josiah Holbrook, gave
precedence to the study of such practical areas of science as ‘‘mechanics,
hydrostatics, pneumatics, chemistry, mineralogy, [and] botany.’’45 Moreover, Morgan’s brother-in-law, Samuel Rodman, mentioned in his diary
that the New Bedford Lyceum audience had heard a lecturer named Wing
Russel talk on the topic of ‘‘Specific Gravity’’ two weeks prior to Morgan’s
lecture.46
The Balloena Mysticetus, or Right whale, of which we will now speak,
differs materially—not only in the quality of its oil, but in its shape &
structure—from the sperm whale. It possesses no true teeth, but the
upper jaw is furnished on each side with layers of whalebone placed
transversely and split at their wide edges into long fringes. The mouth
is large, and presents, with the hanging whalebone, a most formidable
appearance—being capable of containing a large boat full of men. It is
therefore most fortunate for us, who depend so much upon its capture,
that this kind of whale also is of so timid a nature, for was its courage
equal capacity of its jaws, few would venture to approach. The size of the
Mysticetus has however been overrated, accounts giving them a length of
from 100 to 150 feet and others a size vastly greater. If so, the whales of
our day must have greatly degenerated, for Scoresby says out of 332
which he had captured no one exceeded 60 feet, which he considers a
fair size for the larger class of Greenland whales (say, those which yield
from 150 to 180 bbls oil & 2000 to 2500 feet of bone).47
45. Holbrook is quoted in Bode, The American Lyceum, 12.
46. Samuel Rodman, The Diary of Samuel Rodman: A New Bedford Chronicle
of Thirty-seven Years, 1821–1859, ed. Zephaniah W. Pease (New Bedford, MA,
1927), 72.
47. The Scoresby referred to here is William Scoresby, Jr., a British whaleman
who rose to become a Fellow of the Royal Society. Scoresby’s writings include a
massive and influential two-volume account of the Arctic whale fisheries: William
Scoresby, An Account of the Arctic Regions With a History and Description of the
Northern Whale Fishery (Edinburgh, 1820). On Scoresby’s life and career, see
Tom and Cordelia Stamp, William Scoresby, Arctic Scientist (Whitby, UK, 1976);
Alison Winter, ‘‘ ‘Compasses All Awry’: The Iron Ship and the Ambiguities of
Cultural Authority in Victorian Britain,’’ Victorian Studies 38 (no. 1, 1994),
69–98; and Anita McConnell, ‘‘The Scientific Life of William Scoresby Jnr., with
a Catalogue of his Instruments and Apparatus in the Whitby Museum,’’ Annals of
Science 43, no. 3 (1986), 257–86.
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...
On a part of the head elevated considerably above the rest are the
spiracles or blow holes, which are the nostrils and breathing organs of
the whale, and from which in prints of the animal we generally see jets
of water ascending—though it does not necessarily & constantly discharge water from there. In fact this only takes place when it breathes
under water, and when in the atmosphere the breath issues in a stream
of mist. This, when it is wounded, assumes a red tinge, and when mortally so, a stream of blood issues, which dies [sic] the waters for acres in
extent. The elevation of the blow holes above the rest of the head is very
necessary, as the whale in a state of rest barely floats upon the surface of
the water, and is thus enabled to breathe without exertion. These organs
are admirably adapted to the existence of the whale in two elements,
being furnished with a peculiar valve or plug, which shuts as soon as
they are under the surface of the sea and perfectly resists the pressure of
the water & prevents its passage to the lungs. And this pressure at times
must be enormous, as may be inferred from the following calculation.
The surface of the body of a large whale may comprise an area of 1,540
square feet, which under the common weight of the atmosphere sustains
a pressure of about 1,386 Tons. But a whale sometimes descends to the
depth of 800 Fathoms, where there is a column of water equal in weight
to 154 atmospheres. The pressure then on the animal is about 211,000
Tons, a weight so enormous that, as Scoresby says, we can form but an
imperfect conception of it. It may however assist our comprehension to
be informed that it exceeds in weight 60 of the largest ships in the British
Navy, manned provisioned & fitted for a 6 mos. cruize. And this may
well account for the exhaustion that is apparent at the first appearance of
a wounded whale at the surface—not the stroke of the harpoon, which
though irritating, can seldom prove fatal. The weight of the animal itself,
being very nearly of the same specific gravity as sea water, has been
calculated, and one of 60 feet found to weigh nearly 114 Tons.
...
The food of this mighty animal consists of small insects, and the disproportion of the immense mouth to such minute food seems almost
ludicrous. The throat is however very small & contracted & the whole
is most admirably adapted—for the whale when feeding swims beneath
the surface of the sea with his jaws wide extended, and the column of
water thus entering his mouth in front escapes again at the sides, where
the smallest solid particles are sifted & retained by the whalebone, whose
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long fringes do not suffer the least particle to escape. These ranges of
bones (of which there are about 600 lamina) are suspended from the
sides of the crown bone.48 They are somewhat curved longitudinally &
are ranged side by side, the longest being in the middle & tapering off
each way to nothing. The average length of the bone from the whales of
the South Atlantic Ocean I should not suppose over 7 to 9 feet, while
some bone has been taken from Greenland whales 15 feet in length &
the average is about 11 ft. Notwithstanding this difference the whales of
Greenland & Brazil Banks appear to be of the same species, though
apparently of distinct tribes which never intermingle.49 One striking difference in their appearance is that while the Brazil whales are often rough
with barnacles & small shell fish, the skin of the others is always
smooth & clean. The right whale can hardly be termed gregarious for
though often found near together they appear to be acting as individuals & independent of the movements of the rest.
...
The Capture

Morgan closed the last section with a brief history of the Right whale
fishery, a story he laid out in parallel with his account of the Sperm whale
industry. Rights and Bowheads had been hunted for a much longer period
of time and by many nations, but Morgan focused his attention on the
period after American colonists joined the hunt for Atlantic Rights in
1672. With time, Right whales were taken with less frequency near the
American coast, and the American fishery had to expand into more distant
waters. By 1830, according to Morgan, the British and Americans dominated the global pursuit of baleen whales.
The section that follows—the final excerpt—begins with a comparison
of British and American whaling techniques and technology. In his brief
look at harpoon guns and whale processing, Morgan unwittingly picks out
two elements of the industry that would change profoundly in the second
half of the nineteenth century, making whaling more productive but also
more destructive, and doing so with few Americans involved. Morgan died
in 1861, before he could witness the demise of American whaling. His
48. Lamina: a plate or blade of whalebone. Whalebone is not, of course,
‘‘bone’’ at all.
49. Here Morgan is explicit about the period taxonomy of the Balaenidae. For
a discussion, see note 27 above.
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lecture closes with the triumphs of American whalers and their spectacular
struggles with the whale, of which the following stories are representative.
The conduct of these fisheries also varies considerably in some particulars which I cannot explain—but I may mention the harpoon gun, as a
weapon which, though not general, is often used with success by the
British, while it has never been introduced into our fishery (though a
very ingenious apparatus of this kind was invented by the late W. Francis
Rotch, who fitted out a small vessel to test its utility—but had not an
opportunity of directing it against a whale—since which its use has not
been attempted).50 A Harpoon gun, however, was used as long ago as
1731, with some success, but was for a long time laid aside till within a
few years it has been much improved and rendered capable of throwing
a harpoon 40 yds with effect. Requiring, however, considerable address
in its management & having been attended with some unpleasant accidents, its use has not become by any means so general as was expected.
The English also, instead of boiling out their oil on board their vessels
(as we do), pack the blubber into casks and carry it to England for
manufacture—their short distance from the fishing station & the limited
extent of the season rendering this mode the most convenient.51
50. Morgan married into the Rotch family, one of the biggest whaling families
of Nantucket and New Bedford. The modern harpoon cannon (which integrates
a grenade and a cannon-fired harpoon) was developed in the late 1860s and early
1870s by the Norwegian Svend Foyn; the device played a major role in the emergence of the twentieth-century whaling industry, because it made it possible
(in conjunction with steam-powered catcher vessels) to kill and secure the larger
Balenopteridae like Blues and Fins. The historiographical emphasis on this
watershed device has, however, to a degree obscured an earlier history of experimentation with both cannon-fired harpoons and shoulder-fired explosive grenades—both of which were in use in the whaling industry in the mid nineteenth
century. For a sense of the use of such devices in the United States, see Charles
M. Scammon, The Marine Mammals of the Northwestern Coast of North America
(San Francisco, 1874). On Foyn, see J. N. Tønnessen and Arne Odd Johnsen,
The History of Modern Whaling (Berkeley, CA, 1982).
51. The Bowhead fishery could be conducted without pelagic ‘‘try-works’’
(onship arrangements for cooking blubber down into oil) in large part because the
geographically limited extent of the grounds and the arctic conditions meant that
kegged blubber did not absolutely spoil in the course of the voyage—though it did
not smell very nice by the time vessels docked in Hull or Whitby after five months
or so.

•

Figure 4: Whale Oil on the Docks. Jackson Chase and George Heaton depicted work on the wharves of a New England
whaling town at mid-century in their Life and Adventure in the South Pacific (New York, 1861). Courtesy of Firestone
Library, Princeton University.
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...
I cannot go into detail of the mode of capturing whales, but will state
two or three incidents illustrative of the peculiarities attending this adventurous business. The ease with which some whales are taken is surprising—while neither harpoons, lances & men [in any numbers seem]
capable of subduing others. I have heard indeed of the capture of one
almost without the use of the harpoon.
...
Not so easily, however, is the prize always obtained, and there are one
or two instances recorded of amazing efforts in the whale to escape—in
one of which it carried a boat with two sets of lines under a field of ice,
the crew having to throw themselves into the water & afterwards to
clamber upon the field. The whale sometime afterwards appearing clear
of the ice, then more harpoons were fastened to it from as many boats,
besides that from the sunken boat which remained attached. Soon after,
however, the lines of two of the boats from friction against the ice broke
and when near 1,700 fathoms of line had been drawn from the 4th boat,
that also parted, and the whale again made its escape, now carrying with
it the sunken boat and upwards of 3,300 fathoms of line, and was almost
given up for lost. However, it fortunately appeared again, the utmost
exertions were used to overtake it, which was at length effected—but not
till 5,200 fathoms of line (or nearly 6 miles of length) were taken out.
The iron which attached the sunken boat having fallen out, the boat &
about 1,100 fathoms of line were lost.52 At another time a whale was
struck, and although 4 to 6 boats & 1,600 fathoms line were at times
attached to the fish, it dragged them away nearly as fast as a boat could
row, and, as it would not permit one to approach near enough to strike,
the loose boats attached themselves to the fast boats and the whole was
obliged to sit idly some hours waiting for the whale to stop. At length
fortunately turning towards the ship, two of the fast lines were taken on
board & secured. All sail was then taken in, but notwithstanding the
52. ‘‘Giving the whale the boat’’ was by no means unknown as a strategy in the
industry: If a ‘‘fast’’ boat (one attached to the whale by a harpoon) was running
out of line, the whalemen might tie off the cord and jump out of the vessel (to be
picked up by other boats in pursuit). The attached boat then served as a drogue
on the escaping animal. It was a tactic only undertaken when the odds of securing
the whale looked good. For a discussion, see Scoresby, An Account of the Arctic
Regions, Vol. 2, 276–82. (In this section Morgan borrows freely from Scoresby.)
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enormous resistance—the vigorous animal continued to tow the ship directly to windward for an hour and a half at the rate of two knots the
hour—and when it did stop, beat the waves in so tremendous a manner
that all around was in a foam. It was with great danger that it was approached and killed after an arduous chase of 40 hours. It yielded 237
Tons of Blubber.
Many more interesting anecdotes could be collected illustrating the
peculiarities of the whale fishery—its difficulties and dangers, and the
courage & perseverance of the fishermen—as well as much more important information on the natural history of this interesting monster of the
deep. But the usual time for our lecture having elapsed, I must detain
you no longer.
March 29, 1830
An Afterword

The whale, Morgan’s topic for his talk to the Lyceum, was a creature
remarkable for its size and its obscurity, but also for its larger cultural—
and above all economic—importance in the early republic. For while the
whale resided in the mysterious deep, it was also at the heart of early
nineteenth-century society in coastal New England and beyond, providing
light and livelihoods (not to mention hypertrophied hips and fashionable
parasols). Morgan’s survey of the natural history of the various whales
showed that while his vision was influenced by bookish learning, he saw
these creatures largely through the eyes of the industry. He highlighted the
amount of oil that particular whales tended to contain and emphasized
the kinds of knowledge—like feeding habits and defensive behaviors—that
had been gathered by and for those who pursued Spermaceti off the coast
of Brazil. Morgan explicitly aimed to integrate textual sources and the
lived experience and expertise of the working men he knew. In this he
represented a vision of practical and applied knowledge that had its roots
in the late eighteenth-century world of agricultural improvers and industrial innovators; English and French models were important here, but so
too was the work of Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, Samuel
Latham Mitchill, and a variety of less-well-known American philanthropic, albeit often profit-driven, students and would-be teachers of American
working men. In addition to these general Enlightenment ideas about
labor and learning, Morgan’s natural history also reflected the distinctive
culture of New England Lyceums, the particular emphases of which led
Morgan to share with his mixed-class audience of community members a
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numerical treatment of the hydrostatics of a whale’s blow-hole and details
about Linnaean systematics. All of this was meant to present to a local
audience a way of understanding the whale that put practical knowledge
in the framework of cosmopolitan science, while drawing outside attention
to a tradition of specifically American whaling—a source of considerable
national pride.
Writing a decade or so after Morgan’s lecture, another New England
Lyceum lecturer, Henry David Thoreau, mused on the relationship between human beings and the nonhuman creatures among whom, and from
whom, they made their living: Animals, Thoreau suggested, ‘‘are all beasts
of burden, in a sense, made to carry some portion of our thoughts.’’ 53
Readers of Moby-Dick know well that the whale served in the nineteenthcentury United States as a ‘‘beast of burden’’ in this sense. For Morgan
too—as for many of his fellow citizens in New Bedford and elsewhere—the
great whales swimming in distant seas bore a host of very terrestrial preoccupations. Would Morgan have gone as far as Ishmael, who declared
gnomically, ‘‘unless you own the whale, you are but a provincial and
sentimentalist in Truth’’? 54 Morgan—ever the practical man—might well
have demurred, but then again he certainly owned quite a bit of whale.

53. Henry David Thoreau, Walden (New York, 1991), 183.
54. The line comes from the end of ch. 76 of Moby-Dick.
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