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AMERICAN EXPERIENCE “Into the Deep: America, Whaling & the World” 
Monday, May 10, 2010
9:00-10:00 p.m. ET on PBS

– The Epic Story of America’s Quest for the Leviathan –
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	A 19th-century depiction of whaling

Credit: Courtesy of the Nantucket Historical Association 


A fantastic sea adventure, a cautionary economic and environmental tale and a mythic saga of man and nature, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE “Into the Deep: America, Whaling & the World” airs Monday, May 10, 2010, 9:00-10:00 p.m. ET on PBS.
“Into the Deep: America, Whaling & the World,” from filmmaker Ric Burns, tells the thrilling and epic story of three centuries of American whaling and the unique relationship between American whalers and the giant creatures they hunted. The hunt for these mysterious, mammoth beings helped fuel the expansion of the American economy — propelled tiny backwater ports like Nantucket and New Bedford to the unrivalled center of the whaling world — and pioneered the first truly global enterprise America ever knew. At the height of the whaling industry, U.S. whaleships encircled the globe, a massive state-of-the-art fleet crewed by highly-skilled mariners whose ever-widening search for whales enabled them to chart the seven seas. The magnificent creatures were slaughtered for the precious oil that filled their massive heads, the high-quality illuminant that lit the drawing rooms of Europe and greased the wheels of the Industrial Revolution.
Few aspects of the American experience have struck more deeply into the imagination of the American people — or resonated more profoundly with deepest American hopes, fears and dreams — than the savagely primal, unfathomably limit-testing experience of whaling. Says filmmaker Burns, “The epic story of whaling is intimately bound up with the story of America, in strange and telling ways: as a riveting case study in maritime culture at its most extreme — as a dark and shining parable of American capitalism on the rise — and as an allegory for the American, and the human, experience — long before a restless sometime whale man and would-be writer named Herman Melville ever went to sea.”

Pacifists and Profiteers

Whaling was part of the American experience from the earliest days of European settlement. Within 10 years of the arrival of the Mayflower, drift whaling — the passive capture of beached or stranded whales — was underway up and down the Atlantic coast. But it was on the island of Nantucket, a Quaker enclave off the Massachusetts coast, that whaling took the most tenacious hold. In 1690, after a few decades of farming had exhausted Nantucket’s meager resources, the island’s inhabitants turned to whaling as their shared path to financial success and never looked back.

The worldwide demand for whale oil began to soar; Nantucket threw itself with a vengeance into the dangerous and bloody art of deep-ocean sperm whaling and the island’s whalemen brought that complex enterprise to a pitch of state-of-the-art perfection never equaled before or since. Still, for all of the technology that attended it, at the center of the whaling enterprise remained a simple, primordial drama, not so far removed from a paleolithic hunt. The killing of the whale required proficiency in a method at least centuries old: fastening a small boat to an enraged mammal with a “harping iron” and rope; waiting for the massive creature to gradually exhaust itself as it towed the boat behind it; then stabbing it to death with an iron lance or spear at close range. Blood gushing from the blow hole signaled the whalers’ victory. Generation after generation of Nantucket men, many of them pacifist Quakers schooled at whale-killing since childhood, would become among the world’s most skilled practitioners of this lethal but lucrative art — perhaps the defining paradox in an industry that had more than its share.

A Tale of Two Ships

“Into the Deep” explores two events that would forever anchor whaling in the American consciousness. On August 12, 1819, the whale ship Essex set sail from Nantucket, bound for the Pacific. By now a truly global enterprise, whaling produced huge profits, but required more capital, covered vast distances and consumed massive amounts of time. Voyages that once took six months now took years as the hunt for declining whale populations required farther exploration. Vessels and crews became larger; labor and costs were squeezed and an industry that had once been paternalistic and community-based became more specialized, cosmopolitan and anonymous. And more dangerous. 

Danger had always been an integral element of the whaling enterprise. Many whale ships never returned home, but none suffered a more horrific fate than the Essex, which, on November 20, 1820, thousands of  miles off the coast of Peru, was rammed not once but twice, by a sperm whale as long as the ship itself. The awesome power of the whale sent the vessel to the bottom of the ocean, but 20 sailors made their frantic way onto whaleboats. Eight would ultimately survive, after a harrowing ordeal that lasted months and reduced the sailors to cannibalism.

It was in the 1840s that the golden age of American whaling reached its zenith, and New Bedford replaced Nantucket as the whaling center among some 60 domestic ports. By the middle of that decade, 735 of the 900 whale ships sailing the world’s oceans sailed under an American flag. Seventy-thousand people made their livelihoods from whaling, including 20,000 men who populated the ships themselves, sailing the oceans in pursuit of every variety of whale: right, humpback, bowhead, gray and the most valuable of all, the sperm whale. During the industry’s most profitable year, whalers killed more than 8,000 whales, generating profits of $11 million.

The Poet

Into this heady world walked Herman Melville, a restless 21-year-old New Yorker whose family had fallen on hard times. In December of 1840, he arrived in New Bedford, looking for work. He soon set sail aboard the Acushnet, a whaling ship bound for the South Pacific, toward the same marine wilderness that the ill-fated Essex had traveled some 20 years before. 

In one of the most fortuitous events in literary history, Melville’s ship tied up alongside another vessel, a mid-ocean “gam,” or rendezvous. On that ship was a young seaman, William Henry Chase, whose father, Owen Chase, had been first mate of the Essex and one of the tragedy’s few survivors. The younger Chase gave Melville a copy of his father’s memoir; the harrowing tale of man vs. nature would haunt him for a decade. In 1850, he set to work on Moby Dick, arguably one of the greatest novels by an American writer. “For God’s sake,” he implored his readers, “be economical with your lamps and candles! Not a gallon you burn but at least one drop of man’s blood was spilled.”

The fictional crew aboard the Pequod reflected the diversity Melville had experienced in his own whaling career. His characters include Native Americans, Indians, Africans, Pacific Islanders and others from China, Denmark, England, Spain and the Azores, as well as Quakers from Nantucket, Cape Cod and Martha’s Vineyard.

Even though the novel was written in the white heat of the whaling moment, when Moby Dick was published in 1851, it was met with scathing reviews and, far worse, indifference. Two years into the California Gold Rush, Americans were losing interest in the maritime wilderness of the great oceans, focusing instead on the boundless possibilities of the American West.

The golden age of whaling was drawing to a rapid close. In 1854, on Nantucket, where so much whaling history had been written, the town replaced its whale oil street lamps with gas lights. Then, in 1859, the discovery of petroleum in Pennsylvania identified the illuminant and lubricant of the future, quickly relegating whale oil to a rapidly fading past. The Civil War and ship-crushing disasters in the Arctic during the 1870s only accelerated the American whaling fleet’s drift toward oblivion. 

“‘Into the Deep’’s look at our whaling past is stark reminder of not only the volatility of the global marketplace, but the danger of viewing the planet and its creatures as commodities,” says AMERICAN EXPERIENCE executive producer Mark Samels. 

■ The AMERICAN EXPERIENCE Web site (pbs.org/amex) provides students, educators and lifelong learners with an ever-growing library of free and trusted American history resources. More than 1,650 features, including primary source documents, video clips, photographs, timelines and bibliographies, are indexed online and connected to dozens of standard U.S. history teaching topics. Each Web page serves as a permanent educational resource, complete with electronic teacher’s guides featuring lesson plans and discussion guidelines. AMERICAN EXPERIENCE’s popular Web site for kids, “WayBack” (pbskids.org/wayback), offers engaging resources for pre-teen kids to learn about history.
Don’t miss selected PBS programs streaming free online, the day after broadcast, on the PBS Video Portal (pbs.org/video/).
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