
CBGS Marine & Environmental Science II  In the Heart of the Sea 

Senior Reading Questions 

In the Heart of the Sea:  The Tragedy of the Whaleship Essex:  by Nathaniel Philbrick 

 

1.  In 1820, Nantucket was a Quaker town. Compare the community of whales 

with the community of Quakers on Nantucket. How was everyone on Nantucket 

affected by whaling? 

 

 

2. Whalers were considered the explorers of the sea. Why? Describe how 

navigation (finding latitude, longitude and dead reckoning) occurred in 1820.  

 

 

3. Charles Darwin's ideas on Evolution centered around the Galapagos Islands, a 

provisioning stop for whalers in the 1800's. In addition to depleting the whale 

population, whalers, including the Essex crew, had a large impact on Galapagos 

animal and plant life.  Briefly discuss this impact, making connections to Darwin’s 

ideas of evolution. 

 

 

4. Captain George Pollard and First Mate Owen Chase were instrumental in the 

decision making for the Essex crew, yet they each had very different styles. They 

had to decide what and who to take on each lifeboat, how to deal with tragedies as 

well as windfalls, where to travel, whether to stay on the island, how to treat off-

islanders and African Americans and ultimately cannibalism. Put yourself in their 

shoes and write some journal entries describing some of the decisions you would 

have made and why.  

 

 

5. In 1869, less than 50 years after the Essex tragedy, the last whaling ship left 

Nantucket. Once the whaling capitol of the world, this downfall marked the end of 

an era. What caused the downfall of the whaling industry? How has the legacy 

been remembered in Nantucket?  

 

 

6. The Nantucket whale ships had harvested over 225,000 whales.  Today it is 

estimated that there are about 360,000 sperm whales (American Cetacean Society), 

down from 1.1 million before whaling, making them the most abundant of the 

world’s great whales. How have the views of whaling changed in the last 200 

hundred years?  

  


