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INTRODUCTION TO  

Whaling: An Industry at Sea 
 

This engaging and entertaining lesson will help your students understand the importance of 

the whale fishery. Students will feel, see and smell some of the products of the fishery, and 

develop an understanding of how these products were obtained. They will participate in a 

dramatic reading of a play written by a whaleman, offering a unique look at the whale 

hunt. The lesson is approximately 60 minutes in length. 

 

WHAT TO EXPECT  
On the day of your lesson, a museum instructor (either a staff member or a professionally 

trained volunteer) will visit your classroom with a variety of materials. They will begin by 

introducing themselves, Heritage Museums & Gardens and the topic of the lesson. The 

instructor will facilitate an illustrated introduction and olfactory exploration helping 

students understand why whales were hunted. The lesson will allow students opportunities 

for exploration and participation, culminating in an object sharing session. 

 

ABOUT THIS PACKET  
This Teachers' Packet contains materials that were created to be easily used in your 

classroom. Introducing your students to the pre-visit information and vocabulary will 

enhance their experience during the lesson. The post-visit section contains additional 

lesson-related information and activities to help you to follow up after the instructor's visit. 

All of the materials in this packet were designed to help you tie the lesson into your 

existing curriculum and to create a more meaningful experience for your students. 
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CURRICULUM FRAMEWORKS 

CONNECTIONS 
 

At Heritage Museums & Gardens, we are committed to helping you meet the demands of Education 

Reform. Each of our programs may be used to fulfill a multitude of standards across several disciplines. 

Listed below are examples of how the Whaling:  An Industry at Sea program and its Pre- and Post-Visit 

Teacherôs Packet can be used to meet specific standards. Detailed Curriculum Frameworks Connections 

listings for this or any other individual program may be obtained by calling the Manager of School & 

Youth Programs at (508) 888.3300 ext. 160. 

 

Whaling: An Industry at Sea 

Collections in Hand Program 
 

English Language Arts 

 Language Strand 

  Learning Standards: 2, 3, 4 

 Literature Strand 

  Learning Standards: 9, 10, 13, 17, 18 

 Composition Strand 

  Learning Standards: 22, 23, 24 

 Media Strand 

  Learning Standards: 26 

 

Science and Technology/Engineering 

 Life Science: 7, 8, 10 

 Technology/Engineering: 1.1 

 

History and Social Science 

 Concepts and Skills: 

  History and Geography: 1, 2, 3 

 Learning Standards: 3.7, 3.9, 3.12, 3.13, 5.11 

 

Arts  

 Visual Arts Strand 

  Learning Standards: 1, 3, 5 

 Connections Strand 

  Learning Standards: 6, 7, 9, 10 

 

Layers of Learning 

 

Scrimshaw & Song, Discovery Workshop 

New England Art and History, Focus Tour 
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THE WHY AND WHERE OF WHALING  

 

What are some of the historic reasons people hunted whales? 

Whales were hunted because they provided many very useful products, such as: 

Å Food for humans and animals. 

Å Oil (from blubber) was used as an important source of light (lamp oil) and as a waterproof coating 

for cloth.  During the 1800s (especially from 1820-1860 when Europe and the United States were 

rapidly building factories), whale oil became even more valuable as a machine lubricant .  Until the 

manufacturing of synthetic oils was perfected in the 1960s, whale oil was regarded as the best oil to 

lubricate the gears in watches, clocks and sewing machines. 

 Baleen commonly called whalebone, was used in fashion for corset stays, collar stays and skirt hoops.  

It was also used to make brooms, brushes, buggy whips, and riding crops.  Baleen was also used for 

artistic purposes by whalers to make scrimshaw such as corset busks or yarn winders called swifts. 

What are some of the other uses whales  

Å Whale bone was used for artistic purposes and for fashion items, such as walking sticks, toy and game 

pieces, and fertilizer. 

Å Ambergris, a waxy substance produced by the digestive system of sperm whales, was used in 

perfume. 

Å Spermaceti, a thick, waxy substance found in the head and oil of sperm whales, made the best and 

most valuable candles because they burned the brightest and longest, giving off very little smoke or 

odor.  

 

Where did people go whaling? 
By the 1850s whales in the North Atlantic were very difficult to find.  Whalers were bound around Cape 

Horn, hunting whales along the coast of South America, then along the Equator, and moving north with 

the change of seasons.  Ships would hunt along the coasts of Australia, New Zealand, and South America 

between October and February, and then head north for the grounds in the Arctic Ocean, and along the 

coasts of Alaska and Japan during the spring and summer.  The pursuit of whales allowed American 

sailors to visit people who had never before encountered people from another culture.  Whalers were able 

to bring back valuable information and objects from many different cultural groups. 
 

When did people stop whaling? 

There were several reasons for the decline in whaling, including: 
 

1.  The invention of electric lighting in the late 1800s.  This meant less need for oil lamps. 

2.  The discovery of fossil oil in Pennsylvania in 1859.  Other land oil finds followed in other states like 

Texas.  Oil was easier to obtain on land than from the sea. 

3. Changes in fashion.  Women stopped wearing corsets (after doctors showed their harmful effects) and 

hoop skirts in favor of unwaisted dresses in the 1920s, so baleen was not needed for busks or stays.  

Walking sticks and collar stays went out of fashion for men. 

4. SUCCESS!  The whalers were too successful killing whales.  Whale populations declined making the 

voyages less profitable.  It took more time to find a whale to kill because ships needed to go to more 

remote places, like Antarctica.   
 

Germany, Iceland, Japan, Norway, Russia, and other nations continued to hunt whales.  They used new 

technology such as catcher boats and factory ships to catch and process whales.  These innovations 

allowed whalers to hunt other species of whales, like blue whales, which previously had not been hunted.  

The 1930s saw the most whales killed ever.  In 1946 the United States and fourteen other countries 

formed the International Whaling Commission to set quotas on the number of whales killed each year. 
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FLENSING ON SHORE / CUTTING-IN A WHALE ON 

THE BEACH. by Hjalamar Amundsen KWM O-411 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF LOCAL WHALING  
 

It is very likely that Native People living along the coast would have used stranded whales, but these 

people did not hunt whales.  The history of whaling in New England begins with the arrival of Europeans 

in the 1600s.  In colonial times, the soil along the shores of Cape Cod was found to be poor which made it 

difficult to grow crops; however, the sea offered the Colonists a dependable source of food and a way to 

make money. 

 

Until the early 1700s, people hunted whales 

from land in a process called shore 

whaling.  Whales would be spotted from 

watchtowers along the beach.  Stations were 

located in places such as Great Island, in 

Wellfleet Harbor; and in what is now the 

town of Dennis.  People, usually farmers, 

lived along the shore during the fall and 

winter when migrating whales would be 

passing or living nearby.  When the whales 

came close to shore, men rowed out in small 

boats, harpooned a whale and towed it back to shore.  On shore, the dead whale would have its blubber 

removed.  Then the blubber could be tried out or rendered (boiled) to release oil. 

 

As the whaling industry grew, however, many problems developed between communities all along the 

Cape.  Often, if no whales were found along the shore of one's own town, some of the men would try their 

luck in the surrounding areas.  This caused problems and feverish competition between many towns along 

the Cape.   

 

 

 

 

In addition to these problems of territory, it is also thought that whaling was one of the contributing 

factors resulting in the loss of much of the Cape's forested area, because large amounts of wood were 

needed to fuel the try -works, where the blubber was tried out. 
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As the whale supply offshore was depleted, larger vessels were needed to go further from the coast.  This 

move to deeper waters caused many Cape towns to give up whaling altogether.  Some towns however, 

benefited greatly from whaling for years while their economies flourished. By 1690, Nantucket was 

recruiting experienced whale men from Cape Cod to teach them the art of catching whales.  There is 

evidence that a shore-based fishery was active through the mid-1720s.  Around 1712, a storm blew 

Nantucketer Christopher Hussey and his crew far out to sea.  When the storm ended, they found 

themselves surrounded by sperm whales.  They killed one and towed it back to Nantucket.  Over the next 

few years, more ships ventured out to sea in search of whales.  Fewer whales were coming near shore due 

to over-fishing, (migrating animals return to the same place year after year).  At first, men only cut up the 

whales at sea and stored the blubber in barrels to be tried out on shore.  Around 1750 ships began carrying 

try -pots to do this work on board.  The whales that were most 

commonly hunted were the humpback and the right whale.  

Nantucket launched the worldôs first sperm whale fishery in the early 

1700s.  By 1775 its whaling fleet numbered over one hundred fifty 

vessels - Nantucket was to be the most influential port until the 

1830s.    Try-pot: Richard Ellis, Men and Whales. p. 154 

 

Voyages became longer and longer and reached farther and farther away from 

New England. Atlantic whales became endangered due to over-fishing.  

Finding fewer and fewer whales in the Atlantic Ocean, whalers tried hunting 

in the Pacific and Indian Oceans.  In 1788, Archelus Hammond, a 

Nantucketer and first mate on the English whaler Emelia, harpooned a whale 

in the Pacific Ocean.  Shortly after, Nantucket whalers reached the Indian 

Ocean (1815), Hawaii (1819), and Japan (1820). 

 

As men went farther and farther away from home in search of whales, their 

voyages began to last between two to four years.  Many sailors became homesick and grew tired of the 

hard, dangerous life and poor conditions aboard whaling ships.  For these reasons, whalers had a high rate 

of jumping ship, or desertion.  A whaling ship needed about 24 crewmembers to operate.  Captains found 

replacement sailors in ports around the world in places such as Alaska, Australia, the Azore Islands, the 

Cape Verde Islands, Chile, Hawaii, Madagascar, New Zealand, and Peru.  Many of these new recruits 

returned to the ships' homeports -- places such as New Bedford and Nantucket -- and remained there after 

the voyage. 
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Until the 1820s, most of the world's whaleships claimed Nantucket as their homeport.  (In 1819 that 

meant 61 vessels.)  Over the next three decades (until 1854) New Bedford became the port with the most 

whaleships because it had ready access to more factories than Nantucket.  However, many crew members 

and officers came from Nantucket.  Whaling increased to such a point that by 1846 there were 735 

American ships involved (plus 200 foreign ones), with over 300 of them from New Bedford.  Many of the 

rest were from Nantucket.  After 1854, San Francisco was the homeport for most whalers.  By this time, 

almost all whaling was taking place in the Pacific and Arctic Oceans. The last square-rigged Yankee 

whaleship to leave from New Bedford was the bark Wanderer on August 25, 1924. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




