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Preface

If you’re looking for a good adventure story but 
untill now have been too intimidated by Moby-Dick’s 
reputation to read it, this abridgement is for you. We’ve 
made this great novel more accessible so you can read and 
enjoy it without having to keep handy an encyclopedia 
or a Melville scholar.  Yet Moby-Dick: A Picture Voyage 
maintains the plot and has kept much of the symbolism, 
allegory, humor and philosophy. 

But alas, there are many abridged editions of Moby-
Dick already in print. Thus we join an ever-expanding 
cadre of publishing sharks feeding off the carcass of 
Melville’s leviathan. Poor Herman. He never lived to see 
the glory of his work, but he always believed in his mission.  

The body text of this work is from the 1930 edi-
tion of Moby-Dick published by R.R. Donnelley & 
Sons Company. Though we have edited chapters and 
shortened a few paragraphs, we have not tampered with 
the author’s sentence structure or grammatical style. The 
marathon sentences, peculiar punctuation and archaic 
spelling are pure Melville.

We’ve made this version unique by heavily illustrat-
ing it with a treasury of images that give an accurate 
account of Ishmael’s great adventure and Melville’s real-
life whaling experience. We have transformed the book 
into a storyboard animated with authentic photographs 
that thoroughly portray the whaling industry and cul-
ture, as well as places visited by Ishmael and Melville.

We’ve included original whaler artwork such as 
logbook and journal paintings, scrimshaw, etchings and 
illustrations. You’ll find drawings and engravings from 
old books and journals depicting nineteenth-century 
whaling. We have used canvas paintings and watercolors 
by master painters; and panoramas, commercial art, 
signage, ephemera, folk art, artifacts, maps and other 
images that faithfully represent the whaling culture dur-
ing Melville’s time and later.

Illustrating Moby-Dick seems so natural. The story 
fills our imaginations with a torrent of visual realities, 
and the descriptions of the day-to-day rigors of whal-
ing have the ring of authenticity because of Melville’s 
own experiences aboard the whaler Acushnet. Still, the 
task was daunting. After all (in the words of Ishmael), 
“To produce a mighty book, you must choose a mighty 
theme.” A mighty theme indeed—Herman Melville and 
Moby-Dick. 

In Moby-Dick: A Picture Voyage, we have tried to 
keep the story short and simple, yet true to the essence of 
the novel. First-time readers will discover Melville’s sense 
of humor, his extensive knowledge of whaling and whale 
men, and his advocacy of the whale 150 years before “ani-
mal rights” and conservationism were recognized ideas: 
“the moot point is, whether Leviathan can long endure 
so wide a chase, and so remorseless a havoc; whether he 
must not at last be exterminated from the waters, and 
the last whale, like the last man, smoke his last pipe, and 
then evaporate himself in his last puff.”  

Melville was also a prophet, making astonishingly 
accurate predictions about the future of man. Though 
deploring the “butchering sort of business of whaling,” 
Melville acknowledged how whalers and whale men 
changed the world: “If that double-bolted land, Japan, 
is ever to become hospitable, it is the whale-ship alone 
to whom the credit will be due; for already she is on the 
threshold.” This prediction would come true within 
months of the release of Moby-Dick in 1851 (learn the 
story of John Manjiro, castaway rescued by an American 
whaleship). 

But mostly you’ll discover Melville’s genius as a 
writer.  He describes so vividly the sensations, emotions, 
and events of a whaling trip that you’ll almost see, smell, 
and touch them for yourself. 

Moby-Dick: A Picture Voyage is not a substitute for 
the original. You should still read an unabridged version 
of Moby-Dick so as not to miss the power and depth 
of the original text—no abridgement can ever be an 
improvement over this American classic.

—The Editors
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In 1840, twenty-one-year-old Herman Melville 
arrived in New Bedford determined to sign on a 
whaleship bound for the Pacific. It was not a decision 
his family wholeheartedly approved. A grandson of two 
Revolutionary War heroes was expected to serve aboard 
a naval frigate, not sail before the mast on a “blubber-
hunter.” Most genteel people assumed whalemen were 
fugitives and felons, and quite often, they were. Several 
cousins who served as midshipmen in the Navy or went 
whale-hunting came to a bad end, usually as a result of 
overindulgence in alcohol. Melville, however, lived to tell 
the tale—several tales, in fact.

Moby-Dick, his masterpiece, is a great American epic 
on the order of Gilgamesh, The Lusiads or The Odyssey. 
The hunt for the white whale resonates with the power 
of ancient myth. Drawing on many sources, conscious 
and unconscious, Moby-Dick combines Native American 
legends, frontier tall tales and hunting stories with 
Biblical allusions, Rabelaisian scatology, Shakespearean 
poetry, sailor yarns and chanteys, Oriental philosophy, 
Puritan sermons, whaling lore, philosophical medita-
tions and spiritual speculations. In addition to all this, 
Moby-Dick is a multicultural adventure.

Sounding a dramatic opening chord, Melville’s narra-
tor addresses the reader in the imperative voice. “Call me 
Ishmael,” he commands, a Biblical reference that identifies 
him as an outcast. A schoolteacher with an empty purse 
and a “damp, drizzly November in [his] soul,” he takes to 
sea, he tells us, to avoid committing suicide.

Arriving in New Bedford, he searches through 
“blocks of blackness” for a place to stay, at one point fall-
ing face-first into an ash-box on the porch of a church. 
He opens the door and peers in, only to see a sea of black 
faces turn towards him, and a preacher is talking about 
“the blackness of darkness.” Ishmael imagines he has blun-
dered upon the “black parliament in Tophet.” Melville’s 
joke is that Ishmael’s soot-smudged white face must look 
very strange to the congregation of a Negro church. 

He ends up at Peter Coffin’s Spouter-Inn, where he 
is told he must share a bed with a “dark-complexioned” 
harpooneer. When a strange-looking fellow who looks 

Introduction
by Laurie Robertson-Lorant

The town of New Bedford from the Fairhaven shore, 1839.  This is what Melville saw as the Acushnet pulled away from the wharf in Fairhaven 
in January 1842. — Woodcut drawing by John W. Barber.  From Historical Collections…of Every Town in Massachusetts. 1841. 

Herman Melville, 1870.  — Painting by J. O. Eaton.
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as though he’s been in a fight strolls into the room, his 
instinct is to recoil in fear, but he soon realizes his room-
mate is tattooed. Resolving to ignore such superficial 
markers of difference, he concludes, “It’s only his outside, 
… a man can be honest in any sort of skin.” Even when 
Queequeg scares him half to death by jumping into bed 
with a tomahawk between his teeth, Ishmael gives him 
the benefit of the doubt: “The man’s a human being just 
as I am; he has just as much reason to fear me, as I have 
to be afraid of him. Better sleep with a sober cannibal 
than a drunken Christian.” 

Soon, the two men fall asleep as comfortably as “a 
married pair” in their “hearts’ honeymoon,” and Ishmael 
awakens to find Queequeg’s arm thrown over him “in the 
most loving and affectionate manner.” In the brotherly 
embrace of this cosmopolitan cannibal, the spiritually 
orphaned Ishmael feels his stiff Presbyterian prejudices 
“melting” and his misanthropy and despair dissolving. 
“No more my splintered heart and maddened hand were 
turned against the wolfish world. This soothing savage 
had redeemed it.” 

Queequeg is a hybrid, a multicultural icon, a col-
lage. He carries an embalmed head on his belt in the 
fashion of the Maori warriors, wears a Native American 
wampum belt, smokes a tomahawk peace pipe, prays to 
an African idol named Yojo, and appears to observe a 
Ramadan. The next day, the “bosom friends” sign on the 
whaler Pequod despite the warnings of a crazy prophet 
named Elijah who says they are doomed if they agree to 
serve with Captain Ahab, whom he calls “Old Thunder.” 

Ishmael and Ahab embody antithetical attitudes 
toward life. Whereas Ahab lusts to revenge himself on 
the white whale, Ishmael is drawn to the open ocean by 
“the overwhelming idea of the great whale” who entices 
him through the “floodgates of the wonder-world” to 
“wild and distant seas” where he experiences “all the 
attending marvels of a thousand Patagonian sights and 
sounds.” Looking to Nature for revelations of the Truth, 
Ishmael gains reverence for the whale and learns to 
savor moments of peace and transcendence rather than 
searching obsessively for fixed belief. Although for a time 
Ishmael becomes caught up in Ahab’s monomania, in the 
end, he breaks free to achieve an open-mindedness that 
moves him from suicidal despair to spiritual rebirth. 

Born in New York City, a wind’s rush from the 
Battery on Pearl Street—so named in colonial days for 
its iridescent surface of crushed oyster shells—Melville 
grew up amid dingy warehouses and wharves and “old-
fashioned coffeehouses” with “sunburnt sea-captains going 
in and out, smoking cigars, and talking about Havana, 

London, and Calcutta.” He liked to spend Sunday after-
noons in his father’s library, browsing through the two 
large green portfolios of prints his father had brought 
back from France, especially the one that showed whale-
boats pursuing a whale stuck full of harpoons, pouring 
blood into the sea. Every Sunday, his father drew his 
chair up beside the coal fire and told the children stories 
about the “monstrous waves at sea, mountain high; of 
the masts bending like twigs; and all about Havre, and 
Liverpool.” Listening to these stories, young Herman “fell 
into long reveries about distant voyages and travels.” He 
read The Thousand and One Nights and The Travels of 
Marco Polo and yearned to explore “remote and barbarous 
countries” and return with “dark and romantic sunburnt 
cheeks.” Early proximity to New York Harbor and the 
influence of maritime literature and art, together with his 
later shipboard experiences, combined to produce Typee, 
Omoo, Mardi, Redburn, White-Jacket and Moby-Dick.

Melville’s father, Allan Melvill (Herman added the 
final ‘e’ later) shared his wife’s obsession with moving up 
socially. He lived on borrowed money, robbing Peter to 
pay Paul until he went bankrupt and had to flee New 
York City for Albany, his wife’s hometown. Not long 
after the move, he contracted pneumonia from overex-
posure to frigid temperatures, and, within a fortnight, 
Allan Melvill was dead. The shock twelve-year-old 
Herman experienced was profound. He left school and 
worked for a bank to help his widowed mother make 
ends meet. This job lasted long enough to convince him 
he did not want to end up “pent up in lath and plaster” 
and “clinched to desks.” He much preferred pitching hay 
on Uncle Thomas’ Berkshire farm, but that was only a 
summer job. 

When Melville was sixteen, his mother moved the 
family across the river to Lansingburgh, New York, a 
bustling river port whose shipyards produced almost 300 
oceangoing vessels between 1780 and 1830. From their 
home on River Street, Melville could see oceangoing 
ships in various stages of construction, and during the 
winter, when the river was to too low to float the larger 
ships, he and his friends could play in the huge storage 
tunnels built under the street. Lansingburgh was an 
enchanted village for a boy with a vivid imagination. 

Struggling to raise eight youngsters with very little 
money, Maria Gansevoort Melville relied on her brother 
Peter for advice. At his suggestion, Herman studied 
surveying at Lansingburgh Academy with a view toward 
getting a job on the Erie Canal, but by the time he fin-
ished his course, there were no jobs. Melville then tried 
teaching school near Pittsfield, not far from his uncle’s 
farm, but he found the disciplining of unruly farm boys 
burdensome and demoralizing. 
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Living amidst ships and sailors had whetted 
Herman’s appetite for the sea. In the summer of 1839, 
he signed on as a cabin-boy aboard a packet-ship bound 
for Liverpool. As the wind caught the sails, the ship “gave 
a sort of bound like a horse” and “went plunging along, 
shaking off the foam from her bows like the foam from 
a bridle-bit,” and he found himself entering the “wide 
blank” of the Atlantic Ocean. 

Whatever anxiety and loneliness Melville may have 
felt as all sight of land dropped away and the ocean sur-
rounded the small ship, his worries were offset by the 
pleasure he felt as the ship surged under him. “Every 
mast and timber seemed to have a pulse in it that was 
beating with life and joy; and I felt a wild exulting in my 
own heart, and felt as if I would be glad to bound along 
so round the world.”

Like all “lubbers,” he soon found himself assigned 
such unpleasant tasks as cleaning out pig pens and 
chicken coops and swabbing the head, and such danger-
ous ones as scampering up the rigging to reef the sails in 
a storm. As a greenhorn, he had to follow orders barked 
at him by ruffians in a jargon that was foreign to his ear:

“What did I know, for instance, about striking a 
top-gallant-mast, and sending it down on deck in a gale 
of wind? Could I have turned in a dead-eye, or in the 
approved nautical style have clapped a seizing on the main-
stay? What did I know of passing a gammoning, reeving 
a Burton, strapping a shoe-black, clearing a foul hawse, and 
innumerable other intricacies.”

This first ocean voyage cemented the connection 
between splicing ropes and splicing words that enabled 
Melville to capture “the poetry of salt water.” 

At the end of the summer, he returned to his moth-
er’s house and wrote some love poems and gothic stories 
for the local newspaper, but there was no money in it, so 
he went back to teaching, this time at East Greenbush 
and Schodack Academy. Unfortunately, the school ran 
out of money and was forced to close. Disheartened and 
restless, he decided to go West to visit Uncle Thomas, 
who had moved his family to Galena, Illinois. Although 
the professed object of the trip was to find work on the 
frontier, Melville and his friend Eli M. Fly saw the prairies 
and St. Anthony’s Falls and came home empty-handed.

His mother’s financial situation had worsened, so 
Melville decided to go to sea again. Just before Christmas, 
1840, he shouldered his duffel bag, exchanged farewells 
with his family and friends, and headed for America’s 
premier whaling port, New Bedford. Accompanied by his 
brother Gansevoort, he signed an affidavit of American 
citizenship before crossing the river to Fairhaven. 

There he signed on the Acushnet, the newest addi-
tion to America’s 600-vessel whaling fleet, built at the 

Barstow Yard in Mattapoisett. The 359-ton-square-
rigged ship had two decks and three masts, each with 
a crow’s nest where the man on the lookout for whales 
would stand. The ship was so new it had not even been 
registered when Melville signed the papers.

The ship’s manifest shows that “Herman Melville: 
birthplace, New York; age 21; height 5 feet 9 1/2 inches; 
complexion dark; hair, brown,” was given an $84 advance 
against his pay to equip himself with the necessities for 
a four-year voyage. With the help of his brother, he pur-
chased an oilskin suit, red flannel shirt, duck trousers, a 
straw tick, pillow, blankets for his bunk, a sheath knife 
and fork, a tin spoon and tin plate, needles, thread and 
mending cotton, soap, a razor, a ditty bag and a large 
sea chest in which to store these and other “necessaries.” 
Once Herman was officially registered and properly 
supplied, Gansevoort went on to Boston while Herman 
explored the seaport on his own.

Nationwide, by 1848, more than $70 million was 
invested in the whaling industry and 70,000 persons 
derived their livelihood from it. The industry's birthplace 
was Nantucket, and the small island off the southeast 
coast of Massachusetts was world-renowned in the 
trade. But by the early 19th century, after several of 
Nantucket's leading merchants moved to New Bedford, 
the small village on the Acushnet River quickly flour-
ished and, by the mid-1850s, New Bedford was reputed 
to be the richest city, per capita, in the world. In 1857 
alone, some 329 vessels (about half the American fleet) 

Merchants Wharf, New Bedford,1860s.

New Bedford Whaling Museum 
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valued at over $12 million and employing 12,000 sea-
men, left New Bedford for the whaling grounds.

New Bedford was a gritty, bustling port and also a 
beautiful city, thanks to the whaling industry. Up the 
hill on County Street stood grand houses and gardens 
built by whaling entrepreneurs; below these were more 
modest but stately homes of captains and merchants; 
down the street whaling-related industries and small 
businesses f lourished on the waterfront.

During the week Melville waited for his ship to 
sail, New Bedford was blanketed by snow and the river 
was frozen over. Much was going on around the city. 
At the Hillman Shipyard, a new ship was being built, 
the Charles W. Morgan. At the Port Society, president 
Samuel Rodman was once again campaigning against the 
rum-sellers. Richard Henry Dana was in town lecturing 
on Shakespeare and the drama.

As Melville ambled along the waterfront, he saw 
sailors from around the world: Swedes with blonde hair 
and blue eyes, Cape Verdeans with black curly hair and 
ebony skin, and South Sea islanders covered with tattoos 
that looked like star charts from undiscovered galaxies.

On Sunday in New Bedford, Melville attended 
services at the Seaman’s Bethel, where the Rev. Enoch 
Mudge preached to sailors of all faiths or no faith at all. 
This whalemen’s chapel, dedicated in 1832, looked down 
toward the harbor, as though the vigilance of God’s min-
ister could guarantee the safe return of the fleet. On the 
chapel wall hung, then as now, marble cenotaphs com-
memorating sailors lost at sea, some washed overboard 
and drowned, some crushed between boats and flailing 
whales, some wrecked on remote reefs, all resting at the 
bottom of the sea. As Ishmael tells us, the black-lettered 
white marble tablets served as a “doleful” reminder of 
“the fate of whalemen who had gone before me.”

Whaling was so hazardous that the odds were 2 to 
1 against a man’s returning from a voyage, and only one 
of America’s original wooden whaling vessels survives 
today: the Charles W. Morgan, now berthed at Mystic 
Seaport in Connecticut. “For every drop of oil, at least 
one drop of blood,” whalemen would boast, and Navy 
men and sailors in the merchant service would respond, 
“Better dead than shipped aboard a blubber-hunter for a 
four-year cruise.”

Despite these dire warnings, whaling was an adven-
ture not to be missed. Along with the thrill of the chase 
and the capture of great whales, it promised at least an 
overnight stop in the Marquesas en route to the Japanese 
whaling ground, and perhaps, a few hours of dalliance 
with half-naked maidens whose sexual favors were a 
form of hospitality. But for this story, one must read 
Typee: a Peep at Polynesian Life.

Melville’s great adventure began on January 3, 1841, 
in arctic cold, when the Acushnet left from Fairhaven, 
under the command of Valentine Pease II of Edgartown. 
He had 26 shipmates including four Portuguese, three 
black Americans, one Scotsman, one Englishman and 
various white Americans of different nationalities. In the 
1830s, most Americans who joined whaling crews tended 
to be New England farm and village boys. By the mid-
1840s, more “packet rats”—rovers and drifters, drunkards 
and fugitives signed on and whalers became asylums for 
outcasts. Melville was fortunate in his shipmates, who 
were superior to the ordinary run of whaling crews.

“A whaleship was my Harvard and my Yale,” he wrote.
Ishmael’s voyage (and Melville’s), unlike Ahab’s mad 

quest to revenge himself on the White Whale, is a voy-
age of discovery. They encounter new cultures and learn 
to appreciate multiple points of view: first Queequeg’s, 
then Ahab’s, then black Pip’s, the views of the captains 
of the other ships the Pequod (and the Acushnet) meet on 
the high seas. At various times in the narrative, Ishmael 
even enters the consciousness of the great whales.

After 18 months on the Acushnet with an ill-tem-
pered captain, Herman Melville deserted with his friend 
and shipmate, Toby Greene, at Nukaheva, one of the 
Marquesas islands. Walking over volcanic mountains 
and steep gorges, they came to the fertile valley of the 
Typees, rumored to be cannibals. Melville, who was suf-
fering from fever, chills and an infected leg, persuaded 
the Polynesians to send Toby for medicine. Toby never 
returned because he was shanghaied by a whaler short of 
crew. Though the Typees were hospitable, Melville wor-
ried that they might be fattening him up, so he escaped 
to the southern coast of the island where he was picked 
up by an old whaling ship from Sydney, which took him 
to Tahiti. He and 11 crewmates refused further duty 
and he ended up in a makeshift prison, the “Calabooza”, 
where he spent several months beachcombing. From 
Tahiti, Melville boarded the Nantucket whaleship 
Charles and Henry, then shipped for America as an 
enlisted man on the frigate United States.

After Melville arrived home from the Pacific in 
October, 1844, he began to write about his experiences 
in the South Seas. Two years later, he published Typee: 
A Peep at Polynesian Life, which was a huge success; he 
quickly followed it with a sequel, Omoo, a picaresque 
version of his sojourn in Tahiti and the Sandwich 
Islands. The success of these first two novels enabled 
Melville to ask Lemuel Shaw, an old family friend, for 
the hand of his daughter Elizabeth. They married in 
1847 and moved to a townhouse they shared with his 
brother Allan and his wife, Sophia. There he wrote 
three novels in two years.
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By the time Melville began writing Moby-Dick in 
1850, both Lizzie and Sophia Melville had given birth 
to sons, and “The Whale,” as he called his book, had to 
compete with babies teething in the heat. Eager to escape 
New York, he took his family to the Berkshires, where he 
met Nathaniel Hawthorne, whose friendship was to have 
a profound effect on Moby-Dick. In October, Melville 
purchased a farmhouse in Pittsfield. He and Lizzie, their 
four children and sometimes Herman’s mother and two 
of his sisters, lived there for the next thirteen years.

Moby-Dick; or the Whale was published in 1851, 
drawing either disapproval or indifference from reviewers. 
In July, 1852, Melville’s father-in-law, Lemuel Shaw, Chief 
Justice of the Massachusetts Supreme Court, invited 
Melville to accompany him on the circuit so he could 
meet “some of the gents at New Bedford & Nantucket.” 
In New Bedford, they dined with future governor John 
Clifford, the Attorney General who had successfully 
prosecuted Harvard professor John Webster for the grisly 
murder of his colleague, George Parkman. They also 
visited the Arnold gardens (ancestor to Harvard's Arnold 
Arboretum) before sailing for Nantucket. There they 
dined with Maria Mitchell, the young woman to whom 
the King of Denmark had awarded a medal for discover-
ing a comet with her father’s telescope.

Between 1852 and 1856, Melville wrote Pierre, or 
The Ambiguities, a novel the critics hated, and stories and 
sketches for Harpers’ Monthly and Putnam’s Magazine. 
“Bartleby the Scrivener: A Story of Wall Street,” “Benito 
Cereno” and “The Encantadas” are three of the finest of 
these prose works. Sadly, Putnam’s ceased publication 
shortly after Melville finished his novel The Confidence 
Man: His Masquerade in 1856. 

Exhausted and suffering from the effects of rheu-
matism and alcohol, Melville sailed for Europe and the 
Holy Land, having “pretty much made up his mind to be 
annihilated,” according to Nathaniel Hawthorne, who 
was now U. S. Consul in Liverpool. Although Melville 
survived the trip, he once again returned to face a dire 
financial situation. He applied for a government job, 
but was unsuccessful, so he took to the lecture circuit. 
In February, 1858, his lectures brought him back to 
New Bedford. He spoke on the “Statues of Rome” at 
the Lyceum before an audience of 400, a small audience 
for a speech in those days. Unfortunately, he was not a 
polished enough orator to draw big crowds.

Returning home to Arrowhead, he concentrated on 
poetry, eventually publishing a volume of poems about 
the Civil War. In 1862, Melville’s sister Catherine moved 
to New Bedford with her husband, John Chipman 
Hoadley, who was brought in to run the New Bedford 
Copper Company during the war. A poet as well as a 

brilliant engineer, Hoadley was a sensitive and appre-
ciative reader of Melville’s poetry, and he and Melville 
became close friends. Hoadley lived at 100 Madison 
Street between 1862 and 1866, and it is likely Melville 
visited him several times.

In 1863, shortly after the Draft Riots, Herman 
and Lizzie and their four children moved back to New 
York City, and Melville found a job as an inspector for 
the Customs House. He earned $4 a day checking ships 
docked along the Hudson River for contraband, a post 
he held for 20 years. The job gave him financial security, 
a regular routine and time to slip away to write poetry 
on small slips of paper he kept in his jacket pocket. Parts 
of Clarel, his 18,000-line poem about a pilgrimage in the 
Holy Land, were written during breaks.

Although Melville stopped publishing after Clarel 
appeared in 1876, and had been almost forgotten when 
he died in 1891, he never stopped writing. Despite the 
deaths of older relatives and friends and the tragic suicide 
of his eldest son, Melville read and wrote voraciously, 
including three books of poetry which were privately 
printed, and Billy Budd: An Inside Narrative, which was 
not published until the Melville Revival of the 1920’s.

Each book Melville wrote was in some sense an 
experiment with a new voice or form. He reinvented 
himself every time and, by the end of his life, he was no 
longer writing to stay alive; rather, he stayed alive so he 
could write. He died in his sleep, never dreaming that 
Moby-Dick would become one of the universally recog-
nized classics of world literature.

Laurie Robertson-Lorant is the author of “Melville: A Biography,” (The 
University of Massachusetts Press, 1998), the only up-to-date, full-
length, fully annotated, complete, one-volume biography of Melville. 
A graduate of Radcliffe College/Harvard University with a M. A. and Ph. 
D. from New York University. Dr. Robertson-Lorant is a teacher, scholar 
and published poet.

Hoadley residence, 1960s. The home of Melville's sister, Catherine, at 
Madison and Orchard Street in New Bedford. — Spinner Collection.
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Call me Ishmael. Some years ago—never mind how 
long precisely—having little or no money in my purse, 
and nothing particular to interest me on shore, I thought 
I would sail about a little and see the watery part of the 
world. It is a way I have of driving off the spleen, and 
regulating the circulation. Whenever I find myself grow-
ing grim about the mouth; whenever it is a damp, drizzly 
November in my soul; whenever I find myself involun-
tarily pausing before coffin warehouses, and bringing up 
the rear of every funeral I meet; and especially whenever 
my hypos get such an upper hand of me, that it requires 
a strong moral principle to prevent me from deliberately 
stepping into the street, and methodically knocking 
people’s hats off—then, I account it high time to get to 
sea as soon as I can. This is my substitute for pistol and 
ball. With a philosophical flourish Cato throws himself 
upon his sword; I quietly take to the ship. There is noth-
ing surprising in this. If they but knew it, almost all men 
in their degree, some time or other, cherish very nearly 
the same feelings towards the ocean with me.

Say, you are in the country; in some high land of 
lakes. Take almost any path you please, and ten to one it 
carries you down in a dale, and leaves you there by a pool 
in the stream. There is magic in it. Let the most absent- 
minded of men be plunged in his deepest reveries—stand 
that man on his legs, set his feet a-going, and he will 
infallibly lead you to water, if water there be in all that 
region. Should you ever be athirst in the great American 
desert, try this experiment, if your caravan happen to be 
supplied with a metaphysical professor. Yes, as every one 
knows, meditation and water are wedded for ever. 

Now, when I say that I am in the habit of going to sea 
whenever I begin to grow hazy about the eyes, and begin 
to be over conscious of my lungs, I do not mean to have it 
inferred that I ever go to sea as a passenger. For to go as a 
passenger you must needs have a purse, and a purse is but 
a rag unless you have something in it. Besides, passengers 
get seasick—grow quarrelsome—don’t sleep of nights—
do not enjoy themselves much, as a general thing;—no, 
I never go as a passenger; nor, though I am something of 

Chapter i

Loomings

View of Fairhaven from the New Bedford Shore, 1839.  The scene shows New Bedford Harbor around the time of Melville’s arrival in 1841. “Let 
the most absent- minded of men be plunged in his deepest reveries—stand that man on his legs, set his feet a-going, and he will infallibly lead you 
to water, if water there be in all that region… Yes, as every one knows, meditation and water are wedded for ever.”  – Chapter I.  Woodcut drawing by John W. 

Barber. From Historical Collections…of Every Town in Massachusetts, 1841.
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a salt, do I ever go to sea as a Commodore, or a Captain, 
or a Cook. I abandon the glory and distinction of such 
offices to those who like them. For my part, I abominate 
all honorable respectable toils, trials, and tribulations of 
every kind whatsoever. It is quite as much as I can do to 
take care of myself, without taking care of ships, barques, 
brigs, schooners, and what not.

No, when I go to sea, I go as a simple sailor, right 
before the mast, plumb down into the forecastle, aloft 
there to the royal mast-head. True, they rather order me 
about some, and make me jump from spar to spar, like 
a grasshopper in a May meadow. And at first, this sort 
of thing is unpleasant enough. It touches one’s sense of 
honor, particularly if you come of an old established fam-
ily in the land, the Van Rensselaers, or Randolphs, or 
Hardicanutes. And more than all, if just previous to put-
ting your hand into the tar-pot, you have been lording it 
as a country schoolmaster, making the tallest boys stand 
in awe of you. The transition is a keen one, I assure you, 
from the schoolmaster to a sailor. But even this wears off 
in time.

What of it, if some old hunks of a sea-captain orders 
me to get a broom and sweep down the decks? Who aint 
a slave? Tell me that. Well, then, however the old sea-

captains may order me about—however they may thump 
and punch me about, I have the satisfaction of knowing 
that it is all right; that everybody else is one way or other 
served in much the same way—either in a physical or 
metaphysical point of view, that is; and so the universal 
thump is passed round, and all hands should rub each 
other’s shoulder-blades, and be content.

Again, I always go to sea as a sailor, because they 
make a point of paying me for my trouble, whereas they 
never pay passengers a single penny that I ever heard of. 
On the contrary, passengers themselves must pay. And 
there is all the difference in the world between paying 
and being paid. The act of paying is perhaps the most 
uncomfortable infliction that the two orchard thieves 
entailed upon us. But being paid,—what will compare 
with it? The urbane activity with which a man receives 
money is really marvellous, considering that we so ear-
nestly believe money to be the root of all earthly ills, and 
that on no account can a monied man enter heaven. Ah! 
How cheerfully we consign ourselves to perdition!

Finally, I always go to sea as a sailor, because of the 
wholesome exercise and pure air of the forecastle deck. 
But wherefore it was that after having repeatedly smelt 
the sea as a merchant sailor, I should now take it into my 

“View of New Bedford from the Fort near Fairhaven,” 1845.  At this time, the whaling fleet consisted of 239 vessels and the city was said to be, per 
capita, the wealthiest in the United States. The whale fishery of the city reached its high point in capital, vessels and tonnage in 1857.

Lithograph by Fitz Hugh Lane.  Spinner Collection.
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head to go on a whaling voyage; this the invisible police 
officer of the Fates, who has the constant surveillance 
of me, and secretly dogs me, and influences me in some 
unaccountable way—he can better answer than any one 
else. And, doubtless, my going on this whaling voyage, 
formed part of the grand programme of Providence that 
was drawn up a long time ago.

Though I cannot tell why it was exactly that those 
stage managers, the Fates, put me down for this shabby 
part of a whaling voyage, when others were set down for 
magnificent parts in high tragedies, and short and easy 
parts in genteel comedies, and jolly parts in farces—
though I cannot tell why this was exactly; yet, now that I 
recall all the circumstances, I think I can see a little into 
the springs and motives which being cunningly presented 
to me under various disguises, induced me to set about 
performing the part I did, besides cajoling me into the 
delusion that it was a choice resulting from my own 
unbiased freewill and discriminating judgment.

Chief among these motives was the overwhelming 
idea of the great whale himself. Such a portentous and 
mysterious monster roused all my curiosity. Then the 
wild and distant seas where he rolled his island bulk; the 
undeliverable, nameless perils of the whale; these, with 
all the attending marvels of a thousand Patagonian sights 
and sounds, helped to sway me to my wish. With other 
men, perhaps, such things would not have been induce-
ments; but as for me, I am tormented with an everlasting 
itch for things remote. I love to sail forbidden seas, and 
land on barbarous coasts. Not ignoring what is good, I 
am quick to perceive a horror, and could still be social 
with it—would they let me—since it is but well to be 
on friendly terms with all the inmates of the place one 
lodges in.

By reason of these things, then, the whaling voyage 
was welcome; the great f lood-gates of the wonder-world 
swung open, and in the wild conceits that swayed me to 
my purpose, two and two there floated into my inmost 
soul, endless processions of the whale, and, mid most of 
them all, one grand hooded phantom, like a snow hill in 
the air.

“Wide Awake Library,” 1882. The cover of a pulp fiction magazine 
extols the romance of whaling with unrealistic promises of money, 
adventure and upward mobility. The need for able-bodied young men 
led to outlandish advertisements painting a rosy picture of one of the 
most exploitative and dirty jobs in America. Although “Yankee boys” 
were preferred, most crew members were foreign-born. Native sons 
knew better than to go whaling—unless driven to it as Ishmael was, 
when “the Fates put me down for this shabby part.”

New Bedford Free Public Library

Scrimshaw sailors, circa 1820s.  Patriotism and free speech were 
popular themes among America’s early seamen. The eagle perched 
on a bottle of “grog” holds a banner reading, “Free trade” and “Sailor’s 
Rights”—themes from the War of 1812, during which sailors fought for 
the right to drink alcoholic beverages at sea. At the bottom of the sperm 
whale tooth, “Jack Contending for the Motto,” indicates a competition 
is about to take place.  — Anonymous scrimshander.  New Bedford Whaling Museum.

Whaler’s ”Journel,” 1856-60 (top right). Title page of the journal kept 
by Rodolphus W. Dexter of Tisbury, Martha’s Vineyard aboard the bark 
Chili of New Bedford, Benjamin S. Clark, Master. Whalemen displayed 
unique artistry and craftsmanship in their journals and scrimshaw, 
providing a rare and invaluable record of their lives.  — Kendall Collection, 

New Bedford Whaling Museum.
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Chapter ii

The Carpet-Bag

I stuffed a shirt or two into my old carpet-bag, 
tucked it under my arm, and started for Cape Horn and 
the Pacific. Quitting the good city of old Manhatto, I 
duly arrived in New Bedford. It was on a Saturday night 
in December. Much was I disappointed upon learning 
that the little packet for Nantucket had already sailed, 
and that no way of reaching that place would offer, till 
the following Monday.

As most young candidates for the pains and penal-
ties of whaling stop at this same New Bedford, thence 
to embark on their voyage, it may as well be related that 
I, for one, had no idea of so doing. For my mind was 
made up to sail in no other than a Nantucket craft, 
because there was a fine, boisterous something about 
everything connected with that famous old island, which 
amazingly pleased me. Besides though New Bedford 
has of late been gradually monopolizing the business of 

whaling, and though in this matter poor old Nantucket 
is now much behind her, yet Nantucket was her great 
original—the place where the first dead American whale 
was stranded. Where else but from Nantucket did those 
aboriginal whalemen, the Red-Men, first sally out in 
canoes to give chase to the Leviathan? And where but 
from Nantucket, too, did that first adventurous little 
sloop put forth, partly laden with imported cobble-
stones—so goes the story—to throw at the whales, in 
order to discover when they were nigh enough to risk a 
harpoon from the bowsprit?

“View from Acushnet Heights,” painted circa 1868, depicting 1820s.  William A. Wall’s idyllic interpretation of New Bedford’s outskirts in the early 
1800s differs markedly from Ishmael’s: “Parts of her back country are enough to frighten one, they look so bony.” Melville arrived in New Bedford 
during the frigid and snowy December of 1840. He sailed from (and probably boarded in) Fairhaven, which is depicted in the distance. This view 
gives a telescopic perspective, as it is taken from the top of the heights, about a mile from the waterfront.

New Bedford Whaling Museum 

“Just landed,” New Bedford, 1860.  — Harper’s New Monthly Magazine. 
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Now having a night, a day, and still another night 
following before me in New Bedford, ere I could embark 
for my destined port, it became a matter of concern-
ment where I was to eat and sleep meanwhile. It was a 
very dubious-looking, nay, a very dark and dismal night, 
bitingly cold and cheerless. I knew no one in the place. 
With anxious grapnels I had sounded my pocket, and 
only brought up a few pieces of silver,—So, wherever you 
go, Ishmael, said I to myself, as I stood in the middle of 
a dreary street shouldering my bag, and comparing the 
gloom towards the north with the darkness towards the 
south—wherever in your wisdom you may conclude to 
lodge for the night, my dear Ishmael, be sure to inquire 
the price, and don’t be too particular.

With halting steps I paced the streets, and passed 
the sign of “The Crossed Harpoons,”—but it looked too 
expensive and jolly there. Further on, from the bright 
red windows of the “Sword-Fish Inn”, there came such 
fervent rays, that it seemed to have melted the packed 
snow and ice from before the house, for everywhere else 
the congealed frost lay ten inches thick in a hard, asphal-
tic pavement,—rather weary for me, when I struck my 
foot against the flinty projections, because from hard, 
remorseless service the soles of my boots were in a most 
miserable plight. Too expensive and jolly, again thought 
I, pausing one moment to watch the broad glare in the 
street, and hear the sounds of the tinkling glasses within. 
But go on, Ishmael, said I at last; don’t you hear? Get 

away from before the door; your patched boots are stop-
ping the way. So on I went. I now by instinct followed 
the streets that took me waterward, for there, doubtless, 
were the cheapest, if not the cheeriest inns.

Such dreary streets! blocks of blackness, not houses, 
on either hand, and here and there a candle, like a candle 
moving about in a tomb. At this hour of the night, of 
the last day of the week, that quarter of the town proved 
all but deserted. But presently I came to a smoky light 
proceeding from a low, wide building, the door of which 
stood invitingly open. It had a careless look, as if it were 
meant for the uses of the public; so, entering, the first 
thing I did was to stumble over an ash-box in the porch. 

Rising Sun Inn, Fairhaven, 1806–
1846.  Not quite the Spouter Inn, 
the Rising Sun Inn was established 
by Nicholas Taber in 1806 and 
located on Main Street just two 
blocks from where Melville’s ship 
sailed. Because Fairhaven is where 
Herman’s uncle Thomas shipped 
from on at least three of his  four 
whaling voyages between 1835 
and 1841, it’s likely that Melville 
also boarded in Fairhaven. Perhaps 
he had occasion to visit the Rising 
Sun, where someone, “for their 
money, dearly sells the sailors delir-
iums and death.”  — Chapter 2.  Millicent 

Library, Fairhaven.

View from lower Acushnet Heights, circa 1868.  This is the same view as the scene on opposite page. It depicts the northern fringe of a small, 
vibrant town that closely resembles what Melville saw in 1841. The Pearl Street railroad depot, built in 1840, is the long building at center facing 
broadside. Perhaps Melville arrived here, carpet-bag in hand, as he began his portentous voyage in search of whales.

Kingman Family Collection
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Ha! thought I, ha, as the flying particles almost choked 
me, are these ashes from that destroyed city, Gomorrah? 
But “The Crossed Harpoons,” and “The Sword-
Fish?”—this, then, must needs be the sign of “The Trap.” 
However, I picked myself up and hearing a loud voice 
within, pushed on and opened a second, interior door.

It seemed the great Black Parliament sitting in 
Tophet. A hundred black faces turned round in their 
rows to peer; and beyond, a black Angel of Doom was 
beating a book in a pulpit. It was a negro church; and the 
preacher’s text was about the blackness of darkness, and 
the weeping and wailing and teeth-gnashing there. Ha, 
Ishmael, muttered I, backing out, Wretched entertain-
ment at the sign of “The Trap!”

Moving on, I at last came to a dim sort of light not 
far from the docks, and heard a forlorn creaking in the 

air; and looking up, saw a swinging sign over the door 
with a white painting upon it, faintly representing a 
tall straight jet of misty spray, and these words under-
neath—”The Spouter-Inn:—Peter Coffin.”

Coffin?—Spouter?—Rather ominous in that par-
ticular connexion, thought I. But it is a common name in 
Nantucket, they say, and I suppose this Peter here is an 
emigrant from there. As the light looked so dim, and the 
place, for the time, looked quiet enough, and the dilapi-
dated little wooden house itself looked as if it might have 
been carted here from the ruins of some burnt district, 
and as the swinging sign had a poverty-stricken sort 
of creak to it, I thought that here was the very spot for 
cheap lodgings, and the best of pea coffee.

It was a queer sort of place—a gable-ended old 
house, one side palsied as it were, and leaning over sadly. 
It stood on a sharp bleak corner, where that tempestuous 
wind Euroclydon kept up a worse howling than ever it 
did about poor Paul’s tossed craft. Poor Lazarus there, 
chattering his teeth against the curbstone for his pillow, 
and shaking off his tatters with his shiverings, he might 
plug up both ears with rags, and put a corn-cob into his 
mouth, and yet that would not keep out the tempestuous 
Euroclydon.

“Black Parliament.”  The Bethel A.M.E. 
Church on Kempton Street, established 
around 1842, was New Bedford’s earli-
est known congregation for African 
Americans. New Bedford’s eclectic, 
multi-cultural makeup was itself a curi-
osity in Melville’s day. — Spinner Collection.
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But what thinks Lazarus? Can he warm his blue 
hands by holding them up to the grand northern lights? 
Would not Lazarus rather be in Sumatra than here? 
Would he not far rather lay him down lengthwise along 
the line of the equator; yea, ye gods! go down to the fiery 
pit itself, in order to keep out this frost?

But no more of this blubbering now, we are going 
a-whaling, and there is plenty of that yet to come. Let us 
scrape the ice from our frosted feet, and see what sort of 
a place this “Spouter” may be.

Two streets in New Bedford, circa 
1870. Typical of the neighborhood 
of the Spouter-Inn are these streets 
in New Bedford. Views looking south 
from Union Street down First Street 
(opposite page) and Second Street 
(below) reveal a quiet, old neighbor-
hood of rooming houses and homes 
of seafarers, immigrants and water-
front workers.

Kingman Family Collection

Millicent Library, Fairhaven

Fairhaven waterfront, circa 
1880. When Melville shipped from 
Fairhaven in 1841, the town looked 
much as it does here. Union Wharf, 
departure point of the Acushnet, is 
on the right. Most of the houses are 
residences, although cooper shops, 
sail lofts, chandleries, taverns and 
other service industries are mixed in 
among them.
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Entering that gable-ended Spouter-Inn, you found 
yourself in a wide, low, straggling entry with old-fash-
ioned wainscots, reminding one of the bulwarks of some 
condemned old craft. On one side hung a very large oil-
painting so thoroughly besmoked, and every way defaced, 
that in the unequal cross-lights by which you viewed it, it 
was only by diligent study and a series of systematic visits 
to it, and careful inquiry of the neighbors, that you could 
any way arrive at an understanding of its purpose.

But what most puzzled and confounded you was 
a long, limber, portentous, black mass of something 
hovering in the centre of the picture over three blue, 
dim, perpendicular lines f loating in a nameless yeast. A 
boggy, soggy, squitchy picture truly, enough to drive a 
nervous man distracted. Yet was there a sort of indefi-

nite, half-attained, unimaginable sublimity about it that 
fairly froze you to it, till you involuntarily took an oath 
with yourself to find out what that marvellous painting 
meant. Ever and anon a bright, but, alas, deceptive idea 
would dart you through.—It’s the Black Sea in a mid-
night gale.—It’s the unnatural combat of the four primal 
elements.—It’s a blasted heath.—It’s a Hyperborean 
winter scene.—It’s the breaking-up of the ice-bound 
stream of Time. But at last all these fancies yielded to 
that one portentous something in the picture’s midst. 
That once found out, and all the rest were plain. But 

Chapter iii

The Spouter-Inn

Lower Union from Water Street, 1870s.  During Melville’s day, Union Street was New Bedford’s Main Street. It looked and functioned as it does in 
this photograph and as it still does today—a commercial district and working waterfront dominated by maritime interests, markets, taverns, ship 
suppliers and diners. By 1850, the five-block stretch from Purchase Street to the waterfront was said to be one of the busiest thoroughfares in all 
New England. — Evening Standard, 9/27/1902.  Herbert L. Aldrich photograph.

Spinner Collection

Sailors just landed, 1857.  — From Sherburne: Tales of the Ocean.
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stop; does it not bear a faint resemblance to a gigantic 
fish? even the great leviathan himself?

In fact, the artist’s design seemed this: a final theory 
of my own, partly based upon the aggregated opinions 
of many aged persons with whom I conversed upon the 
subject. The picture represents a Cape-Horner in a great 
hurricane; the half-foundered ship weltering there with 
its three dismantled masts alone visible; and an exasper-
ated whale, purposing to spring clean over the craft, is in 
the enormous act of impaling himself upon the three 
mast-heads.

The opposite wall of this entry was hung all over 
with a heathenish array of monstrous clubs and spears. 
Some were thickly set with glittering teeth resembling 
ivory saws; others were tufted with knots of human hair; 
and one was sickle-shaped, with a vast handle sweeping 
round like the segment made in the new-mown grass by 
a long-armed mower. You shuddered as you gazed, and 
wondered what monstrous cannibal and savage could 
ever have gone a death-harvesting with such a hacking, 
horrifying implement. Mixed with these were rusty old 
whaling lances and harpoons all broken and deformed. 
Some were storied weapons. With this once long lance, 
now wildly elbowed, fifty years ago did Nathan Swain 
kill fifteen whales between a sunrise and a sunset. And 
that harpoon—so like a corkscrew now—was flung in 
Javan seas, and run away with by a whale, years after-
wards slain off the Cape of Blanco. The original iron 
entered nigh the tail, and, like a restless needle sojourn-
ing in the body of a man, travelled full forty feet, and at 
last was found imbedded in the hump.

Crossing this dusky entry, and on through yon low-
arched way—cut through what in old times must have 
been a great central chimney with fire-places all round—
you enter the public room. A still duskier place is this, 
with such low ponderous beams above, and such old 
wrinkled planks beneath, that you would almost fancy 
you trod some old craft’s cockpits, especially of such a 
howling night, when this corner-anchored old ark rocked 
so furiously. On one side stood a long, low, shelf-like 
table covered with cracked glass cases, filled with dusty 
rarities gathered from this wide world’s remotest nooks. 
Projecting from the further angle of the room stands a 
dark-looking den—the bar—a rude attempt at a right 
whale’s head. Be that how it may, there stands the vast 
arched bone of the whale’s jaw, so wide, a coach might 
almost drive beneath it. Within are shabby shelves, 
ranged round with old decanters, bottles, f lasks; and 
in those jaws of swift destruction, like another cursed 
Jonah (by which name indeed they called him), bustles a 
little withered old man, who, for their money, dearly sells 
the sailors deliriums and death.

Upon entering the place I found a number of young 
seamen gathered about a table, examining by a dim light 
divers specimens of skrimshander. I sought the landlord, 
and telling him I desired to be accommodated with a 
room, received for answer that his house was full—not a 
bed unoccupied. “But avast,” he added, tapping his fore-
head, “you hain’t no objections to sharing a harpooneer’s 
blanket, have ye? I s’pose you are goin’ a whalin’, so you’d 
better get used to that sort of thing.” 

I told him that I never liked to sleep two in a bed; 
that if I should ever do so, it would depend upon who the 
harpooneer might be, and that if he (the landlord) really 
had no other place for me, and the harpooneer was not 
decidedly objectionable, why rather than wander further 
about a strange town on so bitter a night, I would put up 
with the half of any decent man’s blanket.

“I thought so. All right; take a seat. Supper?—you 
want supper? Supper’ll be ready directly.”

I sat down on an old wooden settle, carved all over 
like a bench on the Battery. At one end a ruminating tar 
was still further adorning it with his jack-knife, stooping 
over and diligently working away at the space between 
his legs. He was trying his hand at a ship under full sail, 
but he didn’t make much headway, I thought.

At last some four or five of us were summoned to 
our meal in an adjoining room. It was cold as Iceland—
no fire at all—the landlord said he couldn’t afford it. 
Nothing but two dismal tallow candles, each in a wind-
ing sheet. We were fain to button up our monkey jackets, 
and hold to our lips cups of scalding tea with our half 
frozen fingers. But the fare was of the most substantial 
kind—not only meat and potatoes, but dumplings; good 
heavens! dumplings for supper! One young fellow in a 
green box coat addressed himself to these dumplings in a 
most direful manner.

South Sea curios and whaling implements, 1910s.  During their voy-
ages, whalers visited exotic, often uncharted lands, collecting stories 
and mementos that eventually found residence in shops, taverns, 
museums and homes throughout New England. — Spinner Collection.
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“My boy,” said the landlord, “you’ll have the night-
mare to a dead sartainty.”

“Landlord,” I whispered, “that aint the harpooneer, 
is it?”

“Oh, no,” said he, looking a sort of diabolically 
funny, “the harpooneer is a dark complexioned chap. 
He never eats dumplings, he don’t—he eats nothing but 
steaks, and likes em rare.”

“The devil he does,” says I. “Where is that har-
pooneer? Is he here?”

“He’ll be here afore long,” was the answer.
I could not help it, but I began to feel suspicious of 

this “dark complexioned” harpooneer. At any rate, I made 
up my mind that if it so turned out that we should sleep 
together, he must undress and get into bed before I did. 

Supper over, the company went back to the bar-
room, when, knowing not what else to do with myself, I 
resolved to spend the rest of the evening as a looker on.

Presently a rioting noise was heard without. Starting 
up, the landlord cried, “That’s the Grampus’s crew. I seed 
her reported in the offing this morning; a three years’ 
voyage, and a full ship. Hurrah, boys; now we’ll have the 
latest news from the Feegees.”

A tramping of sea boots was heard in the entry; the 
door was flung open, and in rolled a wild set of mariners 
enough. Enveloped in their shaggy watch coats, and 
with their heads muffled in woollen comforters, all 
bedarned and ragged, and their beards stiff with icicles, 
they seemed an eruption of bears from Labrador. They 

had just landed from their boat, and this was the first 
house they entered. No wonder, then, that they made a 
straight wake for the whale’s mouth—the bar—when the 
wrinkled little old Jonah, there officiating, soon poured 
them out brimmers all round.

The liquor soon mounted into their heads, as it gener-
ally does even with the arrantest topers newly landed from 
sea, and they began capering about most obstreperously.

I observed, however, that one of them held some-
what aloof, and though he seemed desirous not to spoil 
the hilarity of his shipmates by his own sober face, yet 
upon the whole he refrained from making as much 
noise as the rest. When the revelry of his companions 
had mounted to its height, this man slipped away 
unobserved, and I saw no more of him till he became 
my comrade on the sea. In a few minutes, however, he 
was missed by his shipmates, and being, it seems, for 
some reason a huge favorite with them, they raised a cry 
of “Bulkington! Bulkington! where’s Bulkington?” and 
darted out of the house in pursuit of him.

It was now about nine o’clock, and the room seeming 
almost supernaturally quiet after these orgies, I began to 
congratulate myself upon a little plan that had occurred 
to me just previous to the entrance of the seamen.

No man prefers to sleep two in a bed. And when it 
comes to sleeping with an unknown stranger, in a strange 
inn, in a strange town, and that stranger a harpooneer, 
then your objections indefinitely multiply. Nor was there 
any earthly reason why I as a sailor should sleep two in 

“Down to the Sea in Ships,” 1922.  
Hollywood’s take on the whaling industry 
produced some rare, authentic, high-
quality footage of an American whaling 
voyage. Set in Quaker New Bedford of 
the 1840s, the film parallels settings and 
events created by Melville. In this scene 
at the “Spouter Inn,” set on location in 
Fairhaven, whaling merchants mix it up 
with sailors before our hero is led down 
the path of intemperance, gets drunk and 
is shanghaied on a whaling voyage. 

At Melville’s Spouter Inn, Ishmael 
ruminates at length: “Abominable are 
tumblers into which he pours his poison. 
Thought true cylinders without—within, 
the villainous green goggling glasses 
deceitfully tapered downwards to a 
cheating bottom. Parallel meridians 
rudely pecked into the glass, surround 
these footpad’s goblets. Fill to the mark, 
and your charge is but a penny; to this a 
penny more; and so on to the full glass—
the Cape Horn measure, which you may 
gulp down for a shilling.” — Chapter 3.

New Bedford Whaling Museum 
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a bed, more than anybody else; for sailors no more sleep 
two in a bed at sea, than bachelor Kings do ashore. To 
be sure they all sleep together in one apartment, but you 
have your own hammock, and cover yourself with your 
own blanket, and sleep in your own skin.

The more I pondered over this harpooneer, the more 
I abominated the thought of sleeping with him. Suppose 
now, he should tumble in upon me at midnight—how 
could I tell from what vile hole he had been coming?

“Landlord! I’ve changed my mind about that har-
pooneer. —I shan’t sleep with him. I’ll try the bench here.”

“Just as you please; I’m sorry I can’t spare ye a 
tablecloth for a mattress, and it’s a plaguy rough board 
here”—feeling of the knots and notches. “But wait a 
bit, Skrimshander; I’ve got a carpenter’s plane there 
in the bar—wait, I say, and I’ll make ye snug enough.” 
So saying he procured the plane; and with his old silk 
handkerchief first dusting the bench, vigorously set to 
planing away at my bed, the while grinning like an ape. 
The shavings flew right and left; till at last the plane-iron 
came bump against an indestructible knot. The landlord 
was near spraining his wrist, and I told him for heaven’s 
sake to quit—the bed was soft enough to suit me, and 
I did not know how all the planing in the world could 
make eider down of a pine plank. So gathering up the 
shavings with another grin, and throwing them into the 
great stove in the middle of the room, he went about his 
business, and left me in a brown study.

I now took the measure of the bench, and found 
that it was a foot too short; but that could be mended 
with a chair. But it was a foot too narrow, and the other 
bench in the room was about four inches higher than the 
planed one—so there was no yoking them. I then placed 
the first bench lengthwise along the only clear space 
against the wall, leaving a little interval between, for my 
back to settle down in. But I soon found that there came 
such a draught of cold air over me from under the sill of 
the window, that this plan would never do at all, espe-
cially as another current from the rickety door met the 
one from the window, and both together formed a series 
of small whirlwinds in the immediate vicinity of the spot 
where I had thought to spend the night.

The devil fetch that harpooneer, thought I, but stop, 
couldn’t I steal a march on him—bolt his door inside, 
and jump into his bed, not to be wakened by the most 
violent knockings? It seemed no bad idea; but upon sec-
ond thoughts I dismissed it. For who could tell but what 
the next morning, so soon as I popped out of the room, 
the harpooneer might be standing in the entry, all ready 
to knock me down!

Still, looking around me again, and seeing no pos-
sible chance of spending a sufferable night unless in some 

other person’s bed, I began to think that after all I might 
be cherishing unwarrantable prejudices against this 
unknown harpooneer. Thinks I, I’ll wait awhile; he must 
be dropping in before long. I’ll have a good look at him 
then, and perhaps we may become jolly good bedfellows 
after all—there’s no telling. 

But though the other boarders kept coming in by 
ones, twos, and threes, and going to bed, yet no sign of 
my harpooneer.

“Landlord!” said I, “what sort of a chap is he—does 
he always keep such late hours?” It was now hard upon 
twelve o’clock.

The landlord chuckled again with his lean chuckle, 
and seemed to be mightily tickled at something beyond 
my comprehension. “No,” he answered, “generally he’s an 
early bird—airley to bed and airley to rise—yea, he’s the 
bird what catches the worm.—But to-night he went out 
a peddling, you see, and I don’t see what on airth keeps 
him so late, unless, may be, he can’t sell his head.”

“Can’t sell his head?—What sort of a bamboozingly 
story is this you are telling me?” getting into a towering 
rage. “Do you pretend to say, landlord, that this harpooner 
is actually engaged this blessed Saturday night, or rather 
Sunday morning, in peddling his head around this town?”

“That’s precisely it,” said the landlord, “and I told 
him he couldn’t sell it here, the market’s overstocked.” 

“With what?” shouted I.
“With heads to be sure; aint there too many heads 

in the world?” 
“I tell you what it is, landlord,” said I, quite calmly, 

“you’d better stop spinning that yarn to me—I’m not 
green.”

Mariners’ Home, 1880.  Next door to the Seaman's Bethel is the Mariners’ 
Home, where seafarers have found temporary shelter at minimal cost 
for 150 years. Built about 1787 as the home of future whaling magnate 
William Rotch, Jr., it was donated to the New Bedford Port Society in 
1851 by his daughter, Sarah Rotch Arnold. — Kingman Family Collection.
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“May be not,” taking out a stick and whittling a 
toothpick, “but I rayther guess you’ll be done brown if 
that ’ere harpooneer hears you a slanderin’ his head.”

“I’ll break it for him,” said I, now flying into a pas-
sion again at this unaccountable farrago of the landlord’s.

“It’s broke a’ready,” said he.
“Broke,” said I—“broke, do you mean?”
“Sartain, and that’s the very reason he can’t sell it, I 

guess.”
“Landlord,” said I, going up to him as cool as Mt. 

Hecla in a snow storm,—“landlord, stop whittling. 
You and I must understand one another, and that too 
without delay. I now demand of you to speak out and 
tell me who and what this harpooneer is, and whether I 
shall be in all respects safe to spend the night with him. 
And in the first place, you will be so good as to unsay 
that story about selling his head, which if true I take to 
be good evidence that this harpooneer is stark mad, and 
I’ve no idea of sleeping with a madman; and you, sir, you 
I mean, landlord, you, sir, by trying to induce me to do 
so knowing’y, would thereby render yourself liable to a 
criminal prosecution.”

“Wall,” said the landlord, fetching a long breath, 
“that’s a purty long sarmon for a chap that rips a little 
now and then. But be easy, be easy, this here harpooneer 
I have been tellin’ you of has just arrived from the south 
seas, where he bought up a lot of ’balmed New Zealand 
heads (great curios, you know), and he’s sold all on ’em 
but one, and that one he’s trying to sell to-night, cause 
to-morrow’s Sunday, and it would not do to be sellin’ 
human heads about the streets when folks is goin’ to 
churches. He wanted to, last Sunday, but I stopped 
him just as he was goin’ out of the door with four heads 
strung on a string, for all the airth like a string of inions.”

This account cleared up the otherwise unaccount-
able mystery, and showed that the landlord, after all, 
had had no idea of fooling me—but at the same time 
what could I think of a harpooneer who stayed out of 
a Saturday night clean into the holy Sabbath, engaged 
in such a cannibal business as selling the heads of dead 
idolators?

“Depend upon it, landlord, that harpooneer is a 
dangerous man.”

“He pays reg’lar,” was the rejoinder. “But come, it’s 
getting dreadful late, you had better be turning flukes—
it’s a nice bed: Sal and me slept in that ’ere bed the night 
we were spliced. There’s plenty room for two to kick 
about in that bed; it’s an almighty big bed that. Come 
along here, I’ll give ye a glim in a jiffy;” and so saying he 
lighted a candle and held it towards me, offering to lead 
the way. But I stood irresolute; when looking at a clock 
in the corner, he exclaimed “I vum it’s Sunday—you 

won’t see that harpooneer to-night; he’s come to anchor 
somewhere—come along then; do come; won’t ye come?”

I considered the matter a moment, and then up 
stairs we went, and I was ushered into a small room, cold 
as a clam, and furnished, sure enough, with a prodigious 
bed, almost big enough indeed for any four harpooneers 
to sleep abreast.

“There,” said the landlord, placing the candle on a 
crazy old sea chest that did double duty as a wash-stand 
and centre table; “there, make yourself comfortable now, 
and good night to ye.” I turned round from eyeing the 
bed, but he had disappeared.

Folding back the counterpane, I stooped over the 
bed. Though none of the most elegant, it yet stood the 
scrutiny tolerably well. I then glanced round the room; 
and besides the bedstead and centre table, could see no 
other furniture belonging to the place, but a rude shelf, 
the four walls, and a papered fireboard representing a 
man striking a whale. Of things not properly belong-
ing to the room, there was a hammock lashed up, 
and thrown upon the floor in one corner; also a large 
seaman’s bag, containing the harpooneer’s wardrobe, no 
doubt in lieu of a land trunk. Likewise, there was a parcel 
of outlandish bone fish hooks on the shelf over the fire-
place, and a tall harpoon standing at the head of the bed.

But what is this on the chest? I can compare it to 
nothing but a large door mat, ornamented at the edges 
with little tinkling tags something like the stained por-
cupine quills round an Indian moccasin.

I sat down on the side of the bed, and commenced 
thinking about this head-peddling harpooneer, and his 
door mat. After thinking some time on the bed-side, I got 
up and took off my monkey jacket, and then stood in the 
middle of the room thinking. I then took off my coat, and 
thought a little more in my shirt sleeves. But beginning to 
feel very cold now, half undressed as I was, and remem-
bering what the landlord said about the harpooneer’s not 
coming home at all that night, it being so very late, I made 
no more ado, but jumped out of my pantaloons and boots, 
and then blowing out the light tumbled into bed, and 
commended myself to the care of heaven.

Whether that mattress was stuffed with corn-cobs 
or broken crockery, I rolled about a good deal, and could 
not sleep for a long time. At last I slid off into a light 
doze, and had pretty nearly made a good offing towards 
the land of Nod, when I heard a heavy footfall in the 
passage, and saw a glimmer of light come into the room 
from under the door.

Lord save me, thinks I, that must be the harpooner, 
the infernal head-peddlar. I lay perfectly still, and 
resolved not to say a word till spoken to. Holding a light 
in one hand, and that identical New Zealand head in the 
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other, the stranger entered the room, and without looking 
towards the bed, placed his candle a good way off from 
me on the floor in one corner, and then began working 
away at the knotted cords of the large bag I before spoke 
of as being in the room. I was all eagerness to see his face, 
but he kept it averted for some time while employed in 
unlacing the bag’s mouth. This accomplished, however, 
he turned round—when, good Heavens! What a sight! 
Such a face! It was of a dark purplish, yellow color, here 
and there stuck over with large, blackish looking squares. 
Yes, it’s just as I thought, he’s a terrible bedfellow: he’s 
been in a fight, got dreadfully cut, and here he is, just 
from the surgeon. But at that moment he chanced to 
turn his face so towards the light, that I plainly saw they 
could not be sticking-plasters at all, those black squares 
on his cheeks. They were stains of some sort or other. 
At first I knew not what to make of this; but soon an 
inkling of the truth occurred to me. I remembered a 
story of a white man—a whaleman too—who, fall-
ing among the cannibals, had been tattooed by them. 
I concluded that this harpooneer, in the course of his 
distant voyages, must have met with a similar adventure. 
And what is it, thought I, after all! It’s only his outside; 
a man can be honest in any sort of skin. Now, while all 
these ideas were passing through me like lightning, this 
harpooneer never noticed me at all. But, after some dif-
ficulty having opened his bag, he commenced fumbling 
in it, and presently pulled out a sort of tomahawk, and a 
seal-skin wallet with the hair on. Placing these on the old 
chest in the middle of the room, he then took the New 
Zealand head—a ghastly thing enough—and crammed 
it down into the bag. He now took off his hat—a new 
beaver hat. There was no hair on his head—none to 
speak of at least—nothing but a small scalp-knot twisted 
up on his forehead. His bald purplish head now looked 
for all the world like a mildewed skull. Had not the 

stranger stood between me and the door, I would have 
bolted out of it quicker than ever I bolted a dinner.

Even as it was, I thought something of slipping out 
of the window, but it was the second floor back. I am no 
coward, but what to make of this head-peddling purple 
rascal altogether passed my comprehension. Ignorance is 
the parent of fear, and being completely nonplussed and 
confounded about the stranger, I confess I was now as 
much afraid of him as if it was the devil himself who had 
thus broken into my room at the dead of night.

Meanwhile, he continued the business of undressing, 
and at last showed his chest and arms. As I live, these cov-
ered parts of him were checkered with the same squares as 
his face; his back, too, was all over the same dark squares. 
Still more, his very legs were marked, as if a parcel of dark 
green frogs were running up the trunks of young palms. 
It was now quite plain that he must be some abominable 
savage or other shipped aboard of a whaleman in the 
South Seas, and so landed in this Christian country. I 
quaked to think of it. A peddler of heads too—perhaps 
the heads of his own brothers. He might take a fancy to 
mine—heavens! look at that tomahawk!

But there was no time for shuddering, for now the 
savage went about something that completely fascinated 
my attention, and convinced me that he must indeed 
be a heathen. Going to his heavy grego, or wrapall, or 
dreadnaught, which he had previously hung on a chair, 
he fumbled in the pockets, and produced at length a 
curious little deformed image with a hunch on its back, 
and exactly the color of a three days’ old Congo baby. 
Remembering the embalmed head, at first I almost 
thought that this black manikin was a real baby pre-
served in some similar manner. But seeing that it was 
not at all limber, and that it glistened a good deal like 
polished ebony, I concluded that it must be nothing but 
a wooden idol, which indeed it proved to be. For now the 

Maori chiefs.  These engravings depict a New 
Zealand chief (right) and Otegoowgoow, 
the son of a chief—their faces “curiously 
tattooed or marked according to their man-
ner.” It is widely believed that Queequeg and 
his native Rokovoko are fashioned from the 
Maori of New Zealand, who are thought 
to have migrated in early times from other 
Polynesian islands. Maori tradition asserts 
their ancestors came to New Zealand in 
seven canoes. The Maori language is closely 
related to Rarotongan, Tahitian and other 
languages spoken in the South Pacific. The 
tattoo, based on the Polynesian term “tatu,” 
is developed to its highest level among the 
Maori and in the Marquesas, where high-
status men were completely tattooed.

Kendall Collection, NBWM
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savage goes up to the empty 
fire-place, and removing 
the papered fire-board, sets 
up this little hunchbacked 
image, like a tenpin, between 
the andirons. The chimney 
jambs and all the bricks inside were very sooty, so that 
I thought this fire-place made a very appropriate little 
shrine or chapel for his Congo idol.

I now screwed my eyes hard towards the half hidden 
image, feeling but ill at ease meantime—to see what was 
next to follow. First he takes about a double handful of 
shavings out of his grego pocket, and places them care-
fully before the idol; then laying a bit of ship biscuit on 
top and applying the flame from the lamp, he kindled 
the shavings into a sacrificial blaze. Presently, after many 
hasty snatches into the fire, and still hastier withdrawals 
of his fingers (whereby he seemed to be scorching them 
badly), he at last succeeded in drawing out the biscuit; 
then blowing off the heat and ashes a little, he made a 
polite offer of it to the little negro. But the little devil did 
not seem to fancy such dry sort of fare at all; he never 
moved his lips. All these strange antics were accompanied 
by still stranger guttural noises from the devotee, who 
seemed to be praying in a sing-song or else singing some 
pagan psalmody or other, during which his face twitched 
about in the most unnatural manner. At last extinguish-
ing the fire, he took the idol up very unceremoniously, and 
bagged it again in his grego pocket as carelessly as if he 
were a sportsman bagging a dead woodcock.

All these queer proceedings increased my uncom-
fortableness, and seeing him now exhibiting strong 
symptoms of concluding his business operations, and 
jumping into bed with me, I thought it was high time to 
break the spell into which I had so long been bound.

But the interval I spent in deliberating what to 
say, was a fatal one. Taking up his tomahawk from the 

table, he examined the head of it for an instant, and then 
holding it to the light, with his mouth at the handle, 
he puffed out great clouds of tobacco smoke. The next 
moment the light was extinguished, and this wild can-
nibal, tomahawk between his teeth, sprang into bed with 
me. I sang out, I could not help it now; and giving a sud-
den grunt of astonishment he began feeling me.

Stammering out something, I knew not what, I 
rolled away from him against the wall, and then conjured 
him, whoever or whatever he might be, to keep quiet, 
and let me get up and light the lamp again. But his 
guttural responses satisfied me at once that he but ill 
comprehended my meaning.

“Who-e debel you?”—he at last said—“you no 
speak-e, dam-me, I kill-e.” And so saying the lighted 
tomahawk began flourishing about me in the dark.

“Landlord, for God’s sake, Peter Coffin!” shouted I. 
“Landlord! Watch! Coffin! Angels! save me!”

“Speak-e! tell-ee me who-ee be, or dam-me, I kill-e!” 
again growled the cannibal, while his horrid flourishings 
of the tomahawk scattered the hot tobacco ashes about 
me till I thought my linen would get on fire. But thank 
heaven, at that moment the landlord came into the room 
light in hand, and leaping from the bed I ran up to him.

“Don’t be afraid now,” said he, grinning again. 
“Queequeg here wouldn’t harm a hair of your head.”

“Stop your grinning,” shouted I, “and why didn’t you 
tell me that that infernal harpooneer was a cannibal?”

“I thought ye know’d it;—didn’t I tell ye, he was 
peddlin’ heads around town?—but turn flukes again 
and go to sleep. Queequeg, look here—you sabbee me, I 
sabbee you—this man sleepe you—you sabbee?”—

“Me sabbee plenty”—grunted Queequeg, puffing 
away at his pipe and sitting up in bed.

“You gettee in,” he added, motioning to me with his 
tomahawk, and throwing the clothes to one side. He 
really did this in not only a civil but a really kind and 
charitable way. I stood looking at him a moment. For all 
his tattooings he was on the whole a clean, comely look-
ing cannibal. Better sleep with a sober cannibal than a 
drunken Christian.

“Landlord,” said I, “tell him to stash his tomahawk 
there, or pipe, or whatever you call it; tell him to stop 
smoking, in short, and I will turn in with him. But I 
don’t fancy having a man smoking in bed with me. It’s 
dangerous. Besides, I aint insured.”

This being told to Queequeg, he at once complied, 
and again politely motioned me to get into bed—rolling 
over to one side as much as to say—I won’t touch a leg of 
ye.

“Good night, landlord,” said I, “you may go.”
I turned in, and never slept better in my life.

Maori carving, 1836.  Besides tat-
tooing, the Maori were skilled in the 
art of carving. Although this figure 
appears at the top of a post, similar 
human figures with crossed legs 
were carved from a soft green stone 
and worn around the neck. Like 
Queequeg’s Yojo, these “leitiki” were 
considered sacred and were usually 
passed down from one generation 
to the next.  — Illustration by Alfred T. Agate. 

From Wilkes: Narrative of the United States….  

New Bedford Whaling Museum.
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Upon waking next morning about daylight, 
I found Queequeg’s arm thrown over me in the most 
loving and affectionate manner. The counterpane was of 
patchwork, full of odd little parti-colored squares and 
triangles; and this arm of his tattooed all over with an 
interminable Cretan labyrinth of a figure, no two parts 
of which were of one precise shade—owing I suppose 
to his keeping his arm at sea unmethodically in sun and 
shade, his shirt sleeves irregularly rolled up at various 
times—looked for all the world like a strip of that same 
patchwork quilt. It was only by the sense of weight and 
pressure that I could tell that Queequeg was hugging me.

I tried to move his arm—unlock his bridegroom 
clasp—yet, sleeping as he was, he still hugged me tightly, 
as though naught but death should part us twain. I 
now strove to rouse him—“Queequeg!”—but his only 
answer was a snore. I then rolled over, my neck feeling 
as if it were in a horse-collar; and suddenly felt a slight 
scratch. Throwing aside the counterpane, there lay the 
tomahawk sleeping by the savage’s side, as if it were a 
hatchet-faced baby. “Queequeg!—in the name of good-
ness, Queequeg, wake!” At length, by dint of much 
wriggling, and loud and incessant expostulations upon 
the unbecomingness of his hugging a fellow male in 
that matrimonial sort of style, I succeeded in extract-
ing a grunt; and presently, he drew back his arm, shook 
himself all over like a Newfoundland dog just from the 
water, and sat up in bed, stiff as a pike-staff, looking 
at me, and rubbing his eyes as if he did not altogether 
remember how I came to be there. Meanwhile, I lay 
quietly eyeing him, having no serious misgivings now, 
and bent upon narrowly observing so curious a creature. 
When, at last, his mind seemed made up touching the 
character of his bedfellow, and he became, as it were, 
reconciled to the fact; he jumped out upon the floor, and 
by certain signs and sounds gave me to understand that, 
if it pleased me, he would dress first and then leave me to 
dress afterwards, leaving the whole apartment to myself. 
Thinks I, Queequeg, under the circumstances, this is 
a very civilized overture; but, the truth is these savages 
have an innate sense of delicacy, say what you will; it is 
marvellous how essentially polite they are.

He commenced dressing at top by donning his bea-
ver hat, a very tall one, by the by, and then—still minus 
his trowsers—he hunted up his boots. What under the 
heavens he did it for, I cannot tell, but his next move-

ment was to crush himself—boots in hand, and hat 
on—under the bed; when, from sundry violent gaspings 
and strainings, I inferred he was hard at work booting 
himself; though by no law of propriety that I ever heard 
of, is any man required to be private when putting on his 
boots. But Queequeg, do you see, was a creature in the 
transition state—neither caterpillar nor butterfly. He 
was just enough civilized to show off his outlandishness 
in the strangest possible manner. At last, he emerged 
with his hat very much dented and crushed down over 
his eyes, and began creaking and limping about the 
room, as if, not being much accustomed to boots, his pair 
of damp, wrinkled cowhide ones—probably not made to 
order either—rather pinched and tormented him at the 
first go off of a bitter cold morning.

Seeing, now, that there were no curtains to the 
window, and that the street being very narrow, the house 
opposite commanded a plain view into the room, and 
observing more and more the indecorous figure that 
Queequeg made, staving about with little else but his 
hat and boots on; I begged him as well as I could, to 
accelerate his toilet somewhat, and particularly to get 
into his pantaloons as soon as possible. He complied, 
and then proceeded to wash himself. At that time in the 
morning any Christian would have washed his face; but 
Queequeg, to my amazement, contented himself with 
restricting his ablutions to his chest, arms, and hands. 
He then donned his waistcoat, and taking up a piece of 
hard soap on the wash-stand centre-table, dipped it into 
water and commenced lathering his face. I was watching 
to see where he kept his razor, when lo and behold, he 
takes the harpoon from the bed corner, slips out the long 
wooden stock, unsheathes the head, whets it a little on 
his boot, and striding up to the bit of mirror against the 
wall, begins a vigorous scraping, or rather harpooning of 
his cheeks. Afterwards I wondered the less at this opera-
tion when I came to know of what fine steel the head of 
a harpoon is made, and how exceedingly sharp the long 
straight edges are always kept. 

The rest of his toilet was soon achieved, and he 
proudly marched out of the room, wrapped up in his 
great pilot monkey jacket, and sporting his harpoon like 
a marshal’s baton.

Chapter iv

The Counterpane

“Ishmael and Queequeg.” — Illustration by Rockwell Kent.
©1930 by R.  R. Donnelly & Sons Co., with permission.
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I  quickly followed suit, and descending into the 
bar-room accosted the grinning landlord very pleasantly. I 
cherished no malice towards him, though he had been sky-
larking with me not a little in the matter of my bedfellow.

The bar-room was now full of the boarders who had 
been dropping in the night previous. They were nearly 
all whalemen; chief mates, and second mates, and third 
mates, and sea carpenters, and sea coopers, and sea black-
smiths, and harpooneers, and ship keepers; a brown and 
brawny company, with bosky beards; an unshorn, shaggy 
set, all wearing monkey jackets for morning gowns.

You could pretty plainly tell how long each one had 
been ashore. This young fellow’s healthy cheek is like a 
sun-toasted pear in hue, and would seem to smell almost 
as musky; he cannot have been three days landed from 
his Indian voyage. That man next him looks a few shades 
lighter; you might say a touch of satin wood is in him. In 
the complexion of a third still lingers a tropic tawn, but 
slightly bleached withal; he doubtless has tarried whole 
weeks ashore.

“Grub, ho!” now cried the landlord, f linging open a 
door, and in we went to breakfast.

They say that men who have seen the world, thereby 
become quite at ease in manner, quite self-possessed in 
company. Not always, though: Ledyard, the great New 
England traveller, and Mungo Park, the Scotch one; of 
all men, they possessed the least assurance in the parlor. 
This kind of travel, I say, may not be the very best mode 
of attaining a high social polish.

After we were all seated at the table, I was prepar-
ing to hear some good stories about whaling; to my no 
small surprise, nearly every man maintained a profound 
silence. And not only that, but they looked embarrassed. 
Yea, here were a set of sea-dogs, many of whom without 
the slightest bashfulness had boarded great whales on 
the high seas—entire strangers to them—and duelled 

Chapter v, vi

Breakfast  •  The Street

Water Street, 1880s.  Throughout the last half of the 19th century, Water Street was the Mecca for the pilgrim mariner. Here, the whaleman’s every 
need could be met. This row between William and Union streets features “Rooms to Let—Washing and Ironing,”  a meat market, a ship store, dining 
rooms, “Tower’s Fish Brand—Oiled Whiting,”  Thomas Donaghy’s “Oil and Rubber Goods,” and the Foreign Emigration Office.

Union Street, 1865.  — Kingman Family Collection.

Kingman Family Collection
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them dead without winking; and yet, here they sat at 
a social breakfast table, looking round as sheepishly at 
each other as though they had never been out of sight of 
some sheepfold among the Green Mountains.

But as for Queequeg—why, Queequeg sat there 
among them—at the head of the table, too, it so chanced; 
as cool as an icicle. To be sure I cannot say much for his 
breeding. His greatest admirer could not have cordially 
justified his bringing his harpoon into breakfast with 
him, and using it there without ceremony; reaching 
over the table with it, to the imminent jeopardy of many 
heads, and grappling the beefsteaks towards him. But 
that was certainly very coolly done by him, and every one 
knows that in most people’s estimation, to do anything 
coolly is to do it genteelly.

We will not speak of all Queequeg’s peculiarities 
here; how he eschewed coffee and hot rolls, and applied 
his undivided attention to beefsteaks, done rare. Enough, 
that when breakfast was over he withdrew like the rest 
into the public room, lighted his tomahawk-pipe, and 
was sitting there quietly digesting and smoking with his 
inseparable hat on, when I sallied out for a stroll.

chapter vi

If I had been astonished at first catching a glimpse 
of so outlandish an individual as Queequeg circulating 
among the polite society of a civilized town, that aston-
ishment soon departed upon taking my first daylight 
stroll through the streets of New Bedford.

In thoroughfares nigh the docks, any considerable 
seaport will frequently offer to view the queerest looking 
nondescripts from foreign parts. Even in Broadway and 

Chestnut streets, Mediterranean mariners will some-
times jostle the affrighted ladies. Regent street is not 
unknown to Lascars and Malays; and at Bombay, in the 
Apollo Green, live Yankees have often scared the natives. 
But New Bedford beats all Water street and Wapping. 
In these last-mentioned haunts you see only sailors; 
but in New Bedford, actual cannibals stand chatting at 
street corners; savages outright; many of whom yet carry 
on their bones unholy flesh. It makes a stranger stare. 

But, besides the Feegeeans, Tongatabooarrs, 
Erromanggoans, Pannangians, and Brighggians, and, 
besides the wild specimens of the whaling-craft which 
unheeded reel about the streets, you will see other sights 
still more curious, certainly more comical. There weekly 
arrive in this town scores of green Vermonters and 
New Hampshire men, all athirst for gain and glory in 
the fishery. They are mostly young, of stalwart frames; 
fellows who have felled forests, and now seek to drop 
the axe and snatch the whale-lance. In some things you 
would think them but a few hours old. Look there! that 
chap strutting round the corner. He wears a beaver hat 
and swallow-tailed coat, girdled with a sailor-belt and 

Water Street, 1870s.  Merchants on 
Water Street provided an eclectic mix of 
fare and consumer goods; and an assort-
ment of banks, brokerage firms, counting 
houses and other financial enterprises 
offered their services. Here, sailors, mer-
chants and tycoons intermingled. 

“…In New Bedford, actual cannibals 
stand chatting at street corners…. It 
makes a stranger stare. But, besides the 
wild specimens of the whaling-craft 
which unheeded reel about the streets, 
you will see other sights still more curious, 
certainly more comical.”  — Chapter 6.

On this corner (with William Street), you 
can shop at C. R. Sherman & Co., dealers 
in sextants and other nautical instru-
ments, or bank at one of three banks. 
Across the street, signs on buildings indi-
cate that blasting powder and fish are 
for sale. 

Try pots and blubber 
hooks, 1910s.  
Discarded remnants of 
the whaling trade were 
a common sight on the 
streets of New Bedford, 
even well into the 20th 
century.  — Joseph S. Martin  

photograph.  William R. Hegarty 

Collection.

Kingman Family Collection
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sheath-knife. Here comes another with a sou’-wester and 
a bombazine cloak.

No town-bred dandy will compare with a country-
bred one—I mean a downright bumpkin dandy—a fellow 
that, in the dog-days, will mow his two acres in buckskin 
gloves for fear of tanning his hands. Now when a country 
dandy like this takes it into his head to make a distin-
guished reputation, and joins the great whale-fishery, you 
should see the comical things he does upon reaching the 
seaport. In bespeaking his sea-outfit, he orders bell-but-
tons to his waistcoats; straps to his canvas trowsers. Ah, 
poor Hay-Seed! how bitterly will burst those straps in the 
first howling gale, when thou art driven, straps, buttons, 
and all, down the throat of the tempest. 

But think not that this famous town has only har-
pooneers, cannibals, and bumpkins to show her visitors. 
Not at all. Still New Bedford is a queer place. Had it not 
been for us whalemen, that tract of land would this day 
perhaps have been in as howling condition as the coast of 
Labrador. As it is, parts of her back country are enough 
to frighten one, they look so bony. The town itself is per-
haps the dearest place to live in, in all New England. It 
is a land of oil, true enough; but not like Canaan; a land, 
also, of corn and wine. The streets do not run with milk; 
nor in the spring-time do they pave them with fresh eggs. 
Yet, in spite of this, nowhere in all America will you 
find more patrician-like houses; parks and gardens more 
opulent, than in New Bedford. Whence came they? how 
planted upon this once scraggy scoria of a country?

Go and gaze upon the iron emblematical harpoons 
round yonder lofty mansion, and your question will be 
answered. Yes; all these brave houses and flowery gar-

dens came from the Atlantic, Pacific, and Indian oceans. 
One and all, they were harpooned and dragged up hither 
from the bottom of the sea.

In New Bedford, fathers, they say, give whales for 
dowers to their daughters, and portion off their nieces 
with a few porpoises a-piece. You must go to New 
Bedford to see a brilliant wedding; for, they say, they 
have reservoirs of oil in every house, and every night 
recklessly burn their lengths in spermaceti candles.

Kingman Family Collection

The patrician-like Parker home, County Street, 1880.  New Bedford’s first millionaire, John Avery Parker, commissioned renowned Rhode Island 
architect Russell Warren to design this home in 1833. It was said to be the largest Greek Revival residence ever built in the United States.  

Union Street, 1860s.  In Melville's day (early 1840s), the four-block 
stretch along Union Street to the waterfront was said to be one of 
the busiest thoroughfares in all New England, housing 150 businesses 
including artists, tailors, physicians, architects, hostelries and dining 
rooms. — Evening Standard, 9/27/1902.  Kingman Family Collection.
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In summer time, the town is sweet to see; full of fine 
maples—long avenues of green and gold. And in August, 
high in air, the beautiful and bountiful horse-chestnuts, 
candelabra-wise, proffer the passer-by their tapering 
upright cones of congregated blossoms. So omnipotent is 
art; which in many a district of New Bedford has super-
induced bright terraces of flowers upon the barren refuse 
rocks thrown aside at creation’s final day.

And the women of New Bedford, they bloom like their 
own red roses. But roses only bloom in summer; whereas 
the fine carnation of their cheeks is perennial as sunlight 
in the seventh heavens. Elsewhere match that bloom of 
theirs, ye cannot, save in Salem, where they tell me the 
young girls breathe such musk, their sailor sweethearts 
smell them miles off shore, as though they were drawing 
nigh the odorous Moluccas instead of the Puritanic sands.

New Bedford Whaling Museum 

County Street, 1860s.  New Bedford’s grandest avenue was, and still is, 
County Street. Once noted for its stately elms, grand oaks and numer-
ous congregations, the street was developed primarily by whaling 
merchants. This view looks south from the front of Charles W. Morgan’s 
estate at the head of William Street.  — Spinner Collection.

The Rotches. New Bedford’s whaling “Rockerfellers” were the Rotches, 
led by Joseph Rotch who emigrated from Nantucket in 1767 and pur-
chased land with the intent of establishing his enterprise, replete with 
ships, factories, suppliers and agents. His son William further advanced 
the business and his grandson, William, Jr. (right), 
presided over the world’s largest whaling 
fleet when the industry reached its apex in 
the 1840s. Perhaps Melville had William’s 
cousin Elizabeth in mind (below) when 
he mused about the delicate beauty of 
New Bedford women: “the fine carnation 
of their cheeks is perennial as sunlight in 
the seventh heavens.” — Wm. Rotch, Jr. portrait by 

William A. Wall, ca. 1835, private collection. Elizabeth 

Rotch portrait by Thomas Sully, 1833, New Bedford 

Whaling Museum.

James Arnold House, County Street, 1870s. The home of whaling 
merchant James Arnold, later purchased by William Rotch, Sr., was 
famous for its magnificent gardens. Melville is known to have visited 
these gardens on his New Bedford visits. James Arnold was an avid hor-
ticulturist who cultivated hundreds of acres of gardens, trees and other 
flora around his estate. Arnold donated his botanical legacy to Harvard 
University, where it became the world-renowned Arnold Arboretum.
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In this same New Bedford there stands a 
Whaleman’s Chapel, and few are the moody fishermen, 
shortly bound for the Indian Ocean or Pacific, who fail to 
make a Sunday visit to the spot. I am sure that I did not.

Returning from my first morning stroll, I again 
sallied out upon this special errand. The sky had 
changed from clear, sunny cold, to driving sleet and mist. 
Wrapping myself in my shaggy jacket of the cloth called 
bearskin, I fought my way against the stubborn storm. 
Entering, I found a small scattered congregation of 
sailors, and sailors’ wives and widows. A muffled silence 
reigned, only broken at times by the shrieks of the storm. 
Each silent worshipper seemed purposely sitting apart 
from the other, as if each silent grief were insular and 
incommunicable. The chaplain had not yet arrived; and 
there these silent islands of men and women sat stead-
fastly eyeing several marble tablets, with black borders, 
masoned into the wall on either side the pulpit. Three 
of them ran something like the following, but I do not 
pretend to quote:—

sacr ed
To the Memory

of
J O H N  T A L B O T , 

Who, at the age of eighteen, was lost overboard, 
Near the Isle of Desolation, off Patagonia, 

November 1st, 1836.
this tablet

Is erected to his Memory 
by 

by his sister.

sacr ed
To the Memory

of
The late 

CAPTAIN EZEKIEL HARDY,
Who in the bows of his boat was killed by a 

Sperm Whale on the coast of Japan, 
August 3rd, 1833. 

this tablet
Is erected to his Memory 

by
h i s  w i d o w.

Shaking off the sleet from my ice-glazed hat and 
jacket, I seated myself near the door, and turning side-
ways was surprised to see Queequeg near me. Affected 
by the solemnity of the scene, there was a wondering 
gaze of incredulous curiosity in his countenance. This 
savage was the only person present who seemed to notice 
my entrance; because he was the only one who could 
not read, and, therefore, was not reading those frigid 
inscriptions on the wall. Whether any of the relatives 
of the seamen whose names appeared there were now 
among the congregation, I knew not; but so many are the 
unrecorded accidents in the fishery, and so plainly did 
several women present wear the countenance if not the 
trappings of some unceasing grief, that I feel sure that 
here before me were assembled those, in whose unheal-
ing hearts the sight of those bleak tablets sympathetically 
caused the old wounds to bleed afresh.

Oh! ye whose dead lie buried beneath the green 
grass; who standing among flowers can say—here, here 
lies my beloved; ye know not the desolation that broods 
in bosoms like these. What bitter blanks in those black-
bordered marbles which cover no ashes! What despair 
in those immovable inscriptions! What deadly voids and 
unbidden infidelities in the lines that seem to gnaw upon 
all Faith, and refuse resurrections to the beings who have 
placelessly perished without a grave. 

In what census of living creatures, the dead of 
mankind are included; why it is that a universal proverb 
says of them, that they tell no tales, though containing 
more secrets than the Goodwin Sands; how it is that to 
his name who yesterday departed for the other world, 
we prefix so significant and infidel a word, and yet do 
not thus entitle him, if he but embarks for the remot-
est Indies of this living earth; why the Life Insurance 
Companies pay death- forfeitures upon immortals; in 
what eternal, unstirring paralysis, and deadly, hopeless 
trance, yet lies antique Adam who died sixty round cen-
turies ago; how it is that we still refuse to be comforted 
for those who we nevertheless maintain are dwelling in 
unspeakable bliss; why all the living so strive to hush 

Chapter vii, viii

The Chapel  •  The Pulpit

Bethel tablet.  — Seth Beall photograph.
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all the dead; wherefore but the rumor of a knocking in 
a tomb will terrify a whole city. All these things are not 
without their meanings.

But Faith, like a jackal, feeds among the tombs, and 
even from these dead doubts she gathers her most vital 
hope.

It needs scarcely to be told, with what feelings, on the 
eve of a Nantucket voyage, I regarded those marble tab-
lets, and by the murky light of that darkened, doleful day 
read the fate of the whalemen who had gone before me. 
Yes, Ishmael, the same fate may be thine. But somehow I 
grew merry again. Delightful inducements to embark, fine 
chance for promotion, it seems—aye, a stove boat will 
make me an immortal by brevet. Yes, there is death in this 
business of whaling—a speechlessly quick chaotic bun-
dling of a man into Eternity. But what then? Methinks 
we have hugely mistaken this matter of Life and Death. 
Methinks that what they call my shadow here on earth 
is my true substance. Methinks that in looking at things 
spiritual, we are too much like oysters observing the sun 
through the water, and thinking that thick water the thin-
nest of air. Methinks my body is but the lees of my better 
being. In fact take my body who will, take it I say, it is not 
me. And therefore three cheers for Nantucket; and come 
a stove boat and stove body when they will, for stave my 
soul, Jove himself cannot.

  chapter vii

I had not been seated very long ere a man of cer-
tain venerable robustness entered; immediately as the 
storm-pelted door flew back upon admitting him, a quick 
regardful eyeing of him by all the congregation, sufficiently 
attested that this fine old man was the chaplain. Yes, it was 
the famous Father Mapple, so called by the whalemen, 
among whom he was a great favorite. He had been a sailor 
and a harpooneer in his youth, but for many years past 
had dedicated his life to the ministry. Hat and coat and 
overshoes were one by one removed; when arrayed in a 
decent suit, he quietly approached the pulpit.

Like most old fashioned pulpits, it was a very lofty 
one, and the architect, it seemed, had acted upon the 

hint of Father Mapple, 
and finished the pulpit 
without a stairs, substi-
tuting a perpendicular 
side ladder, like those 
used in mounting a 
ship from a boat at sea. 
The perpendicular 
parts of this side ladder 
were of cloth-covered 
rope, so that at every 
step there was a joint. I 
was not prepared to see 
Father Mapple after 
gaining the height, 
slowly turn round, and 
stooping over the pul-
pit, deliberately drag 
up the ladder step by step, till the whole was deposited 
within, leaving him impregnable in his little Quebec.

But the side ladder was not the only strange feature 
of the place, borrowed from the chaplain’s former sea-far-
ings. Between the marble cenotaphs on either hand of the 
pulpit, the wall which formed its back was adorned with 
a large painting representing a gallant ship beating against 
a terrible storm off a lee coast of black rocks and snowy 
breakers. But high above the flying scud and dark-rolling 
clouds, there floated a little isle of sunlight, from which 
beamed forth an angel’s face; and this bright face shed a 
distant spot of radiance upon the ship’s tossed deck. 

Nor was the pulpit itself without a trace of the same 
sea-taste that had achieved the ladder and the picture. Its 
paneled front was in the likeness of a ship’s bluff bows, 
and the Holy Bible rested on a projecting piece of scroll 
work, fashioned after a ship’s fiddle-headed beak.

Courtesy of Paul Levasseur

“The Pulpit,” 1954. John Huston’s version of the pulpit, installed at 
the Bethel for his film classic, “Moby Dick,” is a credible representa-
tion of Melville’s pulpit: “Nor was the pulpit itself without a trace of the 
same sea-taste that had achieved the ladder and the picture. Its pan-
elled front was in the likeness of a ship’s bluff bows, and the Holy Bible 
rested on the projecting piece of scroll work, fashioned after a ship’s 
fiddle-headed beak.” Still vital to seafarers and community members, 
the Bethel, operated by the New Bedford Port Society, is open for ser-
vices—its walls still marked with epithets of vanquished seamen from 
Melville’s time to the present day.

The Bethel walls honor those who went down 
to the sea in ships. — Seth Beall photograph.
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Father Mapple rose, and in a mild voice of unas-
suming authority ordered the scattered people to condense. 
“Starboard gangway, there! side away to larboard—larboard 
gangway to starboard! Midships! midships!”

There was a low rumbling of heavy sea-boots among 
the benches, and a still slighter shuffling of women’s shoes, 
and all was quiet again, and every eye on the preacher.

A brief pause ensued; the preacher slowly turned 
over the leaves of the Bible, and at last, folding his hand 
down upon the proper page, said: “Beloved shipmates, 
clinch the last verse of the first chapter of Jonah—-‘And 
God had prepared a great fish to swallow up Jonah.’

“What is this lesson that the book of Jonah teaches? 
Shipmates, it is a two-stranded lesson; a lesson to us all as 
sinful men, and a lesson to me as a pilot of the living God. 
As with all sinners among men, the sin was in his wilful dis-
obedience of the command of God. And if we obey God, we 
must disobey ourselves; and it is in this disobeying ourselves, 
wherein the hardness of obeying God consists.

“With this sin of disobedience in him, Jonah still 
further flouts at God, by seeking to flee from Him. 
He thinks that a ship made by men, will carry him 
into countries where God does not reign, but only the 
Captains of this earth. He skulks about the wharves of 
Joppa, and seeks a ship that’s bound for Tarshish.

“Now Jonah’s Captain, shipmates, was one whose 
discernment detects crime in any, but whose cupidity 
exposes it only in the penniless. In this world, shipmates, 
sin that pays its way can travel freely, and without a 
passport; whereas Virtue, if a pauper, is stopped at all 
frontiers. So Jonah’s Captain prepares to test the length 
of Jonah’s purse, ere he judge him openly. He charges 
him thrice the usual sum; and it’s assented to. Then the 
Captain knows that Jonah is a fugitive; but at the same 
time resolves to help a flight that paves its rear with gold. 
Yet when Jonah fairly takes out his purse, prudent sus-
picions still molest the Captain. He rings every coin to 
find a counterfeit. Not a forger, any way, he mutters; and 
Jonah is put down for his passage. ‘Point out my state-
room, Sir,’ says Jonah now. ‘I’m travel-weary; I need sleep.’ 
‘Thou look’st like it,’ says the Captain, ‘there’s thy room.’

“Jonah’s prodigy of ponderous misery drags him 
drowning down to sleep.

“And now the time of tide has come; the ship 
casts off her cables; and from the deserted wharf the 
uncheered ship for Tarshish, all careening, glides to sea. 

That ship, my friends, was the first of recorded smug-
glers! the contraband was Jonah. But the sea rebels; he 
will not bear the wicked burden. A dreadful storm comes 
on, the ship is like to break. In all this raging tumult, 
Jonah sleeps his hideous sleep. But the frightened master 
comes to him, and shrieks in his dead ear, ‘What mean-
est thou, O sleeper! arise!’ Startled from his lethargy by 
that direful cry, Jonah staggers to his feet, and stumbling 
to the deck, grasps a shroud, to look out upon the sea. 
But at that moment he is sprung upon by a panther bil-
low leaping over the bulwarks.

“Terrors upon terrors run shouting through his soul. 
In all his cringing attitudes, the God-fugitive is now too 
plainly known. The sailors mark him; more and more 
certain grow their suspicions of him, and at last, fully 
to test the truth, by referring the whole matter to high 
Heaven, they fall to casting lots, to see for whose cause 
this great tempest was upon them. The lot is Jonah’s; 
that discovered, then how furiously they mob him with 

Chapter ix

The Sermon

Kingman Family Collection

The Seamen’s Bethel, 1870s. The Bethel opened in 1832 as a place of 
worship for seamen and others. The building visited by Melville was 
smaller with no steeple, a staircase on the outside, and the pulpit adja-
cent to the entrance. To worship, chapel-goers ascended the exterior 
stairs and entered the chapel facing the congregation. After a fire in 
1866, the chapel was rebuilt with the staircase enclosed and the pulpit 
placed at the opposite end. The first chaplain was the Reverend Enoch 
Mudge (1832–43), perhaps the inspiration for Father Mapple.
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“Jonah, appalled at the hostility he should raise, f led 
from his mission, and sought to escape his duty and his 
God by taking ship at Joppa. But God is everywhere; 
Tarshish he never reached. As we have seen, God came 
upon him in the whale, and swallowed him down to liv-
ing gulfs of doom. Then God spake unto the fish; and 
from the shuddering cold and blackness of the sea, the 
whale came breeching up towards the warm and pleasant 
sun, and all the delights of air and earth; and ‘vomited 
out Jonah upon the dry land;’ when the word of the Lord 
came a second time; and Jonah, bruised and beaten—his 
ears, like two sea-shells, still multitudinously murmuring 
of the ocean—Jonah did the Almighty’s bidding. And 
what was that, shipmates? To preach the Truth to the 
face of Falsehood! That was it!

“This, shipmates, this is that other lesson; and woe 
to that pilot of the living God who slights it. Woe to him 
who would not be true, even though to be false were salva-
tion! Yea, woe to him who, as the great Pilot Paul has it, 
while preaching to others is himself a castaway!”

He drooped and fell away from himself for a moment; 
then lifting his face to them again, showed a deep joy in his 
eyes, as he cried out with a heavenly enthusiasm,—“But 
oh! shipmates! Delight is to him, whom all the waves of the 
billows of the seas of the boisterous mob can never shake 
from this sure Keel of the Ages. And eternal delight and 
deliciousness will be his, who coming to lay him down, 
can say with his final breath—Oh Father—mortal or 
immortal, here I die. I have striven to be Thine, more than 
to be this world’s, or mine own. Yet this is nothing; I leave 
eternity to Thee; for what is man that he should live out 
the lifetime of his God?”

He said no more, but slowly waving a benediction, 
covered his face with his hands, and so remained kneel-
ing, till all the people had departed, and he was left alone 
in the place.

their questions. ‘What is thine occupation? Whence 
comest thou? Thy country? What people?’

“‘I am a Hebrew,’ he cries—and then—‘I fear the 
Lord the God of Heaven who hath made the sea and the 
dry land!’ Fear him, O Jonah? Aye, well mightest thou 
fear the Lord God then! Straightway, he now goes on to 
make a full confession; whereupon the mariners became 
more and more appalled, but still are pitiful. When 
wretched Jonah cries out to them to take him and cast 
him forth into the sea, for he knew that for his sake this 
great tempest was upon them; they mercifully turn from 
him, and seek by other means to save the ship. But all 
in vain; the indignant gale howls louder; then, with one 
hand raised invokingly to God, with the other they not 
unreluctantly lay hold of Jonah.

“And now behold Jonah taken up as an anchor and 
dropped into the sea; when instantly an oily calmness 
floats out from the east, and the sea is still, as Jonah 
carries down the gale with him, leaving smooth water 
behind. He goes down in the whirling heart of such a 
masterless commotion that he scarce heeds the moment 
when he drops seething into the yawning jaws awaiting 
him; and the whale shoots-to all his ivory teeth, like so 
many white bolts, upon his prison. Then Jonah prayed 
unto the Lord out of the fish’s belly. But observe his 
prayer, and so many white bolts, upon his prison. Then 
Jonah prayed unto learn a weighty lesson. For sinful as 
he is, Jonah does not weep and wail for direct deliver-
ance. He feels that his dreadful punishment is just. He 
leaves all his deliverance to God, contenting himself with 
this, that spite of all his pains and pangs, he will still look 
towards His holy temple. And here, shipmates, is true 
and faithful repentance; not clamorous for pardon, but 
grateful for punishment. Shipmates, I do not place Jonah 
before you to be copied for his sin but I do place him 
before you as a model for repentance.

Jonah’s release, circa 1585.  “Yet even then—
out of the belly of hell—when the whale 
grounded upon the ocean’s utmost bones, God 
heard the engulphed, repenting prophet when 
he cried.” — Chapter 9.  Engraving by Marten de Vos.  Kendall 

Collection, NBWM.

Spiritualism at Liberty Hall, 1860.  A brief visit to 
New Bedford inspired this illustration depicting a 
woman lecturing on the ills of alcohol to a half-
hearted gathering of pious souls at Liberty Hall. At 
the time, New Bedford was heavily entrenched in 
Protestant virtue—Quakers, Baptists, Methodists 
and Congregationalists were well represented. In 
1858, Melville returned to New Bedford to give a lec-
ture of his own—a not-so-memorable talk entitled 
“The Statues of Rome”—before an audience of 400.  
— Engraving from Harper’s New Monthly Magazine.
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Returning to the Spouter-Inn from the Chapel, 
I found Queequeg there quite alone; he having left the 
Chapel before the benediction some time. He was sit-
ting on a bench before the fire, with his feet on the stove 
hearth, and in one hand was holding close up to his face 
that little negro idol of his; peering hard into its face, and 
with a jack-knife gently whittling away at its nose, mean-
while humming to himself in his heathenish way.

But being now interrupted, he put up the image; 
and pretty soon, going to the table, took up a large book 
there, and placing it on his lap began counting the pages 
with deliberate regularity; at every fiftieth page—as I 
fancied—stopping a moment, looking vacantly around 
him, and giving utterance to a long-drawn gurgling 
whistle of astonishment.

With much interest I sat watching him. Savage 
though he was, and hideously marred about the face—at 
least to my taste—his countenance yet had a something 
in it which was by no means disagreeable. You cannot 
hide the soul. Through all his unearthly tattooings, I 
thought I saw the traces of a simple honest heart; and in 
his large, deep eyes, fiery black and bold, there seemed 
tokens of a spirit that would dare a thousand devils.

Whether it was, too, that his head being shaved, 
his forehead was drawn out in freer and brighter relief, 
I would not venture to decide. It may seem ridiculous, 
but it reminded me of General Washington’s head, as 
seen in the popular busts of him. Queequeg was George 
Washington cannibalistically developed.

Here was a man some twenty thousand miles from 
home, by the way of Cape Horn, thrown among people 
as strange to him as though he were in the planet Jupiter; 
and yet he seemed entirely at his ease; preserving the 
utmost serenity; content with his own companionship; 
always equal to himself.

I drew my bench near him, and made some friendly 
signs and hints, doing my best to talk with him meanwhile. 
We then turned over the book together, and I endeavored 
to explain to him the purpose of the printing, and the 
meaning of the few pictures that were in it. Thus I soon 
engaged his interest; and from that we went to jabbering 
the best we could about the various outer sights to be seen 
in this famous town. Soon I proposed a social smoke; and, 
producing his pouch and tomahawk, he quietly offered me 
a puff. And then we sat exchanging puffs from that wild 
pipe of his, and keeping it regularly passing between us.

If there yet lurked any ice of indifference towards me 
in the Pagan’s breast, this pleasant, genial smoke we had, 
soon thawed it out, and left us cronies. When our smoke 
was over, he pressed his forehead against mine, clasped 
me around the waist, and said that henceforth we were 
married; meaning that we were bosom friends; he would 
gladly die for me, if need should be. 

After supper, and another social chat and smoke, 
we went to our room together. He then went about his 
evening prayers, took out his idol, and removed the paper 
fireboard. By certain signs and symptoms, I thought he 
seemed anxious for me to join him; but well knowing 
what was to follow, I deliberated a moment whether, in 
case he invited me, I would comply or otherwise.

I was a good Christian; born and bred in the bosom 
of the infallible Presbyterian Church. How then could I 
unite with this wild idolator in worshipping his piece of 
wood? Now, Queequeg is my fellow man. And what do 
I wish that this Queequeg would do to me? Why, unite 
with me in my particular Presbyterian form of worship. 
consequently, I must then unite with him in his; ergo, I 
must turn idolator. So I kindled the shavings; helped prop 
up the innocent little idol; offered him burnt biscuit with 
Queequeg; salamed before him twice or thrice; kissed his 
nose; and that done, we undressed and went to bed, at 
peace with our own consciences and all the world. But we 
did not go to sleep without some little chat.

How it is I know not; but there is no place like a bed 
for confidential disclosures between friends. Man and wife, 
they say, there open the very bottom of their souls to each 
other; and some old couples often lie and chat over old 
times till nearly morning. Thus, then, in our hearts’ honey-
moon, lay I and Queequeg—a cosy, loving pair.

Chapter x, xi

A Bosom Friend  •  Nightgown Maori carving, 1836.
— Illustration by Alfred T. Agate. From 

Wilkes: Narrative of the United States….   
New Bedford Whaling Museum.

Maori Chief Kotowatowa of 
Whangara, New Zealand, 1836.  
The Maori were encountered by Lt. 
Charles Wilkes of the U.S. Exploration 
Expedition, who is given credit for the 
discovery of various lands in the South 
Pacific, particularly in Antarctica. 
According to Australian historoian 
Peter Macinnis, the eccentric Wilkes 
“seems to have been, at least in part, 
the model on whom Herman Melville 
based his character, Captain Ahab.”  — 

Illustration by Alfred T. Agate. From Wilkes: Narrative of 

the United States….  New Bedford Whaling Museum.
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put him down among the sailors, and made a whaleman 
of him. But, alas! the practices of whalemen soon con-
vinced him that even Christians could be both miserable 
and wicked; infinitely more so, than all his father’s hea-
thens. Arrived at last in old Sag Harbor; and seeing what 
the sailors did there; and then going on to Nantucket, 
and seeing how they spent their wages in that place also, 
poor Queequeg gave it up for lost. Thought he, it’s a 
wicked world in all meridians; I’ll die a pagan. 

And thus an old idolator at heart, he yet lived among 
these Christians, wore their clothes, and tried to talk 
their gibberish. Hence the queer ways about him, though 
now some time from home.

But by and by, he said, he would return,—as soon as 
he felt himself baptized again. For the nonce, however, he 
proposed to sail about, and sow his wild oats in all four 
oceans. They had made a harpooneer of him, and that 
barbed iron was in lieu of a sceptre now.

I asked him what might be his immediate purpose, 
touching his future movements. He answered, to go to 
sea again, in his old vocation. Upon this, I told him that 
whaling was my own design, and informed him of my 
intention to sail out of Nantucket, as being the most 
promising port for an adventurous whaleman to embark 
from. He at once resolved to accompany me to that island, 
ship aboard the same vessel, get into the same watch, the 
same boat, the same mess with me, in short to share my 
every hap; with both my hands in his, boldly dip into the 
Potluck of both worlds. To all this I joyously assented; for 
besides the affection I now felt for Queequeg, he was an 
experienced harpooneer, and as such, could not fail to be 
of great usefulness to one, who, like me, was wholly igno-
rant of the mysteries of whaling, though well acquainted 
with the sea, as known to merchant seamen.

His story being ended with his pipe’s last dying puff, 
Queequeg embraced me, pressed his forehead against 
mine, and blowing out the light, we rolled over from each 
other, this way and that, and very soon were sleeping.

Queequeg was a native of Kokovoko, an island 
far away to the West and South. It is not down in any 
map; true places never are.

When a new-hatched savage running wild about 
his native woodlands in a grass clout, followed by the 
nibbling goats, as if he were a green sapling; even then, in 
Queequeg’s ambitious soul, lurked a strong desire to see 
something more of Christendom than a specimen whaler or 
two. His father was a High Chief, a King; his uncle a High 
Priest. There was excellent blood in his veins—royal stuff.

A Sag Harbor ship visited his father’s bay, and 
Queequeg sought a passage to Christian lands. But the 
ship, having her full complement of seamen, spurned 
his suit; and not all the King his father’s influence could 
prevail. But Queequeg vowed a vow. Alone in his canoe, 
he paddled off to a distant strait, which he knew the 
ship must pass through when she quitted the island. 
On one side was a coral reef; on the other a low tongue 
of land, covered with mangrove thickets that grew out 
into the water. Hiding his canoe, still afloat, among 
these thickets, with its prow seaward, he sat down in the 
stern, paddle low in hand; and when the ship was glid-
ing by, like a f lash he darted out; gained her side; with 
one backward dash of his foot capsized and sank his 
canoe; climbed up the chains; and throwing himself at 
full length upon the deck, grappled a ring-bolt there, and 
swore not to let it go, though hacked in pieces.

In vain the captain threatened to throw him over-
board; suspended a cutlass over his naked wrists; 
Queequeg was the son of a King, and Queequeg budged 
not. The captain at last relented, and told him he might 
make himself at home. But this fine young savage—this 
sea Prince of Wales, never saw the captain’s cabin. They 
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Biographical

Whangara, New Zealand, 1836.  This is the island village of the Maori 
high chief, Kotowatowa, 30 miles south of Cape Brett. By the end of 
the 19th century, Maori numbers had dwindled to 40,000. However, 
through the efforts of their own chiefs, they have reemerged as an 
economically self-sufficient minority in New Zealand, numbering more 
than 500,000.  — Illustration by Alfred T. Agate. From Wilkes: Narrative of the United States….

A War Canoe of New Zealand. — Kendall Collection, NBWM.

New Bedford Whaling Museum 
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Next morning, Monday, after disposing of 
the embalmed head to a barber, for a block, I settled my 
own and comrade’s bill; using, however, my comrade’s 
money. The grinning landlord, as well as the boarders, 
seemed amazingly tickled at the sudden friendship 
which had sprung up between me and Queequeg—espe-
cially as Peter Coffin’s cock and bull stories about him 
had previously so much alarmed me concerning the very 
person whom I now companied with.

We borrowed a wheelbarrow, and embarking 
our things, including my own poor carpet-bag, and 
Queequeg’s canvas sack and hammock, away we went 
down to “the Moss,” the little Nantucket packet schoo-
ner moored at the wharf. As we were going along the 
people stared; not at Queequeg so much—for they were 
used to seeing cannibals like him in their streets,—but 
at seeing him and me upon such confidential terms. 
But we heeded them not, going along wheeling the bar-
row by turns, and Queequeg now and then stopping to 

adjust the sheath on his harpoon barbs. I asked him why 
he carried such a troublesome thing with him ashore, 
and whether all whaling ships did not find their own 
harpoons. To this, in substance, he replied, that though 
what I hinted was true enough, yet he had a particular 
affection for his own harpoon, because it was of assured 
stuff, well tried in many a mortal combat, and deeply 
intimate with the hearts of whales. In short, like many 
inland reapers and mowers, who go into the farmers’ 
meadows armed with their own scythes—though in no 
wise obliged to furnished them—even so, Queequeg, for 
his own private reasons, preferred his own harpoon.

Shifting the barrow from my hand to his, he told 
me a funny story about the first wheelbarrow he had 
ever seen. It was in Sag Harbor. The owners of his ship, 
it seems, had lent him one, in which to carry his heavy 
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Wheelbarrow

Merchants Wharf, 1882.  The bark Canton (center), unloads part of her hefty cargo of 1,950 barrels of sperm oil after a 4-year voyage to the Pacific.

Spinner Collection

Taber’s Wharf, New Bedford, 1860.  — Kingman Family Collection
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chest to his boarding house. Not to seem ignorant 
about the thing—though in truth he was entirely so, 
concerning the precise way in which to manage the bar-
row—Queequeg puts his chest upon it; lashes it fast; and 
then shoulders the barrow and marches up the wharf. 
“Why,” said I, “Queequeg, you might have known better 
than that, one would think. Didn’t the people laugh?”

Upon this, he told me another story. The people of 
his island of Rokovoko, it seems, at their wedding feasts 
express the fragrant water of young cocoanuts into a 
large stained calabash like a punchbowl; and this punch-
bowl always forms the great central ornament on the 
braided mat where the feast is held. Now a certain grand 
merchant ship once touched at Rokovoko, and its com-
mander—from all accounts, a very stately punctilious 
gentleman, at least for a sea captain—this commander 
was invited to the wedding feast of Queequeg’s sister, a 
pretty young princess just turned of ten. Well; when all 
the wedding guests were assembled at the bride’s bamboo 
cottage, this Captain marches in, and being assigned the 
post of honor, placed himself over against the punch-
bowl, and between the High Priest and his majesty the 
King, Queequeg’s father. Grace being said,—for those 
people have their grace as well as we—though Queequeg 
told me that unlike us, who at such times look down-
wards to our platters, they, on the contrary, copying the 
ducks, glance upwards to the great Giver of all feasts—
Grace, I say, being said, the High Priest opens the 
banquet by the immemorial ceremony of the island; that 
is, dipping his consecrated and consecrating fingers into 
the bowl before the blessed beverage circulates. Seeing 
himself placed next the Priest, and noting the ceremony, 
and thinking himself—being Captain of a ship—as hav-
ing plain precedence over a mere island King, especially 
in the King’s own house—the Captain coolly proceeds to 
wash his hands in the punch bowl;—taking it I suppose 
for a huge finger-glass. “Now,” said Queequeg, “what you 
tink now,—Didn’t our people laugh?”

Ship caulkers and carpenters, 1915.  The whaling bark Greyhound 
gets her seams caulked before her next voyage.

Coopers on New Bedford wharf, circa 1910. 

Ship carpenters, 1900. The ornate bowsprit of the Morning Star over-
looks two elderly carpenters working on a ship’s crossbeams.

Many dockworkers had once been whalers themselves. “They were 
nearly all whalemen; …sea carpenters, and sea coopers, and sea 
blacksmiths, and harpooneers, and ship keepers; a brown and brawny 
company, with bosky beards; an unshorn, shaggy set, all wearing 
monkey jackets for morning gowns.” — Chapter 5.  Toward the end of the 
whaling era, dockworkers such as carpenters, coopers and shipkeepers 
were mostly elderly men. The industry and the old wooden ships were 
relics of the past century—not part of a young man’s future. 

Spinner Collection

William R. Hegarty Collection

William R. Hegarty Collection
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Bark Tamerlane outbound through 
icy harbor, 1888.  When Melville’s 
ship, Acushnet, finally pushed off 
from Fairhaven’s Union Wharf on 
January 3, 1841, she may have faced 
a similar scene—an inner harbor 
clogged with ice. Bark Tamerlane, 
bound for the Arctic in this photo-
graph, had been known as a lucky 
ship, bringing in handsome profits for 
her owners. Her luck changed, how-
ever, when she ran into lava cliffs on 
the  Hawaiian coast near Hilo in 1892 
and sank. Captain W. F. Howland, 
who created a scandal when he and 
his First Mate abandoned ship first, 
perished along with 18 men. — Joseph G. 

Tirrell photograph.  New Bedford Whaling Museum.  

Kendall Collection, NBWM

New Bedford Harbor, 1835.  View from Fairhaven shows an array of winter activity in a landscape blanketed in snow. After signing his shipping 
papers on December 25, Melville had  a week to himself in port while the ship fitted out—time to visit the Bethel and experience the street. As for the 
weather, Melville may have witnessed the same driving winds, snow and sleet that ripped through the Labrador whalemen, the Bethel parishioners 
and Ishmael himself. According to the log of the ship Charles, in port at the time, conditions on  December 27 are described: “First part commences 
with a thick snow storm and wind @ S. East.” Searching for lodging, Ishmael trudges by the Swordfish Inn where light from the window came in 
“such fervent rays, that it seemed to have melted the packed snow and ice from before the house, for everywhere else the congealed frost lay ten 
inches thick in a hard, asphaltic pavement.” — Chapter 2.  Anonymous watercolor.  Weather information from Dahl:  Melville Society Extracts.
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Forbes Collection of the MIT Museum

Forbes Collection of the MIT Museum

“Whaleship Sharon of 
Fairhaven,” 1845.  In 
April 1841, the Sharon 
hoisted anchor and 
embarked on a fateful 
voyage in which she 
fell victim to a violent 
mutiny in the South 
Pacific (see page 190).  
— Painting attributed to Caleb 

Purrington.

“Coming to Anchor,” 
1873.  Whaleships in 
New Bedford Harbor 
with Fairhaven in back-
ground. — Watercolor by 

Benjamin Russell.
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At last, passage paid, and luggage safe, we stood 
on board the schooner. Hoisting sail, it glided down 
the Acushnet river. On one side, New Bedford rose in 
terraces of streets, their ice-covered trees all glittering 
in the clear, cold air. Huge hills and mountains of casks 
on casks were piled upon her wharves, and side by side 
the world-wandering whale ships lay silent and safely 
moored at last; while from others came a sound of car-
penters and coopers, with blended noises of fires and 
forges to melt the pitch, all betokening that new cruises 
were on the start; that one most perilous and long voyage 
ended, only begins a second; and a second ended, only 

begins a third, and so on, for ever and for aye. Such is the 
endlessness, yea, the intolerableness of all earthly effort.

Gaining the more open water, the bracing breeze 
waxed fresh; the little Moss tossed the quick foam from 
her bows, as a young colt his snortings. How I snuffed 
that Tartar air!—how I spurned that turnpike earth!—
that common highway all over dented with the marks 
of slavish heels and hoofs; and turned me to admire the 
magnanimity of the sea which will permit no records.

At the same foam-fountain, Queequeg seemed to 
drink and reel with me. His dusky nostrils swelled apart; 
he showed his filed and pointed teeth. On, on we flew, 

The Panorama.  The panorama was the cinema of the 19th century. 
Invented independently by several European painters in the 1780s, 
panoramas are considered the first visual “mass media,” taking viewers 
to exotic lands and historical events. Early panoramas, or cycloramas, 
displayed in specially built rotundas, gave spectators the feeling they 
were seeing the real thing. The artist John Vanderlyn introduced the 
360-degree panorama to America in 1818 but discovered audiences 

found them static and too limiting. More appealing was the moving 
panorama—a long narrative painting rolled across a stage between 
two upright reels to simulate a lengthy journey through the American 
landscape. The moving panorama was more portable and could be 
exhibited easily in different cities. These moving panoramas introduced 
thousands of Americans to the majesty of their new nation and exotic 
lands around the world.  — Text from New Bedford Whaling Museum exhibit.
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The Voyage begins. The canvas 
moves from right to left, therefore 
the voyage begins at far right 
(top) at the New Bedford end 
of the Fairhaven bridge. As we 
pan to the left across the inner 
harbor, we see recreational 
boats, small fishing boats  and 
a Revenue cutter. The bustling 
harbor activity is set before 
an accurate rendition of New 
Bedford’s skyline—a scene 
reminiscent for Melville, and 
one that would certainly 
have inspired him had he 
been in attendance. As the 
panorama continues (bot-
tom, right to left), we see a 
whaleship in stream, a merchant brig, inshore fish-
ing boats, Palmer’s Island, a large salt works complex, farm houses, 
groves of trees, coastal schooners and  packets.

Scenes from “Whaling Voyage Round the World,” 1845.  In 1841, 
at the age of 37, Benjamin Russell left his wife and three children to 
spend the next three-and-a-half years aboard the whaleship Kutusoff 
on a voyage around the world. He hoped to earn enough to clear 
debts suffered in the banking crisis of 1832-33. He earned $894.51, 
barely enough to pay his debts, but the trip inspired him to begin a 
career as a marine artist. He transformed the sketches he made at sea 
into lovely watercolors and oil paintings. Later he teamed up with 
local sign painter Caleb Purrington and together they produced the 
1,500-foot panorama entitled “Whaling Voyage Round the World,” an 
extravaganza, even in its day. — Text from New Bedford Whaling Museum exhibit.

In the winter of 1849, Melville visited Boston at the same time that 
Russell and Purrington’s panorama was enjoying a well-publicized 
showing. At this time, Melville was just beginning work on Moby-Dick 
and it’s quite possible he saw the showing.

“The hall has been crowded every evening,” wrote one reader in a let-
ter to the New Bedford Mercury (December 6, 1848). “All who were 
present, and there were not a few who were well qualified by actual 
observation to judge of its merits, allow that it came fully up to the 
mark, in its delineation of scenes well known to our gallant whalers…”

New Bedford Whaling Museum 
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and our offing gained, the Moss did homage to the blast; 
ducked and dived her brows as a slave before the Sultan. 
Sideways leaning, we sideways darted; every ropeyarn 
tingling like a wire; the two tall masts buckling like Indian 
canes in land tornadoes. So full of this reeling scene were 
we, as we stood by the plunging bowsprit, that for some 
time we did not notice the jeering glances of the passengers, 
a lubber-like assembly, who marvelled that two fellow 
beings should be so companionable; as though a white man 
were anything more dignified than a whitewashed negro. 
But there were some boobies and bumpkins there, who, 
by their intense greenness, must have come from the heart 
and centre of all verdure. Queequeg caught one of these 
young saplings mimicking him behind his back. I thought 
the bumpkin’s hour of doom was come. Dropping his har-
poon, the brawny savage caught him in his arms, and by an 
almost miraculous dexterity and strength, sent him high up 
bodily into the air; then slightly tapping his stern in mid-
somerset, the fellow landed with bursting lungs upon his 
feet, while Queequeg, turning his back upon him, lighted 
his tomahawk pipe and passed it to me for a puff.

“Hallo, you sir,” cried the Captain, a gaunt rib of the 
sea, stalking up to Queequeg, “what in thunder do you mean 
by that? Don’t you know you might have killed that chap?”

“Kill-e,” cried Queequeg, twisting his tattooed face 
into an unearthly expression of disdain, “ah! him bevy 
small-e fish-e; Queequeg no kill-e so small-e fish-e; 
Queequeg kill-e big whale!”

“Look you,” roared the Captain, “I’ll kill-e you, you 
cannibal, if you try any more of your tricks aboard here; 
so mind your eye.”

But it so happened just then, that it was high time 
for the Captain to mind his own eye. The prodigious 
strain upon the main-sail had parted the weather-sheet, 
and the tremendous boom was now flying from side to 
side, completely sweeping the entire after part of the 
deck. The poor fellow whom Queequeg had handled 
so roughly, was swept overboard; all hands were in a 
panic; and to attempt snatching at the boom to stay it, 
seemed madness. It f lew from right to left, and back 
again, almost in one ticking of a watch, and every instant 
seemed on the point of snapping into splinters. Nothing 

New Bedford Whaling Museum 

Leaving the harbor, 1845.  At the southern tip of New Bedford's peninsula, extending into Buzzards Bay, is the Clark’s Point lighthouse (center).  The 
prominent building at far right, surrounded by tree groves, is the city's alms house or “Poor Farm.”  Under sail is an inbound coaster, and next, the 
whaleship Janus. In the foreground, the whaleship Niger returns from a voyage under tow of the steamer Massachusetts; and a pilot boat brings 
up the rear.  — Russell & Purrington panorama.   New Bedford Whaling Museum. 

To the sea, 1845.  As the panorama takes us to outer bay and seaward, we see the whaleship India (right) surrounded by sail boats and fishing 
boats. At left, a Chinese junk labors inbound, and the tugboat R. B. Forbes heads outbound. In the background is Mishaum Point, Dartmouth.
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was done, and nothing seemed capable of being done; 
those on deck rushed towards the bows, and stood eye-
ing the boom as if it were the lower jaw of an exasperated 
whale. In the midst of this consternation, Queequeg 
dropped deftly to his knees, and crawling under the 
path of the boom, whipped hold of a rope, secured one 
end to the bulwarks, and then flinging the other like 
a lasso, caught it round the boom as it swept over his 
head, and at the next jerk, the spar was that way trapped, 
and all was safe. The schooner was run into the wind, 
and while the hands were clearing away the stern boat, 
Queequeg, stripped to the waist, darted from the side 
with a long living arc of a leap. For three minutes or more 
he was seen swimming like a dog, throwing his long 
arms straight out before him, and by turns revealing his 
brawny shoulders through the freezing foam. I looked 
at the grand and glorious fellow, but saw no one to be 

saved. The greenhorn had gone down. Shooting himself 
perpendicularly from the water, Queequeg now took an 
instant’s glance around him, and seeming to see just how 
matters were, dived down and disappeared. A few min-
utes more, and he rose again, one arm still striking out, 
and with the other dragging a lifeless form. The boat 
soon picked them up. The poor bumpkin was restored. 
All hands voted Queequeg a noble trump. Was there 
ever such unconsciousness? He did not seem to think 
that he at all deserved a medal from the Humane and 
Magnanimous Societies. He only asked for water—fresh 
water—something to wipe the brine off; that done, he 
put on dry clothes, lighted his pipe, and leaning against 
the bulwarks, and mildly eyeing those around him, 
seemed to be saying to himself—“It’s a mutual, joint-
stock world, in all meridians. We cannibals must help 
these Christians.”

Forbes Collection of the MIT Museum

Whaleship Gratitude returning from a voyage, 1845.  Back from the Indian Ocean, the Gratitude sails into New Bedford harbor laden with 2,218 
barrels of oil and 9,000 pounds of whalebone. This watercolor is one of the earliest known ship portraits by Benjamin Russell, painted around the 
time Russell and Purrington were creating their panorama.
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Herman Melville in the Pacific, 1842-1844.  Melville deserted the 
Acushnet in 1842 after 18 months at sea, unable to continue with the 
irascible, Ahab-like Captain Pease. He and shipmate Tobias Greene 
deserted at Nuka Hiva Island in the Marquesas by slipping over the 
side of the ship during a downpour. The two men headed for the 
jungle, climbed volcanic mountains and steep gorges before reach-
ing the fertile valley of the Typees, a people rumored to be cannibals. 
Melville, suffering from fever, chills and an infected leg, persuaded the 
Polynesians to send Toby for medicine. Alas, Toby was shanghaied (or 
voluntarily boarded) an Australian whaler and never returned.

Melville stayed in a bamboo hut to recuperate and the natives treated 
him kindly, providing him with coconuts, breadfruit and the company 
of young Polynesian women. Though he admired the simple life and 
open sensuality of the society, he felt like a prisoner. After four weeks 
he escaped to Taiohae Bay on the southern coast of the island. 

Melville’s first book, “Typee: A Peep at Polynesian Life” was a fictional 
travelogue based on his adventures on the islands. It became an inter-
national best seller, in part, because of the sexual escapades of the 
hero. Thus Melville’s career was launched. 

At Taiohae Bay, Melville signed on to the Lucy Ann, an old whal-
ing ship from Sydney with a sickly captain, a drunken first mate and 
a mutinous crew riddled with venereal disease. He did, however, 
become friends with the ship’s steward, John Troy, nicknamed “Dr. 
Long Ghost.” When the Lucy Ann arrived in Tahiti, Melville and 11 
mates refused to continue on the unsafe ship.

Sailors from a nearby 
French frigate boarded the 
ship and arrested the muti-
neers, including Melville, 
who was confined for two 
days in “double irons” and 
threatened with a trial that 
proved to be a bluff. Melville, 
Troy and the others were 
locked up in the “Calabooza 
Beretanee,” a makeshift out-
door jail. Soon he and Troy 
made friends with the war-
den who let them run loose 
all day if they promised to 
return to the jail at night. 

While in the South Pacific 
islands, Melville saw 
first-hand the destructive influence of colonialism and Christian mis-
sionaries, and developed critical attitudes that found their way into 
his writing. Troy and Melville escaped by canoe to the island of Imeeo 
and worked as farmhands on a plantation. By 1843, Melville was 
eager to return home.

Melville’s true bosom friend aboard Acushnet 
was Toby Greene, who deserted ship with 

 him in 1842. — Daguerreotype, 1860.  
New Bedford Whaling Museum.
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Melville signed up on another whaler, the Charles & Henry of 
Nantucket, hoping to wend his way home. After three months, how-
ever, they caught no whales. When the ship put in at Lahaina, on the 
island of Maui, Melville quit the voyage. He had arrived during a time 
of unrest, and after a period working as a bookkeeper, it was time to 
go. He enlisted as an ordinary seaman in the United States Navy so he 
could return home in the frigate United States, bound for Boston. 

The atmosphere was oppressive, the crew was overworked and under-
fed. However, the crew was large enough to include some aspiring 
writers and poets. An Englishman, Jack Chase, had great influence 
on Melville, nurturing him and teaching him seamanship. Having 
been away four years, Melville returned home in the fall of 1844 and 
announced he had completed “my Harvard and my Yale.”

Tiring of life in paradise, Melville ran away from the Typees 
and was picked up by the Lucy Ann—an ill-fated ship with 

a sickly captain and mutinous crew.  — From Chase journal, 
whaleship Massachusetts, 1850.  Kendall Collection, NBWM.

Nuka Hiva, Marquesas Islands, 1845. This view from Russell and Purrington’s 1,500-foot panorama shows French men-of-war and whaleships at 
anchor in Typee Bay. The French took possession of the Marquesas in 1842, shortly after Melville and Greene jumped ship there in July. Visible on 
land is a fort, the King’s residence, the Governor’s house, a hospital and barracks. It’s possible that at the time Russell visited these waters aboard the 
Kutusoff and sketched it, Melville was in the backlands eating breadfruit from the hands of a Marquesan maiden.   — New Bedford Whaling Museum.

A warrant for the arrest of seven deserters of the ship Acushnet, 
issued in 1843, includes Herman Melville and Tobias Greene. 

The outlaws jumped ship at Nuka Hiva just 18 months into their 
voyage. — New Bedford Whaling Museum.
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Chapter xiv

Nantucket

Nothing more happened on the passage wor-
thy the mentioning; so, after a fine run, we safely arrived 
in Nantucket.

Nantucket! Take out your map and look at it. See 
what a real corner of the world it occupies; how it stands 
there, away off shore. Look at it—a mere hillock, and 
elbow of sand; all beach, without a background. There is 
more sand there than you would use in twenty years as a 
substitute for blotting paper. Some gamesome wights will 
tell you that they have to plant weeds there, they don’t 
grow naturally; that they import Canada thistles; that 
they have to send beyond seas for a spile to stop a leak in 
an oil cask; that pieces of wood in Nantucket are carried 
about like bits of the true cross in Rome; that people there 
plant toad-stools before their houses, to get under the 
shade in summer time; that one blade of grass makes an 
oasis, three blades in a day’s walk a prairie; that they wear 
quicksand shoes, something like Laplander snowshoes; 
that they are so shut up, belted about, every way inclosed, 
surrounded, and made an utter island of by the ocean, 
that to their very chairs and tables small clams will some-
times be found adhering, as to the backs of sea turtles.

Let America add Mexico to Texas, and pile Cuba 
upon Canada; let the English overswarm all India, and 

hang out their blazing banner from the sun; two thirds of 
this terraqueous globe are the Nantucketer’s. For the sea 
is his; he owns it, as Emperors own empires. Merchant 
ships are but extension bridges; armed ones but floating 
forts; even pirates and privateers, though following the sea 
as highwaymen the road, they but plunder other ships, 
other fragments of the land like themselves, without seek-
ing to draw their living from the bottomless deep itself. 
The Nantucketer, he alone resides and riots on the sea; he 
alone, in Bible language, goes down to it in ships; to and 
fro ploughing it as his own special plantation. He lives on 
the sea, as prairie cocks in the prairie; he hides among the 
waves, he climbs them as chamois hunters climb the Alps. 
For years he knows not the land; so that when he comes 
to it at last, it smells like another world, more strangely 
than the moon would to an Earthsman. With the landless 
gull, that at sunset folds her wings and is rocked to sleep 
between billows; so at nightfall, the Nantucketer, out of 
sight of land, furls his sails, and lays him to his rest, while 
under his very pillow rush herds of walruses and whales.

Kendall Collection, NBWM

Town of Sherbourne, Nantucket, 1815.  “What wonder, then, that these Nantucketers, born on a beach, should take to the sea for a livelihood! 
They first caught crabs and quahogs in the sand; grown bolder, they waded out with nets for mackerel; more experienced, they pushed off in boats 
and captured cod; and at last, launching a navy of great ships on the sea, explored this watery world; …and in all seasons and all oceans declared 
everlasting war with the mightiest animated mass that has survived the flood.”

View of Nantucket Harbor from the church tower, 1872.  —Scribner’s Magazine.
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Arrival of ship Three Brothers, Nantucket, 1841.  The 384-ton ship Three Brothers, captained by Henry Phelone, returned from the Pacific in April 
1841 carrying 2,719 barrels of sperm oil. The American whaling fleet in 1840 listed 675 vessels manned with 16,000–17,000 men. Over 400 of these 
ships hailed from southeastern New England.  — Color lithograph based on a painting by Oswald Brett.

Kendall Collection, NBWM

Lighthouse at Sankaty Head, 1876.  — From Davis:  Nimrod of the Sea.

Chapter xv

Chowder

It was quite late in the evening when the little Moss 
came snugly to anchor, and Queequeg and I went ashore; 
so we could attend to no business that day, at least none 
but a supper and a bed. The landlord of the Spouter-Inn 
had recommended us to his cousin Hosea Hussey of the 
Try Pots, whom he asserted to be the proprietor of one of 
the best kept hotels in all Nantucket, and moreover he had 
assured us that cousin Hosea, as he called him, was famous 
for his chowders. In short, he plainly hinted that we could 
not possibly do better than try pot-luck at the Try Pots. By 
dint of beating about a little in the dark, and now and then 
knocking up a peaceable inhabitant to inquire the way, we 
at last came to something which there was no mistaking.

Two enormous wooden pots painted black, and 
suspended by asses’ ears, swung from the cross-trees of 
an old top-mast, planted in front of an old doorway. The 
horns of the cross-trees were sawed off on the other side, 
so that this old top-mast looked not a little like a gallows. 
Perhaps I was over sensitive to such impressions at the 
time, but I could not help staring at this gallows with a 
vague misgiving.

I was called from these reflections by the sight of 
a freckled woman with yellow hair and a yellow gown, 

standing in the porch of the inn, under a dull red lamp 
swinging there, that looked much like an injured eye, 
and carrying on a brisk scolding with a man in a purple 
woollen shirt.

Upon making known our desires for a supper and a 
bed, Mrs. Hussey, postponing further scolding for the 
present, ushered us into a little room, and seating us 
at a table spread with the relics of a recently concluded 
repast, turned round to us and said—“Clam or Cod?”

“A clam for supper? a cold clam; is that what you mean, 
Mrs. Hussey?” says I; “but that’s a rather cold and clammy 
reception in the winter time, ain’t it, Mrs. Hussey?”

But being in a great hurry to resume scolding the 
man in the purple shirt, who was waiting for it in the 
entry, and seeming to hear nothing but the word “clam,” 
Mrs. Hussey hurried towards an open door leading to 
the kitchen, and bawling out “clam for two,” disappeared.

“Queequeg,” said I, “do you think that we can make 
out a supper for us both on one clam?”
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However, a warm savory steam from the kitchen 
served to belie the apparently cheerless prospect before us. 
But when that smoking chowder came in, the mystery was 
delightfully explained. It was made of small juicy clams, 
scarcely bigger than hazel nuts, mixed with pounded ship 
biscuit, and salted pork cut up into little flakes; the whole 
enriched with butter, and plentifully seasoned with pep-
per and salt. Our appetites being sharpened by the frosty 
voyage, and in particular, Queequeg seeing his favorite 
fishing food before him, and the chowder being surpass-
ingly excellent, we despatched it with great expedition: 
when leaning back a moment and bethinking me of Mrs. 
Hussey’s clam and cod announcement, I thought I would 
try a little experiment. Stepping to the kitchen door, I 
uttered the word “cod” with great emphasis, and resumed 
my seat. In a few moments the savory steam came forth 
again, but with a different flavor, and in good time a fine 
cod-chowder was placed before us.

We resumed business; and while plying our spoons 
in the bowl, thinks I to myself, I wonder now if this here 
has any effect on the head? What’s that stultifying say-
ing about chowder-headed people? “But look, Queequeg, 
ain’t that a live eel in your bowl? Where’s your harpoon?”

Fishiest of all fishy places was the Try Pots, which 
well deserved its name; for the pots there were always 
boiling chowders. Chowder for breakfast, and chowder 
for dinner, and chowder for supper, till you began to 
look for fish-bones coming through your clothes. The 

area before the house was paved with clam-shells. Mrs. 
Hussey wore a polished necklace of codfish vertebrae; 
and Hosea Hussey had his account books bound in 
superior old shark-skin. There was a fishy flavor to the 
milk, too, which I could not at all account for, till one 
morning happening to take a stroll along the beach 
among some fishermen’s boats, I saw Hosea’s brindled 
cow feeding on fish remnants, and marching along the 
sand with each foot in a cod’s decapitated head, looking 
very slip-shod, I assure ye.

Supper concluded, we received a lamp, and direc-
tions from Mrs. Hussey concerning the nearest way to 
bed; but, as Queequeg was about to precede me up the 
stairs, the lady reached forth her arm, and demanded 
his harpoon; she allowed no harpoon in her chambers. 
“Why not?” said I; “every true whaleman sleeps with his 
harpoon—but why not?” “Because it’s dangerous,” says 
she. “Ever since young Stiggs coming from that unfort’nt 
v’y’ge of his, when he was gone four years and a half, with 
only three barrels of ile, was found dead in my first f loor 
back, with his harpoon in his side; ever since then I allow 
no boarders to take sich dangerous weepons in their 
rooms at night. So, Mr. Queequeg” (for she had learned 
his name), “I will just take this here iron, and keep it for 
you till morning. But the chowder; clam or cod to-mor-
row for breakfast, men?”

“Both,” says I; “and let’s have a couple of smoked her-
ring by way of variety.”

Spinner Collection

Macy House, Nantucket, built in 1654.  “The whale-killing historian and poet, Obed Macy, says very truly, that ‘The sea to mariners is but a high-
way: to the whaler it is his field of harvest; it is the home of his business.’ ” — Davis: Nimrod of the Sea.
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Chapter xvi

The Ship

In bed we concocted our plans for the morrow. 
But to my surprise and no small concern, Queequeg 
now gave me to understand, that he had been diligently 
consulting Yojo—the name of his black little god—and 
Yojo had told him two or three times over, and strongly 
insisted upon it everyway, that instead of our going 

together among the whaling-fleet in 
harbor, and in concert selecting our 
craft; instead of this, I say, Yojo ear-
nestly enjoined that the selection of the ship should rest 
wholly with me, inasmuch as Yojo purposed befriending 
us; and, in order to do so, had already pitched upon a 

Central Wharf, 1914.  Andrew Hicks and Morning Star dry their sails after returning from whaling in the Atlantic.  — Joseph S. Martin photograph.

William R. Hegarty Collection

Drawing of the Acushnet by Henry Johnson, 
boat-steerer, on the ship’s second voyage, cira 1846.



52

New Bedford Free Public Library

 Model/painting of 
Acushnet, 1933.  The 
Acushnet was built under 
the supervision of master 
carpenter Ansel Weeks at 
the Barstow yard in the 
Mattapoisett section of 
Rochester in 1840. A fairly 
large vessel at about 358 
tons, 104 ft. long, 28 ft. 
wide, and 14 ft. deep, the 
Acushnet had two decks, 
three masts, a square stern, 
a billethead, but no galler-
ies. She was registered in 
Fairhaven and captained 
by Valentine Pease, Jr. of 
Edgartown. Although no 
pictures of her exist, the 
Acushnet is thought to 
have been nearly iden-
tical to the Charles W. 
Morgan (see facing page).  
— Watercolor with string rigging by 

Richard Noble, Federal Arts Project.

Whaleship Acushnet, 1845. Desertions from the Acushnet began 
even before she set sail, as two crew members didn’t show up. Once 
under weigh, however, things got better. En route to the Pacific and just 
10 weeks under sail, she pulled into Rio de Janeiro and transferred 150 
barrels of sperm oil. In April, she rounded Cape Horn and headed to the 
whaling grounds around the Galapagos Islands. By the time Melville 
jumped ship after 18 months of whaling, Acushnet had only 700 bar-
rels of oil, and by June 1843, she registered 7 desertions. By May 1845, 
after four and a half years at sea, she returned to Fairhaven with just 
850 barrels of sperm oil, 1,350 barrels of whale oil, and 13,500 pounds 
of whalebone.

Acushnet began her second voyage in 1845, a three-year sojourn that 
brought 1,300 barrels of oil and 10,000 pounds of whalebone. The trip 
was cut short after five of the crew were lost when a boat was stove by a 
whale. Never a very lucky ship, the Acushnet’s luck bottomed out during 
her third voyage. On August 16, 1851, she ran aground and was aban-
doned in the ice off Saint Lawrence Island in the Bering Sea.  — Watercolor 

drawing from the journal of boatsteerer Henry Johnson, who perished at sea in 1847.

vessel, which, if left to myself, I, Ishmael, should infalli-
bly light upon, for all the world as though it had turned 
out by chance; and in that vessel I must immediately 
ship myself, for the present irrespective of Queequeg.

Next morning early, leaving Queequeg shut up 
with Yojo in our little bedroom, I sallied out among the 
shipping. After much prolonged sauntering and many 
random inquiries, I learnt that there were three ships up 
for three-years’ voyages—The Devil-Dam, the Tit-bit, and 
the Pequod. I peered and pryed about the Devil-Dam; 
from her, hopped over to the Tit-bit; and, finally, going on 
board the Pequod, looked around her for a moment, and 
then decided that this was the very ship for us.

You may have seen many a quaint craft in your day, 
for aught I know;—squared-toed luggers; mountainous 
Japanese junks; butter-box galliots, and what not; but 
take my word for it, you never saw such a rare old craft 
as this same rare old Pequod. She was a ship of the old 
school, rather small if anything; with an old fashioned 
claw-footed look about her. Long seasoned and weather-
stained in the typhoons and calms of all four oceans, 
her old hull’s complexion was darkened like a French 
grenadier’s, who has alike fought in Egypt and Siberia. 
Her venerable bows looked bearded. Her masts—cut 
somewhere on the coast of Japan, where her original ones 
were lost overboard in a gale—her masts stood stiffly 
up like the spines of the three old kings of Cologne. Her 
ancient decks were worn and wrinkled, like the pilgrim-
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National Archives

Deck plan of the Charles W.  Morgan.  — National Archives.

Broadside view of the Charles W.  Morgan.  Built at the Hillman shipyard in New Bedford during the same frigid January when Melville sailed, the 
Charles W. Morgan’s specifications are nearly identical to those of the Acushnet. Now berthed at Mystic Seaport, Connecticut, the Morgan is the 
last surviving wooden whaleship.

worshipped flag-stone in Canterbury Cathedral where 
Beckett bled. But to all these her old antiquities, were 
added new and marvellous features, pertaining to the 
wild business that for more than half a century she had 
followed. Old Captain Peleg, many years her chief-mate, 
before he commanded another vessel of his own, and now 
a retired seaman, and one of the principal owners of the 
Pequod,—this old Peleg, during the term of his chief-
mateship, had built upon her original grotesqueness, and 
inlaid it, all over, with a quaintness both of material and 
device, unmatched by anything except it be Thorkill-
Hake’s carved buckler or bedstead. She was apparelled 

like any barbaric Ethiopian emperor, his neck heavy with 
pendants of polished ivory. She was a thing of trophies. 
A cannibal of a craft, tricking herself forth in the chased 
bones of her enemies. All round, her unpanelled, open 
bulwarks were garnished like one continuous jaw, with 
the long sharp teeth of the sperm whale, inserted there 
for pins, to fasten her old hempen thews and tendons to. 
Those thews ran not through base blocks of land wood, 
but deftly travelled over sheaves of sea-ivory. Scorning a 
turnstile wheel at her reverend helm, she sported there 
a tiller; and that tiller was in one mass, curiously carved 
from the long narrow lower jaw of her hereditary foe.
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Now when I looked about the quarter-deck, for 
some one having authority, in order to propose myself 
as a candidate for the voyage, I could not well overlook 
a strange sort of tent, or rather wigwam, pitched a little 
behind the main-mast. A triangular opening faced 
towards the bows of the ship, so that the insider com-
manded a complete view forward.

And half concealed in this queer tenement, I at 
length found one who by his aspect seemed to have 
authority; and who was now enjoying respite from the 
burden of command. He was seated on an old-fashioned 
oaken chair, wriggling all over with curious carving; and 
the bottom of which was formed of a stout interlacing 
of the same elastic stuff of which the wigwam was con-
structed.

“Is this the Captain of the Pequod?” said I, advanc-
ing to the door of the tent.

“Supposing it be the Captain of the Pequod, what 
dost thou want of him?” he demanded.

“I was thinking of shipping.”
“Thou wast, wast thou? I see thou are no 

Nantucketer—ever been in a stove boat?”
“No, Sir, I never have.”
“Dost know nothing at all about whaling, I dare 

say—eh?”
“Nothing, Sir; but I have no doubt I shall soon 

learn. I’ve been several voyages in the merchant service, 
and I think that— ”

“Marchant service be damned. Talk not that lingo to 
me. Dost see that leg?—I’ll take that leg away from thy 
stern, if ever thou talkest of the marchant service to me 
again. Marchant service indeed! I suppose now ye feel 
considerable proud of having served in those marchant 

ships. But flukes! man, what makes thee want to go a 
whaling, eh?—it looks a little suspicious, don’t it, eh?—
Hast not been a pirate, hast thou?—Didst not rob thy 
last Captain, didst thou?—Dost not think of murdering 
the officers when thou gettest to sea?”

I protested my innocence of these things. I saw that 
under the mask of these half humorous innuendoes, this 
old sea-man, as an insulated Quakerish Nantucketer, 
was full of his insular prejudices, and rather distrustful 
of all aliens, unless they hailed from Cape Cod or the 
Vineyard.

“But what takes thee a-whaling? I want to know that 
before I think of shipping ye.”

“Well, sir, I want to see what whaling is. I want to 
see the world.”

“Want to see what whaling is, eh? Have ye clapped 
eye on Captain Ahab?”

“Who is Captain Ahab, sir?”
“Aye, aye, I thought so. Captain Ahab is the Captain 

of this ship.”
“I am mistaken then. I thought I was speaking to the 

Captain himself.”
“Thou art speaking to Captain Peleg—that’s who ye 

are speaking to, young man. It belongs to me and Captain 
Bildad to see the Pequod fitted out for the voyage, and 
supplied with all her needs, including crew. We are part 
owners and agents. But as I was going to say, if thou wan-
test to know what whaling is, as thou tellest ye do, I can 
put ye in a way of finding it out before ye bind yourself 
to it, past backing out. Clap eye on Captain Ahab, young 
man, and thou wilt find that he has only one leg.”

“What do you mean, sir? Was the other one lost by 
a whale?”

Deck of the whaling brig Sullivan, 1900.  The crew stands by while the 
ship undergoes inspection by her agent.  — Kendall Collection, NBWM.

Kendall Collection, NBWM

Going a-whalin’, circa 1900. While a whaleship is fitted out and made 
ready for a voyage, men gather around what appears to be a makeshift 
sign-up “tent” made from an old wagon.  — Joseph S. Martin photograph.



55

“Lost by a whale! Young man, come nearer to me: it 
was devoured, chewed up, crunched by the monstrousest 
parmacetty that ever chipped a boat!—ah, ah!”

I was a little alarmed by his energy, perhaps also 
a little touched at the hearty grief in his concluding 
exclamation, but said as calmly as I could, “What you 
say is no doubt true enough, sir; but how could I know 
there was any peculiar ferocity in that particular whale, 
though indeed I might have inferred as much from the 
simple fact of the accident.”

“I have given thee a hint about what whaling is; do 
ye yet feel inclined for it?”

“I do, sir.”
“Now then, thou not only wantest to go a-whaling, 

to find out by experience what whaling is, but ye also 
want to go in order to see the world? Was not that what 
ye said? I thought so. Well then, just step forward there, 
and take a peep over the weather-bow, and then back to 
me and tell me what ye see there.”

Going forward and glancing over the weather bow, I 
perceived that the ship swinging to her anchor with the 
flood-tide, was now obliquely pointing towards the open 
ocean. The prospect was unlimited, but exceedingly 
monotonous and forbidding; not the slightest variety 
that I could see.

“Well, what’s the report?” said Peleg when I came 
back; “what did ye see?”

“Not much,” I replied— “nothing but water; consid-
erable horizon though, and there’s a squall coming up, I 
think.”

“Well, what dost thou think then of seeing the 
world? Can’t ye see the world where you stand?”

I was a little staggered, but go a-whaling I must, and 
I would; and the Pequod was as good a ship as any—I 
thought the best—and all this I now repeated to Peleg. 
Seeing me so determined, he expressed his willingness to 
ship me.

“And thou mayest as well sign the papers right off,” 
he added—“come along with ye.” And so saying, he led 
the way below deck into the cabin.

Seated on the transom was what seemed to me a 
most uncommon and surprising figure. It turned out to 
be Captain Bildad, who along with Captain Peleg was 
one of the largest owners of the vessel; the other shares 
being held by a crowd of old annuitants; widows, father-
less children, and chancery wards; each owning about 
the value of a timber head, or a foot of plank, or a nail or 
two in the ship. People in Nantucket invest their money 
in whaling vessels, the same way that you do yours in 
approved state stocks bringing in good interest.

Now, Bildad, like Peleg, and indeed many other 
Nantucketers, was a Quaker, the island having been origi-

nally settled by that sect; and to this day its inhabitants in 
general retain in an uncommon measure the peculiarities 
of the Quaker, only variously and anomalously modified 
by things altogether alien and heterogeneous. For some of 
these same Quakers are the most sanguinary of all sailors 
and whale-hunters. They are fighting Quakers; they are 
Quakers with a vengeance.

Like Captain Peleg, Captain Bildad was a well-to-do, 
retired whaleman. But unlike Captain Peleg—who cared 
not a rush for what are called serious things, and indeed 
deemed those selfsame serious things the veriest of all 
trif les—Captain Bildad had not only been originally 
educated according to the strictest sect of Nantucket 
Quakerism, but all his subsequent ocean life, and the 
sight of many unclad, lovely island creatures, round the 
Horn—all that had not moved this native born Quaker 
one single jot, had not so much as altered one angle of 
his vest. Still, for all this immutableness, was there some 
lack of common consistency about worthy Captain 
Bildad. Though refusing, from conscientious scruples, 
to bear arms against land invaders, yet himself had 
illimitably invaded the Atlantic and Pacific; and though 
a sworn foe to human bloodshed, yet had he in his 
straight-bodied coat, spilled tuns upon tuns of leviathan 
gore. How now in the contemplative evening of his days, 
the pious Bildad reconciled these things in the reminis-
cence, I do not know; but it did not seem to concern him 
much, and very probably he had long since come to the 
sage and sensible conclusion that a man’s religion is one 
thing, and this practical world quite another.

Quaker Captains, circa 1880. Thomas Nye and George Howland, Jr. 
(seated) survey their shipping interests. Howland (1806-92) was one of 
New Bedford’s most successful whaling merchants. He also served as 
mayor during the Civil War. Although, like most Quakers, he opposed 
war, as a Unionist, abolitionist, and whaling merchant, he acquiesced. 
When draft riots broke out in the North, he garrisoned City Hall and 
stationed mounted guards at roads leading into town to keep out agi-
tators.  — Joseph G. Tirrell photograph.
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Now Bildad, I’m sorry to say, had the reputation 
of being an incorrigible old hunks, and in his sea-going 
days, a bitter, hard task-master. For a pious man, espe-
cially for a Quaker, he was certainly rather hard-hearted, 
to say the least. He never used to swear, though, at 
his men, they said; but somehow he got an inordinate 
quantity of cruel, unmitigated hard work out of them. 
Indolence and idleness perished from before him.

His own person was the exact embodiment of his 
utilitarian character. On his long, gaunt body, he carried 
no spare flesh, no superfluous beard, his chin having a 
soft, economical nap to it, like the worn nap of his broad-
brimmed hat.

Such, then, was the person that I saw seated on the 
transom when I followed Captain Peleg down into the 
cabin. The space between the decks was small; and there, 
bolt-upright, sat old Bildad, who always sat so, and never 
leaned, and this to save his coat tails. His broad-brim was 
placed beside him; his legs were stiffly crossed; his drab 
vesture was buttoned up to his chin; and spectacles on nose, 
he seemed absorbed in reading from a ponderous volume.

“He says he’s our man, Bildad,” said Peleg, “he wants 
to ship.”

“Dost thee?” said Bildad, in a hollow tone, and turn-
ing round to me.

“I dost,” said I unconsciously, he was so intense a 
Quaker.

“What do ye think of him, Bildad?” said Peleg.
“He’ll do,” said Bildad, eyeing me, and then went on 

spelling away at his book in a mumbling tone quite audible.
I thought him the queerest old Quaker I ever saw, 

especially as Peleg, his friend and old shipmate, seemed 
such a blusterer. But I said nothing, only looking round 

me sharply. Peleg now threw open a chest, and drawing 
forth the ship’s articles, placed pen and ink before him, 
and seated himself at a little table. I began to think it was 
high time to settle with myself at what terms I would be 
willing to engage for the voyage. I was already aware that 
in the whaling business they paid no wages; but all hands, 
including the captain, received certain shares of the profits 
called lays, and that these lays were proportioned to the 
degree of importance pertaining to the respective duties 
of the ship’s company. I was also aware that being a green 
hand at whaling, my own lay would not be very large; but 
considering that I was used to the sea, could steer a ship, 
splice a rope, and all that, I made no doubt that from all I 
had heard I should be offered at least the 275th lay—that 
is, the 275th part of the clear net proceeds of the voyage, 
whatever that might eventually amount to. And though 
the 275th lay was what they call a rather long lay, yet it was 
better than nothing; and if we had a lucky voyage, might 
pretty nearly pay for the clothing I would wear out on it, 
not to speak of my three years’ beef and board, for which I 
would not have to pay.

It might be thought that this was a poor way to accu-
mulate a princely fortune—and so it was, a very poor way 
indeed. But I am one of those that never take on about 
princely fortunes, and am quite content if the world is 
ready to board and lodge me, while I am putting up at 
this grim sign of the Thunder Cloud. Upon the whole, I 
thought that the 275th lay would be about the fair thing, 
but would not have been surprised had I been offered the 
200th, considering I was of a broad-shouldered make.

But one thing, nevertheless, that made me a little dis-
trustful about receiving a generous share of the profits was 
this: Ashore, I had heard something of both Captain Peleg 
and his unaccountable old crony Bildad; how that they 
being the principal proprietors of the Pequod, therefore 
the other and more inconsiderable and scattered owners, 
left nearly the whole management of the ship’s affairs 
to these two. And I did not know but what the stingy 
old Bildad might have a mighty deal to say about ship-
ping hands, especially as I now found him on board the 
Pequod, quite at home there in the cabin, and reading his 
Bible as if at his own fireside. Bildad never heeded us, but 
went on mumbling to himself out of his book, “‘Lay not 
up for yourselves treasures upon earth, where moth—’ ”

“Well, Captain Bildad,” interrupted Peleg, “what 
d’ye say, what lay shall we give this young man?”

“Thou knowest best,” was the sepulchral reply, “the 
seven hundred and seventy-seventh wouldn’t be too much, 
would it?— ‘where moth and rust do corrupt, but lay—’ ”

“Lay, indeed,” thought I, and such a lay! It was an 
exceedingly long lay that, indeed; and though from 
the magnitude of the figure it might at first deceive a 

Crew wanted, 1796. Advertisements such as this one from The 
Medley, or New Bedford Marine Journal appeared regularly through-
out the 19th century in various newspapers published in southern New 
England.  — New Bedford Whaling Museum.
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landsman, yet the slightest consideration will show that 
though seven hundred and seventy-seven is a pretty large 
number, yet, when you come to make a tenth of it, you 
will then see, I say, that the seven hundred and seventy-
seventh part of a farthing is a good deal less than seven 
hundred and seventy-seven gold doubloons; and so I 
thought at the time.

“Why, blast your eyes, Bildad,” cried Peleg, “Thou 
dost not want to swindle this young man! he must have 
more than that.”

“Seven hundred and seventy-seventh,” again said 
Bildad, without lifting his eyes; and then went on mum-
bling— “ ‘for where your treasure is, there will your 
heart be also.’ ”

“I am going to put him down for the three hun-
dredth,” said Peleg, “do ye hear that, Bildad! The three 
hundredth lay, I say.”

Bildad laid down his book, and turning solemnly 
towards him said, “Captain Peleg, thou hast a generous 
heart; but thou must consider the duty thou owest to 
the other owners of this ship—widows and orphans, 
many of them—and that if we too abundantly reward 
the labors of this young man, we may be taking the bread 
from those widows and those orphans. The seven hun-
dred and seventy-seventh lay, Captain Peleg.”

“Thou Bildad!” roared Peleg, starting up and clattering 
about the cabin. “Blast ye, Captain Bildad, if I had fol-
lowed thy advice in these matters, I would afore now had 
a conscience to lug about that would be heavy enough to 
founder the largest ship that ever sailed round Cape Horn.”

“Captain Peleg,” said Bildad steadily, “thy conscience 
may be drawing ten inches of water, or ten fathoms, 
I can’t tell; but as thou art still an impenitent man, 
Captain Peleg, I greatly fear lest thy conscience be but a 
leaky one; and will in the end sink thee foundering down 
to the fiery pit, Captain Peleg.”

“Fiery pit! fiery pit! ye insult me, man; past all natu-
ral bearing, ye insult me. It’s an all-fired outrage to tell 
any human creature that he’s bound to hell. Flukes and 
flames! Bildad, say that again to me, and start my soul-
bolts, but I’ll—I’ll—yes, I’ll swallow a live goat with all 
his hair and horns on. Out of the cabin, ye canting, drab-
colored son of a wooden gun—a straight wake with ye!”

Alarmed at this terrible outburst between the two 
principal and responsible owners of the ship, I stepped 
aside from the door to give egress to Bildad, who, I made 
no doubt, was all eagerness to vanish from before the 
awakened wrath of Peleg. But to my astonishment, he sat 
down again on the transom very quietly, and seemed to 
have not the slightest intention of withdrawing. As for 
Peleg, after letting off his rage as he had, there seemed 
no more left in him, and he, too, sat down like a lamb, 
though he twitched a little as if still nervously agitated. 
“Now then, my young man, Ishmael’s thy name, didn’t ye 
say? Well then, down ye go here, Ishmael, for the three 
hundredth lay.”

“Captain Peleg,” said I, “I have a friend with me who 
wants to ship too.”

New Bedford Free Public Library

Balance of payment, 1912.  A page taken from the crew account book 
of the Alice Knowles in 1911 shows typical deductions from a whale-
man’s earnings. This man returned to the Dominican Republic with 
$63.00 for a year of whaling.

Derelict account, 1911.  Frank Webber won’t be paying this account for 
tobacco—he jumped ship in Fayal.  — New Bedford Free Public Library.
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“Fetch him along, and we’ll look at him.”
“What lay does he want?” groaned Bildad, glancing 

up from the book in which he had again been burying 
himself.

“Oh! never thee mind about that, Bildad,” said Peleg. 
“Has he ever whaled it any?” turning to me.

“Killed more whales than I can count, Captain Peleg.”
“Well, bring him along then.” And, after signing the 

papers, off I went; nothing doubting but that I had done 
a good morning’s work, and that the Pequod was the 
identical ship that Yojo had provided to carry Queequeg 
and me round the Cape.

But I had not proceeded far, when I began to 
bethink me that the captain with whom I was to sail yet 
remained unseen by me; it is always as well to have a look 
at him before irrevocably committing yourself into his 
hands. Turning back I accosted Captain Peleg, inquiring 
where Captain Ahab was to be found.

“And what dost thou want of Captain Ahab? It’s all 
right enough; thou art shipped.”

“Yes, but I should like to see him.”
“But I don’t think thou wilt be able to at present. 

I don’t know exactly what’s the matter with him; a sort 
of sick, and yet he don’t look so. In fact, he ain’t sick; 

but no, he isn’t well either. He’s a queer man, Captain 
Ahab—so some think—but a good one. Oh, thou’lt like 
him well enough; no fear, no fear. He’s a grand, ungodly, 
god-like man, Captain Ahab; doesn’t speak much; but, 
when he does speak, then you may well listen. Mark ye, 
be forewarned; Ahab’s above the common; Ahab’s been in 
colleges, as well as ’mong the cannibals; been used to deeper 
wonders than the waves; fixed his fiery lance in mightier, 
stranger foes than whales. His lance! aye, the keenest and 
the surest that out of all our isle! Oh! he ain’t Captain 
Bildad; no, and he ain’t Captain Peleg; he’s Ahab, boy.

“I know Captain Ahab well; I’ve sailed with him as 
mate years ago; I know what he is—a good man—not 
a pious, good man, like Bildad, but a swearing good 
man—something like me—only there’s a good deal 
more of him. I know, too, that ever since he lost his leg 
last voyage by that accursed whale, he’s been a kind of 
moody—desperate moody, and savage sometimes; but 
that will all pass off. And once for all, let me tell thee 
and assure thee, young man, it’s better to sail with a 
moody good captain than a laughing bad one. Besides, 
my boy, he has a wife—not three voyages wedded—a 
sweet, resigned girl. Think of that; by that sweet girl 
that old man has a child: hold ye then there can be any 
utter, hopeless harm in Ahab? No, no, my lad; stricken, 
blasted, if he be, Ahab has his humanities!”

As I walked away, I was full of thoughtfulness; what 
had been incidentally revealed to me of Captain Ahab, 
filled me with a certain wild vagueness of painfulness 
concerning him. And somehow, at the time, I felt a sym-
pathy and a sorrow for him, but for I don’t know what, 
unless it was the cruel loss of his leg. And yet I also felt a 
strange awe of him; but that sort of awe, which I cannot 
at all describe, was not exactly awe; I do not know what 
it was. However, my thoughts were at length carried 
in other directions, so that for the present dark Ahab 
slipped my mind.

Detail from “Shipping Paper” for the crew of the Acushnet, 1840.  Similar to the Shipping List at right, this document in the collection of the New 
Bedford Free Public Library gives additional information, such as the date the sailor signed up, the quality of the seaman (such as “Green Hand” or 
“Boat Steerer”), and the “lay” or pay he would receive. Melville (second from bottom) signed on as a green hand on December 25 and was scheduled 
to receive a one-hundred-forty-fifth lay. His friend, Toby Greene, is second from top. Had they completed their voyage rather than overstay their visit 
in Polynesia, the young comrades would have returned home with about $200 (less expenses owed the ship) for three years’ whaling. 

“Whalemen’s Shipping List.” This well-known tabloid provided useful 
data on American whaleships. Information on the Acushnet shown 
here was for her final voyage.  — Digitally re-composed from two newspaper volumes.

New Bedford Free Public Library
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New Bedford Free Public Library

Shipping Paper from the Acushnet, 1840.  A second document or “shipping paper” listing information about the crew of the Acushnet. Here, sail-
ors listed place of birth, place of residence, country of citizenship, age, height, complexion, and hair color. Interestingly, although most of them claim 
local residency (Fairhaven-11, New Bedford-9, Nantucket-2, Rochester-1), only one of the 25, a Nantucketer, claims a local birthplace. Among the 
crew are 21 Americans, two Portuguese, one Cape Verdean and one Englishman. Two have black complexions, one mulatto, 11 dark-skinned and 
11 light-skinned. All are between 5’2” and 5’11” except one—a 6’6’’ 18-year-old with dark skin and dark hair named Joseph Broadrick (possibly Cape 
Verdean) who listed Boston as his place of birth. Could his height be an error in writing, or is this the giant who inspired the character Daggoo?

The document also contains contractual information: In fine print (not shown), consignees are told “to do their duty and obey the law… as become 
good and faithful Seamen or Mariners, while cruising for whales.…” If those responsible failed to enforce regulations, such as keeping women and 
alcohol off the ship, they would forfeit 20 days’ pay. 
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Chapter xviii

His Mark

As we were walking down the end of the 
wharf towards the ship, Queequeg carrying his harpoon, 
Captain Peleg in his gruff voice loudly hailed us from 
his wigwam, saying he had not suspected my friend was 
a cannibal, and furthermore announcing that he let no 
cannibals on board that craft, unless they previously 
produced their papers.

“What do you mean by that, Captain Peleg?” said I, 
now jumping on the bulwarks, and leaving my comrade 
standing on the wharf.

“I mean,” he replied, “he must show his papers.”
“Yea,” said Captain Bildad in his hollow voice, stick-

ing his head from behind Peleg’s, out of the wigwam. 
“He must show that he’s converted. Son of darkness,” he 
added, turning to Queequeg, “art thou at present in com-
munion with any christian church?”

“Why,” said I, “he’s a member of the First 
Congregational Church.” Here be it said, that many tat-
tooed savages sailing in Nantucket ships at last come to 
be converted into the churches.

“First Congregational Church,” cried Bildad, “what! 
that worships in Deacon Deuteronomy Coleman’s meet-
ing-house?” and so saying, taking out his spectacles, he 
rubbed them with his great yellow bandana handker-
chief, and putting them on very carefully, came out of the 
wigwam, and leaning stiff ly over the bulwarks, took a 
good long look at Queequeg.

“Young man,” said Bildad sternly, “thou art skylark-
ing with me—explain thyself, thou young Hittite. What 
church dost thee mean? answer me.”

Finding myself thus hard pushed, I replied. “I mean, 
sir, the same ancient Catholic Church to which you and 
I, and Captain Peleg there, and Queequeg here, and all 
of us, and every mother’s son and soul of us belong; the 
great and everlasting First Congregation of this whole 
worshipping world; we all belong to that; only some of us 
cherish some queer crotchets noways touching the grand 
belief; in that we all join hands.”

“Splice, thou mean’st splice hands,” cried Peleg, 
drawing nearer. “Young man, you’d better ship for a 
missionary, instead of a fore-mast hand; I never heard a 
better sermon. Come aboard, come aboard; never mind 
about the papers. I say, tell Quohog there—what’s that 
you call him? tell Quohog to step along. By the great 
anchor, what a harpoon he’s got there! looks like good 
stuff that; and he handles it about right. I say, Quohog, 

or whatever your name is, did you ever stand in the head 
of a whale-boat? did you ever strike a fish?”

Without saying a word, Queequeg, in his wild sort 
of way, jumped upon the bulwarks, from thence into the 
bows of one of the whale-boats hanging to the side; and 
then bracing his left knee, and poising his harpoon, cried 
out in some such way as this:— 

“Cap’ain, you see him small drop tar on water dere? 
You see him? well, spose him one whale eye, well, den!” 
and taking sharp aim at it, he darted the iron right over 
old Bildad’s broad brim, clean across the ship’s decks, 
and struck the glistening tar spot out of sight.

“Now,” said Queequeg, quietly hauling in the line, 
“spos-ee him whale-e eye; why, dad whale dead.”

“Quick, Bildad,” said Peleg, his partner, who, aghast 
at the close vicinity of the flying harpoon, had retreated 
towards the cabin gangway. “Quick, I say, you Bildad, 
and get the ship’s papers. We must have Hedgehog there, 
I mean Quohog, in one of our boats. Look ye, Quohog, 
we’ll give ye the ninetieth lay, and that’s more than ever 
was given a harpooneer yet out of Nantucket.”

So down we went into the cabin, and to my great 
joy Queequeg was soon enrolled among the same ship’s 
company to which I myself belonged.

When all preliminaries were over and Peleg had got 
everything ready for signing, he turned to me and said, “I 
guess Quohog there don’t know how to write, does he? I 
say, Quohog, blast ye! dost thou sign thy name or make 
thy mark?”

But at this question, Queequeg, who had twice or 
thrice before taken part in similar ceremonies, looked no 
ways abashed; but taking the offered pen, copied upon 
the paper, in the proper place, an exact counterpart of a 
queer round figure which was tattooed upon his arm; so 
that through Captain Peleg’s obstinate mistake touching 
his appellative, it stood something like this:

Harpooners on the John R. Manta strap on their irons, 
as they prepare for voyage,1925.  — William R. Hegarty Collection.
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Chapter xx

All Astir

A day or two passed, and there was great activ-
ity aboard the Pequod. Not only were the old sails being 
mended, but new sails were coming on board, and bolts of 
canvas, and coils of rigging; in short, everything betokened 
that the ship’s preparations were hurrying to a close.

On the day following Queequeg’s signing the articles, 
word was given at all the inns where the ship’s company 
were stopping, that their chests must be on board before 
night, for there was no telling how soon the vessel might 
be sailing. So Queequeg and I got down our traps, resolv-
ing, however, to sleep ashore till the last. But it seems they 
always give very long notice in these cases, and the ship did 
not sail for several days. But no wonder; there was a good 
deal to be done, and there is no telling how many things to 
be thought of, before the Pequod was fully equipped.

Every one knows what a multitude of things—beds, 
sauce-pans, knives and forks, shovels and tongs, napkins, 
nut-crackers, and what not, are indispensable to the 
business of housekeeping. Just so with whaling, which 
necessitates a three-years’ housekeeping upon the wide 

ocean, far from all grocers, costermongers, doctors, bakers, 
and bankers. And though this also holds true of merchant 
vessels, yet not by any means to the same extent as with 
whale men. For besides the great length of the whaling 
voyage, the numerous articles peculiar to the prosecu-
tion of the fish ery, and the impossibility of replacing 
them at the remote harbors usually frequented, it must 
be remembered, that of all ships, whaling vessels are the 
most exposed to accidents of all kinds, and especially to 
the destruction and loss of the very things upon which 
the success of the voyage most depends. Hence, the spare 
boats, spare spars, and spare lines and harpoons, and spare 
everythings, almost, but a spare captain and duplicate ship.

Fitting-out  the Wanderer, New Bedford, 1918. “As for Bildad, he carried about with him a long list of the articles needed, and at every fresh arrival, 
down went his mark opposite that article upon the paper. Every once in a while Peleg came hobbling out of his whalebone den, roaring at the men down 
the hatchways, roaring up to the riggers at the mast-head, and then concluded by roaring back into his wigwam.” — Chapter 20.   Arthur F. Packard photograph.

Courtesy of T. E. Holcombe

Frank Lewis—shipkeeper, stevedore, former whaleman and longtime
fixture on the New Bedford waterfront—makes sure the  

ship is fitted out properly, circa 1910.  — William R. Hegarty Collection.
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At the period of our arrival at the Island, the heavi-
est storage of the Pequod had been almost completed; 
comprising her beef, bread, water, fuel, and iron hoops 
and staves. But, for some time there was a continual 
fetching and carrying on board of divers odds and ends 
of things, both large and small.

Every once and a while Peleg came hobbling out of 
his whalebone den, roaring at the men down the hatch-
ways, roaring up to the riggers at the mast-head, and 
then concluded by roaring back into his wigwam.

During these days of preparation, Queequeg and 
I often visited the craft, and as often I asked about 
Captain Ahab, and how he was, and when he was going 
to come on board his ship. To these questions they 
would answer, that he was getting better and better, 
and was expected aboard every day; meantime, the two 
Captains, Peleg and Bildad, could attend to everything 
necessary to fit the vessel for the voyage.

At last it was given out that some time next day the 
ship would certainly sail. So next morning, Queequeg 
and I took a very early start.

Shipping out, 1918.  Crew of the bark Greyhound load their slop chests 
and personal belongings for what would be the ship’s last whaling voy-
age.  — Clifford W. Ashley photograph.  New Bedford Whaling Museum.

Unloading a whaleship with a donkey engine, 1859. Artist David Hunter Strother, a native of West Virginia and a soldier with the Union Army, 
made a series of sketches accurately detailing work on the New Bedford waterfront. Steam-powered donkey engines helped stevedores load and 
unload casks weighing as much as a half-ton each. 

Kendall Collection, NBWM
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Chapter xxi

Going Aboard

It was nearly six o’clock, but only grey imperfect 
misty dawn, when we drew nigh the wharf.

“There are some sailors running ahead there, if I see 
right,” said I to Queequeg, ‘it can’t be shadows; she’s off 
by sunrise, I guess; come on!”

Stepping on board the Pequod, we found everything 
in profound quiet, not a soul moving. The cabin entrance 
was locked within; the hatches were all on, and lumbered 
with coils of rigging. Going forward to the forecastle, 
we found the slide of the scuttle open. Seeing a light, we 
went down, and found only an old rigger there, wrapped 
in a tattered pea-jacket. He was thrown at whole length 
upon two chests, his face downwards and inclosed in his 
folded arms. The profoundest slumber slept upon him.

“Those sailors we saw, Queequeg, where can they 
have gone to?” said I, looking dubiously at the sleeper. 
Queequeg put his hand upon the sleeper’s rear, as though 
feeling if it was soft enough; and then, without more ado, 
sat quietly down there.

“Gracious! Queequeg, don’t sit there,” said I.
Queequeg removed himself to just beyond the head 

of the sleeper, and lighted his tomahawk pipe. I sat at the 
feet. We kept the pipe passing over the sleeper, from one 
to the other. Meanwhile, upon questioning him in his 
broken fashion, Queequeg gave me to understand that, 
in his land, owing to the absence of settees and sofas of 
all sorts, the king, chiefs, and great people generally, were 
in the custom of fattening some of the lower orders for 
ottomans; and to furnish a house comfortably in that 
respect, you had only to buy up eight or ten lazy fellows, 
and lay them round in the piers and alcoves. Besides, it 
was very convenient on an excursion; much better than 
those garden-chairs which are convertible into walking-
sticks; upon occasion, a chief calling his attendant, and 
desiring him to make a settee of himself under a spread-
ing tree, perhaps in some damp marshy place.

While narrating these things, every time Queequeg 
received the tomahawk from me, he flourished the 
hatchet-side of it over the sleeper’s head.

“What’s that for, Queequeg?”
“Perry easy, kill-e; oh! perry easy!”
He was going on with some wild reminiscences about 

his tomahawk-pipe, which, it seemed, had in its two uses 
both brained his foes and soothed his soul, when we were 
directly attracted to the sleeping rigger. The strong vapor 
now completely filling the contracted hole, it began to tell 

upon him. He breathed with a sort of muffledness; then 
seemed troubled in the nose; then revolved over once or 
twice; then sat up and rubbed his eyes.

“Holloa!” he breathed at last, “who be ye smokers?”
“Shipped men,” answered I, “when does she sail?”
“Aye, aye, ye are going in her, be ye? She sails to-day. 

The Captain came aboard last night.”
“What Captain?—Ahab?”
“Who but him indeed?” 
I was going to ask him some further questions con-

cerning Ahab, when we heard a noise on deck.
“Holloa! Starbuck’s astir,” said the rigger. “He’s a 

lively chief mate, that; good man, and a pious; but all 
alive now, I must turn to.” And so saying he went on 
deck, and we followed.

It was now clear sunrise. Soon the crew came on 
board in twos and threes; the riggers bestirred themselves; 
the mates were actively engaged; and several of the shore 
people were busy in bringing various last things on board. 
Meanwhile Captain Ahab remained invisibly enshrined. 

On the foredeck of the Wanderer, 1918.  Taking up chain on the wind-
lass, the crew makes final preparations. The ship is then towed into the 
“stream” where she is boarded by her owners, the crew, and families 
and friends. Later, all will take leave of the crew and bid farewell as the 
ship, under tow, leaves the harbor.  — Arthur F. Packard photograph.

Tying up sheets on the topmast, 1920.   
— Pardon Gifford photograph.  Kendall Collection, NBWM.

Courtesy of T. E. Holcombe
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Chapter xxii

Merry Christmas

At length, towards noon, upon the final 
dismissal of the ship’s riggers, and after the Pequod had 
been hauled out from the wharf, the two captains, Peleg 
and Bildad, issued from the cabin, and turning to the 
chief mate, Peleg said:

“Now, Mr. Starbuck, are you sure everything is 
right? Captain Ahab is all ready—just spoke to him—
nothing more to be got from shore, eh? Well, call all 
hands, then. Muster ’em aft here—blast ’em!”

“No need of profane words, however great the hurry, 
Peleg,” said Bildad, “but away with thee, friend Starbuck, 
and do our bidding.”

As for Captain Ahab, no sign of him was yet to be 
seen; only, they said he was in the cabin. But then, the 
idea was, that his presence was by no means necessary in 
getting the ship under weigh, and steering her well out to 
sea. Indeed, as that was not at all his proper business, but 

the pilot’s; and as he was not yet completely recovered—
so they said—therefore, Captain Ahab stayed below.

“Strike the tent there!”—was the next order. As I 
hinted before, this whalebone marquee was never pitched 
except in port; and on board the Pequod, for thirty years, 
the order to strike the tent was well known to be the next 
thing to heaving up the anchor.

“Man the capstan! Blood and thunder!—jump!”—
was the next command, and the crew sprang for the 
handspikes.

Now, in getting under weigh, the station generally 
occupied by the pilot is the forward part of the ship. 

Spinner Collection

Bark Swallow, circa 1880.  Her anchor broken (pulled up) and her crew all aboard, the ship is towed to the outer harbor where, after clearing the 
headlands, she will loosen her sails and head into the Atlantic. Swallow was lost at sea in 1901.  — Joseph G. Tirrell photograph.

“Bound Out,” circa 1860.  — Watercolor by Benjamin Russell.
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And here Bildad might now be seen actively engaged in 
looking over the bows for the approaching anchor, and 
at intervals singing what seemed a dismal stave of psalm-
ody, to cheer the hands at the windlass, who roared forth 
some sort of a chorus about the girls in Booble Alley, 
with hearty good will. Nevertheless, not three days pre-
vious, Bildad had told them that no profane songs would 
be allowed on board the Pequod, particularly in getting 
under weigh; and Charity, his sister, had placed a small 
choice copy of Watts in each seaman’s berth.

At last the anchor was up, the sails were set, and 
off we glided. It was a short, cold Christmas; and as 
the short northern day merged into night, we found 
ourselves almost broad upon the wintry ocean, whose 
freezing spray cased us in ice, as in polished armor. 
The long rows of teeth on the bulwarks glistened in the 
moonlight; and like the white ivory tusks of some huge 
elephant, vast curving icicles depended from the bows.

Spite of this frigid winter night in the boisterous 
Atlantic, spite of my wet feet and wetter jacket, there was 
yet, it then seemed to me, many a pleasant haven in store; 
and meads and glades so eternally vernal, that the grass 
shot up by the spring, untrodden, unwilted, remains at 
midsummer.

At last we gained such an offing, that the two pilots 
were needed no longer. The stout sail-boat that had 
accompanied us began ranging alongside.

Peleg turned to his comrade, with a final sort of look 
about him,— “Captain Bildad—come, old shipmate, we 
must go. Back the main-yard there! Boat ahoy! Stand by 
to come close alongside, now! Careful, careful!—come, 
Bildad, boy—say your last. Luck to ye, Starbuck—luck to 
ye, Mr. Stubb—luck to ye, Mr. Flask—good-bye, and good 
luck to ye all—and this day three years I’ll have a hot sup-
per smoking for ye in old Nantucket. Hurrah and away!”

“God bless ye, and have ye in His holy keeping, 
men,” murmured old Bildad, almost incoherently. “I 
hope ye’ll have fine weather now, so that Captain Ahab 
may soon be moving among ye—a pleasant sun is all he 

needs, and ye’ll have plenty of them in the tropic voyage 
ye go. Be careful in the hunt, ye mates. Don’t stave the 
boats needlessly, ye harpooneers; good white cedar plank 
is raised full three per cent. within the year. Don’t forget 
your prayers, either. Mr Starbuck, mind that cooper 
don’t waste the spare staves. Oh! the sail-needles are in 
the green locker! Don’t whale it too much a’ Lord’s days, 
men; but don’t miss a fair chance either, that’s rejecting 
Heaven’s good gifts. Have an eye to the molasses tierce, 
Mr. Stubb; it was a little leaky, I thought. If ye touch at 
the islands, Mr. Flask, beware of fornication. Good-bye, 
good-bye! Don’t keep that cheese too long down in the 
hold, Mr. Starbuck; it’ll spoil. Be careful with the butter 
—twenty cents the pound it was, and mind ye, if—”

“Come, come, Captain Bildad; stop palavering,—
away!” and with that, Peleg hurried him over the side, 
and both dropt into the boat.

Ship and boat diverged; the cold, damp night breeze 
blew between; a screaming gull f lew overhead; the two 
hulls wildly rolled; we gave three heavy-hearted cheers, 
and blindly plunged like fate into the lone Atlantic.

William R. Hegarty Collection

“Outward Bound,” 1922.  The Charles W. Morgan leaves a lightship in 
her wake, as she heads full sail into the open seas.

 “Sweet fields beyond the swelling flood, 
Stand dressed in living green. 

So to the Jews old Canaan stood, 
While Jordan rolled between. 

“Never did those sweet words sound more sweetly to me than then. They 
were full of hope and fruition. Spite of this frigid winter night in the boister-
ous Atlantic, spite of my wet feet and wetter jacket, there was yet, it then 
seemed to me, many a pleasant haven in store; and meads and glades so 
eternally vernal, that the grass shot up by the spring, untrodden, unwilted, 
remains at midsummer.”  — Chapter 22.  Etching by J. Duncan Gleason.
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Chapter xxiii, xxiv

The Lee Shore  •  The Advocate

Some chapters back, one Bulkington was spoken of, 
a tall, new-landed mariner, encountered in New Bedford 
at the inn.

When on that shivering winter’s night, the Pequod 
thrust her vindictive bows into the cold malicious waves, 
who should I see standing at her helm but Bulkington! 
I looked with sympathetic awe and fearfulness upon the 
man, who in mid-winter just landed from a four years’ 
dangerous voyage, could so unrestingly push off again for 
still another tempestuous term. The land seemed scorch-
ing to his feet. The port would fain give succor. But in 
that gale, the port, the land, is that ship’s direst jeopardy; 
she must fly all hospitality.

chapter xxiv

Doubtless one leading reason why the world 
declines honoring us whalemen, is this: they think that, 
at best, our vocation amounts to a butchering sort of 
business; and that when actively engaged therein, we 
are surrounded by all manner of defilements. Butchers 
we are, that is true. But butchers, also, and butchers of 
the bloodiest badge have been all Martial Commanders 
whom the world invariably delights to honor.

But, though the world scouts at us whale hunters, 
yet does it unwittingly pay us the profoundest homage; 
yea, an all-abounding adoration! for almost all the tapers, 
lamps, and candles that burn round the globe, burn, as 
before so many shrines, to our glory!

How comes it that we whalemen of America now 
outnumber all the rest of the banded whalemen in the 

world; sail a navy of upwards of seven hundred vessels; 
manned by eighteen thousand men; yearly consuming 
4,000,000 of dollars; the ships worth, at the time of 
sailing, $20,000,000; and every year importing into our 
harbors a well reaped harvest of $7,000,000? How comes 
all this, if there be not something puissant in whaling?

But this is not the half; look again.
For many years past the whale-ship has been the 

pioneer in ferreting out the remotest and least known 
parts of the earth. She has explored seas and archipela-
goes which had no chart, where no Cook or Vancouver 
had ever sailed. If American and European men-of-war 
now peacefully ride in once savage harbors, let them fire 
salutes to the honor and glory of the whale-ship, which 
originally showed them the way, and first interpreted 
between them and the savages. They may celebrate as they 
will the heroes of Exploring Expeditions, your Cookes, 
your Krusensterns; but I say that scores of anonymous 
Captains have sailed out of Nantucket, that were as great, 
and greater than your Cooke and your Krusenstern. For in 
their succorless empty-handedness, they, in the heathenish 
sharked waters, and by the beaches of unrecorded, javelin 
islands, battled with virgin wonders and terrors that 
Cooke with all his marines and muskets would not will-

New Bedford Whaling Museum 

Bark Lancer off Cape Thaddeus, Siberia.  
The first American whaler passed through 
the Bering Strait in 1819 and by the 1820s 
American whalers were exploring the most 
remote seas on earth in search of whaling 
grounds. The search became especially 
urgent in the 1840s and 50s as the sperm 
whale population was depleted. The first 
bowhead whales were taken by New 
Bedford whalers in the North Pacific in the 
mid 1840s, and it wasn’t long before other 
whalers realized the richness of the Arctic 
whaling grounds. By the 1860s and 70s the 
Arctic Region was the principal whaling 
grounds of the New England fleet. No waters 
on earth were too harsh or remote for 
American whalers.  —Herbert L. Aldrich photograph.

Harper’s Magazine’s 1860 frontispiece of a writer’s travelogue through
New Bedford romanticizing this “butchering sort of business.” 
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ingly have dared. All that is made such a flourish of in the 
old South Sea Voyages, those things were but the lifetime 
commonplaces of our heroic Nantucketers. Often, adven-
tures which Vancouver dedicates three chapters to, these 
men accounted unworthy of being set down in the ship’s 
common log. Ah, the world! Oh, the world!

Until the whale fishery rounded Cape Horn, no 
commerce but colonial, scarcely any intercourse but colo-
nial, was carried on between Europe and the long line of 
the opulent Spanish provinces on the Pacific coast. It was 
the whaleman who first broke through the jealous policy 
of the Spanish crown, touching those colonies; and, if 
space permitted, it might be distinctly shown how from 
those whalemen at last eventuated the liberation of Peru, 
Chili, and Bolivia from the yoke of Old Spain, and the 
establishment of the eternal democracy in those parts.

That great America on the other side of the sphere, 
Australia, was given to the enlightened world by the 

whaleman. The whale-ship is the true mother of that 
now mighty colony. Moreover, in the infancy of the first 
Australian settlement, the emigrants were several times 
saved from starvation by the benevolent biscuit of the 
whale-ship luckily dropping an anchor in their waters. If 
that double-bolted land, Japan, is ever to become hospi-
table, it is the whale-ship alone to whom the credit will 
be due; for already she is on the threshold.

And, as for me, if, by any possibility, there be any 
as yet undiscovered prime thing in me; if I shall ever 
deserve any real repute in that small but high hushed 
world which I might not be unreasonably ambitious of; if 
hereafter I shall do anything that, upon the whole, a man 
might rather have done than to have left undone; if, at 
my death, my executors, or more properly my creditors, 
find any precious MSS. in my desk, then here I prospec-
tively ascribe all the honor and the glory to whaling; for a 
whale-ship was my Yale College and my Harvard.

Rosenbach Museum, Philadelphia

Whaleship John J.  Howland, 1841. How prophetic Melville’s words: “If that double-bolted land, Japan, is ever to become hospitable, it is the whale-
ship alone to whom the credit will be due…” While Melville was dallying in the South Pacific, Captain William Whitfield of Fairhaven and his New 
Bedford whaleship were rescuing from a deserted isle in the Japan Sea five Japanese castaways. One of them was 14-year-old John Manjiro, whom 
Whitfield brought home to Fairhaven and helped raise and educate. Ten years later, as Moby-Dick was being published in London, Manjiro returned 
to Japan. He was immediately arrested for espionage and interrogated for nine months. His knowledge, however, would free him—and he became 
instrumental in the process that led to Japan beginning relations with the Western world. The painting of the John Howland was made by his inter-
rogators (with Manjiro’s help). An accomplished whaler, seaman and navigator, Manjiro went on to become a respected Samurai educator in Japan, 
teaching English, navigation, shipbuilding and other Western sciences learned in Fairhaven and at sea.  — Watercolor by Shoryo Kawada: Hyoson Kirryaku.
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Chapter xxvi, xxvii

Knights and‑ Squires  •  Knights and Squires

The chief mate of the Pequod was Starbuck, a 
native of Nantucket, and a Quaker by descent. He was 
a long, earnest man, and though born on an icy coast, 
seemed well adapted to endure hot latitudes, his flesh 
being hard as twice-baked biscuit. Looking into his eyes, 
you seemed to see there the yet lingering images of those 
thousand-fold perils he had calmly confronted through 
life. “I will have no man in my boat,” said Starbuck, “who 
is not afraid of a whale.” By this, he seemed to mean, not 
only that the most reliable and useful courage was that 
which arises from the fair estimation of the encountered 
peril, but that an utterly fearless man is a far more dan-
gerous comrade than a coward.

chapter xxvii

Stubb was the second mate. He was a native of Cape 
Cod; and hence, according to local usage, was called a 
Cape-Cod-man. A happy-go-lucky; neither craven nor 
valiant; taking perils as they came with an indifferent 
air; and while engaged in the most imminent crisis of the 

chase, toiling away, calm and collected as a journeyman 
joiner engaged for the year. Good-humored, easy, and 
careless, he presided over his whale-boat as if the most 
deadly encounter were but a dinner, and his crew all 
invited guests.

The third mate was Flask, a native of Tisbury, in 
Martha’s Vineyard. A short, stout, ruddy young fel-
low, very pugnacious concerning whales, who somehow 
seemed to think that the great Leviathans had personally 
and hereditarily affronted him; and therefore it was a 
sort of point of honor with him, to destroy them when-
ever encountered.

Now these three mates—Starbuck, Stubb, and 
Flask, were momentous men. They it was who by univer-
sal prescription commanded three of the Pequod’s boats 
as headsmen.

And since in this famous fishery, each mate or 
headsman, like a Gothic Knight of old, is always accom-
panied by his boat-steerer or harpooner; it is therefore 
but meet, that in this place we set down who the 

Kendall Collection, NBWM

Crew and guests on deck of the Wanderer, August 25, 1924. The day after this photograph was taken, the Wanderer set sail. Captain Antone F. 
Edwards (center), recognizing the severity of the high winds, decided to drop anchor, wait out the storm and look for additional crew. Unfortunately, 
the storm became the Hurricane of 1924 and the Wanderer dragged anchor and ran aground on Sow and Pig Reef off Cuttyhunk Island. This inci-
dent marked the end of New Bedford’s whaling industry, as no other square-rigged vessel would ever again go whaling from this port.
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Faces of whaling men, 1850–1920, 
(clockwise from top left):

Jamie L.  McKenzie, 1856. At 14, Jamie made 
his first whaling voyage on the bark Reindeer. 
By 23, he was first officer of the merchant 
vessel Simoda, but in January 1863, he was 
washed overboard and lost.

Amos Haskins, whaleship captain, circa 
1850. A Wampanoag Indian, Amos sailed on 
six whaling voyages between 1839 and 1861. 
In 1851, he was appointed master of the bark 
Massasoit, a notable accomplishment for a 
Native American. He was lost at sea in 1861. 

Quinton Degrasse, “cabin boy,” 1917.  
Degrasse was one of two survivors of the bark 
Alice Knowles, which sank off Cape Hatteras, 
September 1917. Adrift at sea in a submerged 
and shattered whaleboat for four days, he 
and his friend Jules were picked up by a British 
warship. “To pull us in they dragged us [about 
a mile]. Since we couldn’t move, we had to 
have ropes put around us and then were 
hoisted aboard ship. We were so crippled and 
frozen that they had to pry us apart.” Jules  
died shortly after the rescue.

Whaling captains in the Arctic, 1887.  
Herbert Aldrich sailed into the Arctic aboard 
Young Phoenix and spent 87 days recording 
the experiences of the whaling fleet. “32 ves-
sels were in the fleet this year,” he wrote. “One 
of the very few years when every vessel that 
sailed [to the Arctic] returned to port.”

Joe Bent, boatsteerer, Alice Knowles, 1914.  
Joe was lost in the 1917 shipwreck (see above).

Captain Joseph F.  Edwards (1886-1933).  
The youngest of three Azorean brothers who 
became whaling captains, Edwards took his 
first command on the Charles W. Morgan. 
Azorean whalers settled in Nantucket and 
Martha’s Vineyard as early as the mid 1700s, 
and built a large neighborhood community 
in New Bedford by the early 1800s. Most were 
from Fayal, Flores or Pico, and many went on 
to become whaling masters.

William R. Hegarty Collection

Private Collection

New Bedford Free Public Library

New Bedford Whaling Museum New Bedford Whaling Museum 

New Bedford Free Public Library
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Pequod’s harpooneers were, and to what headsman each 
of them belonged.

First of all was Queequeg, whom Starbuck, the 
chief mate, had selected for his squire. But Queequeg is 
already known.

Next was Tashtego, an unmixed Indian from 
Gay Head, the most westerly promontory of Martha’s 
Vineyard, where there still exists the last remnant of a 
village of red men, which has long supplied the neigh-
boring island of Nantucket with many of her most 
daring harpooneers. In the fishery, they usually go by 
the generic name of Gay-Headers. Tashtego’s long, lean, 
sable hair, his high cheek bones, and black rounding 
eyes—for an Indian, Oriental in their largeness, but 
Antarctic in their glittering expression—all this suf-
ficiently proclaimed him an inheritor of the unvitiated 
blood of those proud warrior hunters, who, in quest 
of the great New England moose, had scoured, bow in 
hand, the aboriginal forests of the main. But no longer 
snuffing in the trail of the wild beasts of the woodland, 
Tashtego now hunted in the wake of the great whales of 
the sea; the unerring harpoon of the son fitly replacing 
the infallible arrow of the sires. Tashtego was Stubb the 
second mate’s squire.

Third among the harpooneers was Daggoo, a 
gigantic, coal-black negro-savage, with a lion-like tread. 
Suspended from his ears were two golden hoops, so 
large that the sailors called them ring-bolts, and would 
talk of securing the top-sail halyards to them. In his 

youth Daggoo had voluntarily shipped on board of a 
whaler, lying in a lonely bay on his native coast. And 
never having been anywhere in the world but in Africa, 
Nantucket, and the pagan harbors most frequented by 
whalemen, Daggoo retained all his barbaric virtues; 
and erect as a giraffe, moved about the decks in all the 
pomp of six feet five in his socks. Curious to tell, this 
imperial negro, Ahasuerus Daggoo, was the squire of 
little Flask, who looked like a chess-man beside him. 
As for the residue of the Pequod’s company, be it said, 
that at the present day not one in two of the many thou-
sand men before the mast employed in the American 
whale fishery, are Americans born, though pretty 
nearly all the officers are. Herein it is the same with the 
American whale fishery as with the American army 
and military and merchant navies, and the engineering 
forces employed in the construction of the American 
Canals and Railroads. The same, I say, because in all 
these cases the native American liberally provides the 
brains, the rest of the world as generously supplying 
the muscles. No small number of these whaling sea-
men belong to the Azores, where the outward bound 
Nantucket whalers frequently touch to augment their 
crews from the hardy peasants of those rocky shores. 
How it is, there is no telling, but Islanders seem to make 
the best whalemen. They were nearly all Islanders in the 
Pequod, Isolatoes too, I call such, not acknowledging the 
common continent of men, but each Isolato living on a 
separate continent of his own.

Kendall Collection, NBWM

Whaling crew, circa 1920. In contrast to Melville’s “brawny Labrador sea dogs,” these are more normal-looking working men. In most American 
whaling ports, from the mid-19th century to the 1920s, crews were predominately made up of young men between 15 and 25 who were in desper-
ate need of work. Many of the crew were men of color or immigrants; some were illegal aliens or fugitives; and still others, like Herman Melville, 
were inexperienced, American-born, adventure-seekers.  — Pardon B. Gifford photograph

Kendall Collection, NBWM
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Chapter xxviii

Ahab

For several days after leaving Nantucket, nothing 
above hatches was seen of Captain Ahab. The mates 
regularly relieved each other at the watches, and for 
aught that could be seen to the contrary, they seemed 
to be the only commanders of the ship; only they 
sometimes issued from the cabin with orders so sud-
den and peremptory, that after all it was plain they but 
commanded vicariously. Yes, their supreme lord and 
dictator was there, though hitherto unseen by any eyes 
not permitted to penetrate into the now sacred retreat 
of the cabin.

Now, it being Christmas when the ship shot from 
out her harbor, for a space we had biting Polar weather, 
though all the time running away from it to the south-
ward; and by every degree and minute of latitude which 
we sailed, gradually leaving that merciless winter, and all 
its intolerable weather behind us. It was one of those less 
lowering, but still grey and gloomy enough mornings of 
the transition, when with a fair wind the ship was rush-
ing through the water with a vindictive sort of leaping 
and melancholy rapidity, that as I mounted to the deck 
at the call of the forenoon watch, so soon as I levelled 
my glance towards the taffrail, foreboding shivers ran 
over me. Reality outran apprehension; Captain Ahab 
stood upon his quarter-deck.

There seemed no sign of common bodily illness 
about him, nor of the recovery from any. He looked 
like a man cut away from the stake, when the fire has 
overrunningly wasted all the limbs without consuming 
them, or taking away one particle from their compacted 
aged robustness. His whole high, broad form, seemed 
made of solid bronze, and shaped in an unalterable 
mould, like Cellini’s cast Perseus. Threading its way 
out from among his grey hairs, and continuing right 
down one side of his tawny scorched face and neck, till 
it disappeared in his clothing, you saw a slender rod-like 
mark, lividly whitish. Whether that mark was born 
with him, or whether it was the scar left by some des-
perate wound, no one could certainly say. By some tacit 
consent, throughout the voyage little or no allusion was 
made to it, especially by the mates.

So powerfully did the whole grim aspect of Ahab 
affect me, and the livid brand which streaked it, that 
for the first few moments I hardly noted that not a little 
of this overbearing grimness was owing to the barbaric 
white leg upon which he partly stood. It had previously 

come to me that this ivory leg had at sea been fashioned 
from the polished bone of the sperm whale’s jaw.

I was struck with the singular posture he main-
tained. Upon each side of the Pequod’s quarter deck, 
and pretty close to the mizen shrouds, there was an 
auger hole, bored about half an inch or so, into the 
plank. His bone leg steadied in that hole; one arm 
elevated, and holding by a shroud; Captain Ahab stood 
erect, looking straight out beyond the ship’s ever-pitch-
ing prow.

Ere long, from his first visit in the air, he withdrew 
into his cabin. But after that morning, he was every day 
visible to the crew; either standing in his pivot-hole, or 
seated upon an ivory stool he had; or heavily walking 
the deck. And, by and by, it came to pass, that he was 
almost continually in the air; but, as yet, for all that he 
said, or perceptibly did, on the at last sunny deck, he 
seemed as unnecessary there as another mast. But the 
Pequod was only making a passage now; not regularly 
cruising; nearly all whaling preparatives needing super-
vision the mates were fully competent to, so that there 
was little or nothing, out of himself, to employ or excite 
Ahab, now; and thus chase away, for that one interval, 
the clouds that layer upon layer were piled upon his 
brow, as ever all clouds choose the loftiest peaks to pile 
themselves upon.

Nevertheless, ere long, the warm, warbling persua-
siveness of the pleasant, holiday weather we came to, 
seemed gradually to charm him from his mood. More 
than once did he put forth the faint blossom of a look, 
which, in any other man, would have soon f lowered out 
in a smile.

Ahab.  — by Rockwell Kent.  ©1930 by R. R. Donnelly & Sons Co., with permission.Ahab.  — by Rockwell Kent.  ©1930 by R. R. Donnelly & Sons Co., with permission.
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A day in the life of officers aboard whaleship Lucretia, cruising for whales along the 
Northwest Coast, 1887.  — Herbert L. Aldrich photograph.  New Bedford Free Public Library.

Chapter xxix

Enter Ahab; to him, Stubb

Some days elapsed, and ice and icebergs all astern, 
the Pequod now went rolling through the bright Quito 
spring, which, at sea, almost perpetually reigns on the 
threshold of the eternal August of the Tropic. The 
warmly cool, clear, ringing, perfumed, overflowing, 
redundant days, were as crystal goblets of Persian sher-
bet, heaped up—flaked up, with rose-water snow. The 
starred and stately nights seemed haughty dames in jew-
elled velvets, nursing at home in lonely pride, the memory 
of their absent conquering Earls, the golden helmeted 
suns! For sleeping man, ’twas hard to choose between 
such winsome days and seducing nights. But all the 
witcheries of that unwaning weather did not merely lend 
new spells and potencies to the outward world. Inward 
they turned upon the soul, especially when the still mild 
hours of eve came on; then, memory shot her crystals as 
the clear ice most forms of noiseless twilights. And all 
these subtle agencies, more and more they wrought on 
Ahab’s texture. 

Old age is always wakeful; as if, the longer linked 
with life, the less man has to do with aught that looks 
like death. Among sea-commanders, the old greybeards 
will oftenest leave their berths to visit the night-cloaked 
deck. It was so with Ahab; only that now, of late, he 
seemed so much to live in the open air, that truly speak-
ing, his visits were more to the cabin, than from the 
cabin to the planks. “It feels like going down into one’s 
tomb,”—he would mutter to himself,— “for an old cap-
tain like me to be descending this narrow scuttle, to go 
to my grave-dug berth.”

So, almost every twenty-four hours, when the 
watches of the night were set, and the band on deck 
sentinelled the slumbers of the band below; and ere long 
the old man would emerge, griping at the iron banister, 
to help his crippled way. Some considerating touch of 
humanity was in him; for at times like these, he usually 
abstained from patrolling the quarter-deck; because to 
his wearied mates, seeking repose within six inches of 
his ivory heel, such would have been the reverberating 
crack and din of that bony step, that their dreams would 
have been of the crunching teeth of sharks. But once, the 
mood was on him too deep for common regardings; and 
as with heavy, lumber-like pace he was measuring the 
ship from taffrail to mainmast, Stubb, the odd second 
mate, came up from below, and with a certain unassured, 
deprecating humorousness, hinted that if Captain Ahab 

was pleased to walk the planks, then, no one could say 
nay; but there might be some way of muffling the noise; 
hinting something indistinctly and hesitatingly about a 
globe of tow, and the insertion into it, of the ivory heel. 
Ah! Stubb, thou did’st not know Ahab then.

“Am I a cannon-ball, Stubb,” said Ahab, “that thou 
wouldst wad me that fashion? But go thy ways; I had 
forgot. Below to thy nightly grave; where such as ye 
sleep between shrouds, to use ye to the filling one at 
last.—Down, dog, and kennel!” 

Stubb was speechless a moment; then said excitedly, 
“I am not used to be spoken to that way, sir; I do but less 
than half like it, sir.”

“Avast!” gritted Ahab between his set teeth, and 
violently moving away, as if to avoid some passionate 
temptation.

“No, sir; not yet,” said Stubb, emboldened, “I will 
not tamely be called a dog, sir.”

“Then be called ten times a donkey, and a mule, and 
an ass, and begone, or I’ll clear the world of thee!”

As he said this, Ahab advanced upon him with such 
overbearing terrors in his aspect, that Stubb involun-
tarily retreated.

“I was never served so before without giving a 
hard blow for it,” muttered Stubb, as he found himself 
descending the cabin-scuttle. “It’s very queer. Stop, 
Stubb; somehow, now, I don’t well know whether to go 
back and strike him, or—what’s that?—down here on 
my knees and pray for him? Yes, that was the thought 
coming up in me; but it would be the first time I ever did 
pray. It’s queer; very queer; and he’s queer too; aye, take 
him fore and aft, he’s about the queerest old man Stubb 
ever sailed with. He’s full of riddles; I wonder what 
he goes into the after hold for, every night, as Dough-
Boy tells me he suspects; what’s that for, I should like 



73

What the devil’s the matter with me? I don’t stand right 
on my legs. Coming afoul of that old man has a sort of 
turned me wrong side out. By the Lord, I must have been 
dreaming, though—how? how? how?—but the only 
way’s to stash it; so here goes to hammock again; and in 
the morning, I’ll see how this plaguey juggling thinks 
over by day-light.”

Courtesy of T. E. Holcombe

Whaleship Charles W.  Morgan, circa 1918.   — Arthur F. Packard photograph

to know? Who’s made appointments with him in the 
hold? Ain’t that queer, now? But how’s that? didn’t he 
call me a dog? blazes! he called me ten times a donkey, 
and piled a lot of jackasses on top of that! He might as 
well have kicked me, and done with it. Maybe he did 
kick me, and I didn’t observe it, I was so taken all aback 
with his brow, somehow. It f lashed like a bleached bone. 
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Chapter xxx, xxxi

The Pipe  •  Queen Mab

When Stubb had departed, Ahab stood for a 
while leaning over the bulwarks; and then, as had been 
usual with him of late, calling a sailor of the watch, he 
sent him below for his ivory stool, and also his pipe. 
Lighting the pipe at the binnacle lamp and planting the 
stool on the weather side of the deck, he sat and smoked.

Some moments passed, during which the thick 
vapor came from his mouth in quick and constant puffs, 
which blew back again into his face. “How now,” he 
soliloquized at last, withdrawing the tube, “this smoking 
no longer soothes. Oh, my pipe! hard must it go with me 
if thy charm be gone! What business have I with this 
pipe? This thing that is meant for sereneness, to send up 
mild white vapors among mild white hairs, not among 
torn iron-grey locks like mine. I’ll smoke no more—”

He tossed the still lighted pipe into the sea. The fire 
hissed in the waves; the same instant the ship shot by the 
bubble the sinking pipe made. With slouched hat, Ahab 
lurchingly paced the planks.

chapter xxxi

Next morning Stubb accosted Flask.
“Such a queer dream, King-Post, I never had. You know 
the old man’s ivory leg, well I dreamed he kicked me with 
it; and when I tried to kick back, upon my soul, my little 
man, I kicked my leg right off! And then, presto! Ahab 
seemed a pyramid, and I, like a blazing fool, kept kicking 
at it. But what was still more curious, Flask, I somehow 
seemed to be thinking to myself, that after all, it was not 
much of an insult, that kick from Ahab. “Why,” thinks 
I, “what’s the row? It’s not a real leg, only a false leg.” And 
there’s a mighty difference between a living thump and 
a dead thump. That’s what makes a blow from the hand, 
Flask, fifty times more savage to bear than a blow from 
a cane. I was thinking to myself, “what’s his leg now, but 
a cane—a whalebone cane.” But now comes the greatest 
joke of the dream, Flask. While I was battering away at 
the pyramid, a sort of badger-haired old merman, with a 
hump on his back, takes me by the shoulders, and slews 
me round. “Look ye here,” says he; “let’s argue the insult. 
Captain Ahab kicked ye, didn’t he?” “Yes, he did,” says 
I— “Well then,” says he, “wise Stubb, what have you 
to complain of? Didn’t he kick with right good will? it 
wasn’t a common pitch pine leg he kicked with, was it? 
No, you were kicked by a great man, and with a beautiful 
ivory leg, Stubb. It’s an honor; account his kicks honors; 

and on no account kick back; for you can’t help yourself, 
wise Stubb. Don’t you see that pyramid?” With that, he 
all of a sudden seemed to swim off into the air. I snored; 
rolled over; and there I was in my hammock! Now, what 
do you think of that dream, Flask?” 

“I don’t know; it seems a sort of foolish to me, tho’.” 
“May be. But it’s made a wise man of me, Flask.
“D’ye see Ahab standing there, sideways looking over 

the stern? Well, the best thing you can do, Flask, is to let 
that old man alone; never speak to him, whatever he says. 
Halloa! what’s that he shouts? Hark!”

“Mast-head, there! Look sharp, all of ye! There are 
whales hereabouts! If ye see a white one, split your lungs 
for him!”

“What d’ye think of that now, Flask? ain’t there a small 
drop of something queer about that, eh? a white whale—
did ye mark that, man? Look ye—there’s something 
special in the wind. Stand by for it, Flask. Ahab has that 
that’s bloody on his mind. But, mum; he comes this way.”

“The Cook and the Pilot,” 1860. 
 — Harper’s New Monthly Magazine.

Whaleship Charles W.  Morgan, circa 1920.

William R. Hegarty Collection
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Chapter xxxii

Cetology

outline one for the present, hereafter to be filled in all its 
departments by subsequent laborers. But it is a ponder-
ous task; no ordinary letter-sorter in the Post-office is 
equal to it. 

First: The uncertain, unsettled condition of this sci-
ence of Cetology is in the very vestibule attested by the 
fact, that in some quarters it still remains a moot point 
whether a whale be a fish.

Be it known that, waiving all argument, I take the 
good old fashioned ground that the whale is a fish, and 
call upon holy Jonah to back me. This fundamental 
thing settled, the next point is, in what internal respect 
does the whale differ from other fish. In brief: lungs and 
warm blood; whereas, all other fish are lungless and cold 
blooded.

Now, then, come the grand divisions of the entire 
whale host.

It is some systematized exhibition of the whale in 
his broad genera, that I would now fain put before you. 
Yet is it no easy task. The classification of the constitu-
ents of a chaos, nothing less is here essayed.

Many are the men, small and great, old and new, 
landsmen and seamen, who have at large or in little, writ-
ten of the whale.

There are only two books in being which at all 
pretend to put the living sperm whale before you, and 
at the same time, in the remotest degree succeed in the 
attempt. Those books are Beale’s and Bennett’s; both in 
their time surgeons to English South-Sea whale-ships, 
and both exact and reliable men. The original matter 
touching the sperm whale to be found in their volumes 
is necessarily small; but so far as it goes, it is of excellent 
quality, though mostly confined to scientific description. 
As yet, however, the sperm whale, scientific or poetic, 
lives not complete in any literature. Far above all other 
hunted whales, his is an unwritten life.

Now the various species of whales need some sort 
of popular comprehensive classification, if only an easy 

New Bedford Whaling Museum 

Greenland whale, 1837.  “And here be it said, that the Greenland Whale is an usurper upon the throne of the seas. He is not even by any means 
the largest of the whales. Reference to nearly all the leviathanic allusions in the great poets of past days, will satisfy you that the Greenland Whale, 
without one rival, was to them the monarch of the seas. But the time has at last come for a new proclamation. This is Charing Cross; hear ye! good 
people all,—the Greenland Whale is deposed,—the great Sperm Whale now reigneth!” —Chapter 32.  Engraving by Robert Hamilton: Natural History of…Whales. 

“Three sperm whales in various attitudes.” Melville wrote that the whale in the 
center of Beale’s illustration was “wretchedly cropped and dwarfed, and looks 
altogether unnatural. The head is good.” — Source: Leyda.  Engraving from Beale.
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Millicent Library, Fairhaven

The dying humpback, Kodiak, Alaska, circa 1920.  — Spinner Collection.

Right whale (top) and humpback whale, 1851.  These two whales 
were first sketched in 1847 by John Manjiro aboard the ship Franklin 
on the Kubatsu Bay whaling grounds near the Sea of Japan. Manjiro 
wrote: “The right whale is well-fed, its length is a little longer than the 
humpback.” — Watercolor by Shoryo Kawada: Hyoson Kiryaku.

Sperm Whale — This whale is, without doubt, the 
largest inhabitant of the globe; the most formidable of 
all whales to encounter; the most majestic in aspect; and 
lastly, by far the most valuable in commerce; he being the 
only creature from which that valuable substance, sper-
maceti, is obtained.

Some centuries ago, when the sperm whale was 
almost wholly unknown in his own proper individuality, 
and when his oil was only accidentally obtained from the 
stranded fish; in those days spermaceti, it would seem, 
was popularly supposed to be derived from a creature 
identical with the one then known in England as the 
Greenland or right whale. It was the idea also, that this 
same spermaceti was that quickening humor of the 
Greenland whale which the first syllable of the word 
literally expresses. In those times, also, spermaceti was 
exceedingly scarce, not being used for light, but only as 
an ointment and medicament. It was only to be had from 
the druggists as you nowadays buy an ounce of rhubarb. 
When, as I opine, in the course of time, the true nature 
of spermaceti became known, its original name was still 
retained by the dealers; no doubt to enhance its value by 
a notion so strangely significant of its scarcity. And so the 
appellation must at last have come to be bestowed upon 
the whale from which this spermaceti was really derived.

Right Whale — In one respect this is the most 
venerable of the leviathans, being the one first regularly 
hunted by man. It yields the article commonly known 
as whalebone or baleen; and the oil specially known as 
“whale oil,” an inferior article in commerce.

Some pretend to see a difference between the 
Greenland whale of the English and the right whale of 
the Americans. But they precisely agree in all their grand 
features; nor has there yet been presented a single deter-
minate fact upon which to ground a radical distinction.

Fin-Back — In the length he attains, and in his 
baleen, the fin-back resembles the right whale, but is of a 
less portly girth, and a lighter color, approaching to olive. 
His great lips present a cable-like aspect, formed by the 
intertwisting, slanting folds of large wrinkles. His grand 
distinguishing feature, the fin, from which he derives his 
name, is often a conspicuous object. This fin is some three 
or four feet long, growing vertically from the hinder part 
of the back, of an angular shape, and with a very sharp 
pointed end. The fin-back is not gregarious. He seems 
a whale-hater, as some men are man-haters. Very shy; 
always going solitary; unexpectedly rising to the surface 
in the remotest and most sullen waters; his straight and 
single lofty jet rising like a tall misanthropic spear upon a 
barren plain; gifted with such wondrous power and veloc-
ity in swimming, as to defy all present pursuit from man.

Hump Back — This whale is often seen on the 
northern American coast. He has been frequently cap-
tured there, and towed into harbor. He has a great pack 
on him like a peddler; or you might call him the elephant 
and castle whale. His oil is not very valuable. He has 
baleen. He is the most gamesome and light-hearted of 
all the whales, making more gay foam and white water 
generally than any other of them.

Sulphur Bottom — Another retiring gentleman, 
with a brimstone belly, doubtless got by scraping along 
the Tartarian tiles in some of his profounder divings. He 
is seldom seen. He is never chased; he would run away 
with rope-walks of line. Prodigies are told of him. Adieu, 
sulphur bottom! I can say nothing more that is true of 
ye, nor can the oldest Nantucketer.

Grampus — Though this fish, whose loud sonorous 
breathing, or rather blowing, has furnished a proverb to 
landsmen, is so well known a denizen of the deep, yet is 
he not popularly classed among whales. He is of moder-
ate size, varying from fifteen to twenty-five feet in length, 
and of corresponding dimensions round the waist. He 
swims in herds; he is never regularly hunted, though his 
oil is considerable in quantity, and pretty good for light. 
By some fishermen his approach is regarded as premoni-
tory of the advance of the great sperm whale.
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Blackfish ashore at Nantucket, 1870.  These small whales congregate 
along coastal waters to feed on fish and squid. When blackfish were 
spotted near shore, men in small boats would get between them and 
deep water. By making noise, the men would “gallie,” or frighten, the 
whales into beaching. The whales were then sold to an oil works com-
pany, such as William F. Nye in New Bedford.   — Joseah Freeman photograph.

Narwhale or unicorn whale, 1837.  — Engraving by Robert Hamilton: Natural History 

of…Whales.  New Bedford Whaling Museum.

New Bedford Whaling Museum 

Black Fish — Call him the hyena whale, if you please. 
His voracity is well known, and from the circumstance 
that the inner angles of his lips are curved upwards, 
he carries an everlasting Mephistophelean grin on his 
face. This whale averages some sixteen or eighteen feet 
in length. He is found in almost all latitudes. He has a 
peculiar way of showing his dorsal hooked fin in swim-
ming, which looks something like a Roman nose. When 
not more profitably employed, the sperm whale hunters 
sometimes capture the hyena whale, to keep up the supply 
of cheap oil for domestic employment—as some frugal 
housekeepers, in the absence of company, and quite alone 
by themselves, burn unsavory tallow instead of odorous 
wax. Though their blubber is very thin, some of these 
whales will yield you upwards of thirty gallons of oil.

Narwhale, that is, nostril whale — Another instance 
of a curiously named whale, so named I suppose from 
his peculiar horn being originally mistaken for a peaked 
nose. The creature is some sixteen feet in length, while 
its horn averages five feet, though some exceed ten, and 
even attain to fifteen feet. Strictly speaking, this horn is 
but a lengthened tusk. What precise purpose this ivory 
horn or lance answers, it would be hard to say. Charley 
Coffin said it was used for an ice-piercer; for the nar-
whale, rising to the surface of the Polar Sea, and finding 
it sheeted with ice, thrusts his horn up, and so breaks 
through. From certain cloistered old authors I have 

gathered that this same sea-unicorn’s horn was in ancient 
days regarded as the great antidote against poison, and 
as such, preparations of it brought immense prices. It 
was also distilled to a volatile salts for fainting ladies, the 
same way that the horns of the male deer are manufac-
tured into hartshorn.

The narwhale has a very picturesque, leopard-like 
look, being of a milk-white ground color, dotted with 
round and oblong spots of black. His oil is very superior, 
clear and fine; but there is little of it, and he is seldom 
hunted. He is mostly found in the circumpolar seas.

Killer — Of this whale little is precisely known to 
the Nantucketer, and nothing at all to the professed 
naturalist. From what I have seen of him at a distance, I 
should say that he was about the bigness of a grampus. 
He is very savage—a sort of Feegee fish. He sometimes 
takes the great Folio Whales by the lip, and hangs there 
like a leech, till the mighty brute is worried to death. 
The Killer is never hunted. I never heard what sort of oil 
he has. Exception might be taken to the name bestowed 
upon this whale, on the ground of its indistinctness. For 
we are all killers, on land and on sea; Bonapartes and 
Sharks included.

Thrasher — This gentleman is famous for his 
tail, which he uses for a ferule in thrashing his foes. He 
mounts the folio whale’s back, and as he swims, he works 
his passage by flogging him; as some schoolmasters 
get along in the world by a similar process. Still less is 
known of the thrasher than of the killer. Both are out-
laws, even in the lawless seas.

I now leave my cetological System standing thus 
unfinished, even as the great Cathedral of Cologne 
was left, with the crane still standing upon the top of 
the uncompleted tower. For small erections may be 
finished by their first architects; grand ones, true ones, 
ever leave the copestone to posterity. God keep me from 
ever completing anything. This whole book is but a 
draught—nay, but the draught of a draught. Oh Time, 
Strength, Cash, and Patience!
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Kendall Collection, NBWM

Crew of the whaleship Baltic, 1859. This sketch is one in a series of 
ten that appeared as engravings in an accompanying story in Harper’s 
Magazine. These sailors just arrived in New Bedford and are being 
preyed upon by “land sharks,” (in background), a “set of small traders, 
agents… pimps, etc., who pander to the vices of the outgoing or return-
ing seamen.” — Sketch by David Hunter Strother.

“Life in the Forecastle,” 1846.  — From Davis: Nimrod of the Sea.

Chapter xxxiii, xxxiv

The Specksynder  •  The Cabin Table

Concerning the officers of the whale-craft, this 
seems as good a place as any to set down a little domestic 
peculiarity on ship-board, arising from the existence 
of the harpooneer class of officers, a class unknown of 
course in any other marine than the whale-fleet.

The large importance attached to the harpooneer’s 
vocation is evinced by the fact, that originally in the 
old Dutch Fishery, two centuries and more ago, the 
command of a whale ship was not wholly lodged in the 
person now called the captain, but was divided between 
him and an officer called the Specksynder. Literally 
this word means Fat-Cutter; usage, however, in time 
made it equivalent to Chief Harpooneer. In those days, 
the captain’s authority was restricted to the navigation 
and general management of the vessel: while over the 

whale-hunting department and all its concerns, the 
Specksynder or Chief Harpooneer reigned supreme. 
At present he ranks simply as senior Harpooneer; 
and as such, is but one of the captain’s more inferior 
subalterns. Nevertheless, as upon the good conduct of 
the harpooneers the success of a whaling voyage largely 
depends, and since in the American Fishery he is not 
only an important officer in the boat, but under certain 
circumstances (night watches on a whaling ground) 
the command of the ship’s deck is also his; therefore 
the grand political maxim of the sea demands, that he 
should nominally live apart from the men before the 
mast, and be in some way distinguished as their profes-
sional superior; though always, by them, familiarly 
regarded as their social equal.

Now, the grand distinction drawn between officer 
and man at sea, is this—the first lives aft, the last for-
ward. Hence, in whale-ships and merchantmen alike, 
the mates have their quarters with the captain; and so, 
too, in most of the American whalers the harpooneers 
are lodged in the after part of the ship. That is to say, 
they take their meals in the captain’s cabin, and sleep in a 
place indirectly communicating with it.

chapter xxxiv

It is not the least among the strange things bred by the 
intense artificialness of sea-usages, that while in the open 
air of the deck some officers will, upon provocation, bear 
themselves boldly and defyingly enough towards their 
commander; yet, ten to one, let those very officers the 
next moment go down to their customary dinner in that 
same commander’s cabin, and straightway their inof-
fensive, not to say deprecatory and humble air towards 
him, as he sits at the head of the table; this is marvellous, 
sometimes most comical. Wherefore this difference? 
Who has but once dined his friends, has tasted what it 
is to be Caesar. It is a witchery of social czarship which 
there is no withstanding. Now, if to this consideration 
you superadd the official supremacy of a ship-master, 
then, by inference, you will derive the cause of that pecu-
liarity of sea-life just mentioned.
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Forecastle of the Charles W.  Morgan, 1922.  On an American whaler, 15 to 20 men shared crowded living quarters in the forecastle, which was 
dirty, smelly, slimy and wet. Their food was stale or rancid and the air foul and hot. The salty group pictured here are American actors. Real-life crews 
often hailed from a variety of countries and spoke different languages and dialects.  — From the motion picture, “Down to the Sea in Ships.”

Now, Ahab and his three mates formed what may 
be called the first table in the Pequod’s cabin. After their 
departure, taking place in inverted order to their arrival, 
the canvas cloth was cleared, or rather was restored to 
some hurried order by the pallid steward. And then the 
three harpooneers were bidden to the feast, they being 
its residuary legatees. They made a sort of temporary 
servants’ hall of the high and mighty cabin.

In strange contrast to the hardly tolerable constraint 
and nameless invisible domineerings of the captain’s 
table, was the entire care-free license and ease, the 
almost frantic democracy of those inferior fellows the 
harpooneers. While their masters, the mates, seemed 
afraid of the sound of the hinges of their own jaws, the 
harpooneers chewed their food with such a relish that 
there was a report to it. They dined like lords; they filled 
their bellies like Indian ships all day loading with spices.

But, though these barbarians dined in the cabin, and 
nominally lived there; still, being anything but sedentary 
in their habits, they were scarcely ever in it except at 
meal-times, and just before sleeping-time, when they 
passed through it to their own peculiar quarters.

In this one matter, Ahab seemed no exception to 
most American whale captains, who, as a set, rather 
incline to the opinion that by rights the ship’s cabin 
belongs to them; and that it is by courtesy alone that 
anybody else is, at any time, permitted there. So that, 
in real truth, the mates and harpooneers of the Pequod 
might more properly be said to have lived out of the 
cabin than in it. Nor did they lose much hereby; in the 
cabin was no companionship; socially, Ahab was inac-
cessible. Though nominally included in the census of 
Christendom, he was still an alien to it.
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Chapter xxxv

The Lookout

It was during the more pleasant weather, that in 
due rotation with the other seamen my first mast-head 
came round.

In most American whalemen the mast-heads are 
manned almost simultaneously with the vessel’s leaving 
her port; even though she may have fifteen thousand 
miles, and more, to sail ere reaching her proper cruising 
ground. And if, after a three, four, or five years’ voy-
age she is drawing nigh home with anything empty in 
her—say, an empty vial even—then, her mast-heads are 
kept manned to the last; and not till her skysail-poles 
sail in among the spires of the port, does she altogether 
relinquish the hope of capturing one whale more.

The three mast-heads are kept manned from sun-rise 
to sun-set; the seamen taking their regular turns (as at 
the helm), and relieving each other every two hours. In 
the serene weather of the tropics it is exceedingly pleas-
ant the mast-head; nay, to a dreamy meditative man it 
is delightful. There you stand, a hundred feet above the 
silent decks, striding along the deep, as if the masts were 
gigantic stilts, while beneath you and between your legs, 
as it were, swim the hugest monsters of the sea, even 
as ships once sailed between the boots of the famous 
Colossus at old Rhodes. There you stand, lost in the infi-
nite series of the sea, with nothing ruffled but the waves. 
The tranced ship indolently rolls; the drowsy trade winds 
blow; everything resolves you into languor. For the most 
part, in this tropic whaling life, a sublime uneventfulness 
invests you; you hear no news; read no gazettes; extras 
with startling accounts of commonplaces never delude 
you into unnecessary excitements; you hear of no domes-
tic afflictions; bankrupt securities; fall of stocks; are never 
troubled with the thought of what you shall have for 
dinner—for all your meals for three years and more are 
snugly stowed in casks, and your bill of fare is immutable.

Your most usual point of perch is the head of the 
t’ gallant-mast, where you stand upon two thin parallel 
sticks (almost peculiar to whalemen) called the t’ gallant 
cross-trees. Here, tossed about by the sea, the beginner 
feels about as cosy as he would standing on a bull’s horns. 
To be sure, in cold weather you may carry your house aloft 
with you, in the shape of a watch-coat; but properly speak-
ing the thickest watch-coat is no more of a house than the 
unclad body; so a watch-coat is not so much of a house as 
it is a mere envelope, or additional skin encasing you.

For one, I used to lounge up the rigging very leisurely, 
resting in the top to have a chat with Queequeg, or any 
one else off duty whom I might find there; then ascend-
ing a little way further, and throwing a lazy leg over the 
top-sail yard, take a preliminary view of the watery pas-
tures, and so at last mount to my ultimate destination.

Crow’s Nest, Charles W. Morgan.
 — From “Down to the Sea in Ships.”  New Bedford Whaling Museum.

In search of whales, circa 1920.

Kendall Collection, NBWM
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It was not a great while after the affair of the pipe, 
that one morning shortly after breakfast, Ahab, as was his 
wont, ascended the cabin-gangway to the deck. There most 
sea-captains usually walk at that hour, as country gentle-
men, after the same meal, take a few turns in the garden.

Soon his steady, ivory stride was heard, as to and 
fro he paced his old rounds, upon planks so familiar to 
his tread, that they were all over dented, like geologi-
cal stones, with the peculiar mark of his walk. Did you 
fixedly gaze, too, upon that ribbed and dented brow; 
there also, you would see still stranger foot-prints—the 
foot-prints of his one unsleeping, ever-pacing thought.

But on the occasion in question, those dents looked 
deeper, even as his nervous step that morning left a 
deeper mark. And, so full of his thought was Ahab, that 
at every uniform turn that he made, now at the main-
mast and now at the binnacle, you could almost see that 
thought turn in him as he turned, and pace in him as he 
paced; so completely possessing him, indeed, that it all 
but seemed the inward mould of every outer movement.

“D’ye mark him, Flask?” whispered Stubb; “the chick 
that’s in him pecks the shell. T’will soon be out.”

The hours wore on;—Ahab now shut up within 
his cabin; anon, pacing the deck, with the same intense 
bigotry of purpose in his aspect.

It drew near the close of day. Suddenly he came to a 
halt by the bulwarks, and inserting his bone leg into the 
augerhole there, and with one hand grasping a shroud, he 
ordered Starbuck to send everybody aft.

“Sir!” said the mate, astonished at an order seldom 
or never given on ship-board except in some extraordi-
nary case.

When the entire ship’s company were assembled, 
and with curious and not wholly unapprehensive faces, 
were eyeing him, for he looked not unlike the weather 
horizon when a storm is coming up, Ahab, after rapidly 
glancing over the bulwarks, and then darting his eyes 
among the crew, started from his standpoint; and as 
though not a soul were nigh him resumed his heavy 
turns upon the deck. With bent head and half-slouched 
hat he continued to pace, unmindful of the wondering 
whispering among the men; till Stubb cautiously whis-
pered to Flask, that Ahab must have summoned them 
there for the purpose of witnessing a pedestrian feat. 
But this did not last long. Vehemently pausing, he cried:
—“What do ye do when ye see a whale, men?”

“Sing out for him!” was the impulsive rejoinder 
from a score of clubbed voices. “Good!” cried Ahab, 
with a wild approval in his tones; observing the hearty 
animation into which his unexpected question had so 
magnetically thrown them.

“And what do ye next, men?”
“Lower away, and after him!”
“And what tune is it ye pull to, men?”
“A dead whale or a stove boat!”
More and more strangely and fiercely glad and 

approving, grew the countenance of the old man at every 
shout; while the mariners began to gaze curiously at each 
other, as if marvelling how it was that they themselves 
became so excited at such seemingly purposeless questions.

But, they were all eagerness again, as Ahab, now 
half-revolving in his pivot-hole, with one hand reach-
ing high up a shroud, and tightly, almost convulsively 
grasping it, addressed them thus:—

“All ye mast-headers have before now heard me 
give orders about a white whale. Look ye! d’ye see this 
Spanish ounce of gold?—holding up a broad bright coin 
to the sun—it is a sixteen dollar piece, men. D’ye see it? 
Mr. Starbuck, hand me yon top-maul.”

Receiving the top-maul from Starbuck, he advanced 
towards the main-mast with the hammer uplifted in one 
hand, exhibiting the gold with the other, and with a high 
raised voice exclaiming: “Whosoever of ye raises me a 
white-headed whale with a wrinkled brow and a crooked 
jaw; whosoever of ye raises me that white-headed whale, 
with three holes punctured in his starboard fluke—look 
ye, whosoever of ye raises me that same white whale, he 
shall have this gold ounce, my boys!”

“Huzza! huzza!” cried the seamen, as with swinging 
tarpaulins they hailed the act of nailing the gold to the 
mast.

“Captain Ahab,” said Tashtego, “that white whale 
must be the same that some call Moby Dick.”

“Moby Dick?” shouted Ahab. “Do ye know the 
white whale then, Tash?”

Chapter xxxvi

The Quarter-Deck

 Comrades in blubber, circa 1865.  — Watercolor from anonymous 
sketchbook aboard bark Orray Taft of New Bedford.  Kendall Collection, NBWM.
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“Captain Ahab,” said Starbuck, who, with Stubb 
and Flask, had thus far been eyeing his superior with 
increasing surprise, but at last seemed struck with a 
thought which somewhat explained all the wonder. 
“Captain Ahab, I have heard of Moby Dick—but it was 
not Moby Dick that took off thy leg?”

“Who told thee that?” cried Ahab; then pausing, 
“Aye, Starbuck; aye, my hearties all round; it was Moby 
Dick that dismasted me; Moby Dick that brought me to 
this dead stump I stand on now. Aye, aye,” he shouted 
with a terrific, loud, animal sob, like that of a heart-
stricken moose; “Aye, aye! it was that accursed white 
whale that razeed me; made a poor pegging lubber of 
me for ever and a day!” Then tossing both arms, with 
measureless imprecations he shouted out: “Aye, aye! and 
I’ll chase him round Good Hope, and round the Horn, 
and round the Norway maelstrom, and round perdition’s 
f lames before I give him up. And this is what ye have 
shipped for, men! to chase that white whale on both sides 
of land, and over all sides of earth, till he spouts black 
blood and rolls fin out. What say ye, men, will ye splice 
hands on it, now? I think ye do look brave.”

“Aye, aye!” shouted the harpooneers and seamen, 
running closer to the excited old man: “A sharp eye for 
the White Whale; a sharp lance for Moby Dick!”

“God bless ye,” he seemed to half sob and half shout. 
“God bless ye, men. Steward! go draw the great measure of 

grog. But what’s this long face about, Mr. Starbuck; wilt thou 
not chase the white whale? Art not game for Moby Dick?” 

“I am game for his crooked jaw, and for the jaws of 
Death too, Captain Ahab, if it fairly comes in the way of 
the business we follow; but I came here to hunt whales, 
not my commander’s vengeance. How many barrels will 
thy vengeance yield thee even if thou gettest it, Captain 
Ahab? It will not fetch thee much in our Nantucket 
market.” 

“Nantucket market! Hoot! But come closer, 
Starbuck; thou requirest a little lower layer. If money’s 
to be the measurer, man, and the accountants have com-
puted their great counting-house the globe, by girdling 
it with guineas, one to every three parts of an inch; then, 
let me tell thee, that my vengeance will fetch a great pre-
mium here!” 

“He smites his chest,” whispered Stubb, “what’s that 
for? methinks it rings most vast, but hollow.” 

“Vengeance on a dumb brute!” cried Starbuck, “that 
simply smote thee from blindest instinct! Madness! To 
be enraged with a dumb thing, Captain Ahab, seems 
blasphemous.” 

“Hark ye yet again,—the little lower layer. All visible 
objects, man, are but as pasteboard masks. But in each 
event—in the living act, the undoubted deed—there, 
some unknown but still reasoning thing puts forth the 
mouldings of its features from behind the unreason-

Courtesy of T. E. Holcombe

Shaping up the last crew of the Charles W.  Morgan, 1920. Captain John Gonsalves (in suit), a Cape Verdean-American, was the last master of 
the Morgan. The ship had trouble putting together a crew in New Bedford and finally shipped out of Provincetown in September 1920. She later 
discharged several of the crew in the Dominican Republic. In May of 1921, the ship returned with 2,702 barrels of oil.  — Arthur F. Packard photograph.
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ing mask. If man will strike, strike through the mask! 
How can the prisoner reach outside except by thrusting 
through the wall? To me, the white whale is that wall, 
shoved near to me. Sometimes I think there’s naught 
beyond. But ’tis enough. He tasks me; he heaps me; I see 
in him outrageous strength, with an inscrutable malice 
sinewing it. That inscrutable thing is chiefly what I hate; 
and be the white whale agent, or be the white whale prin-
cipal, I will wreak that hate upon him. Talk not to me of 
blasphemy, man; I’d strike the sun if it insulted me.” 

“God keep me!—keep us all!” murmured Starbuck, 
lowly. 

But in his joy at the enchanted, tacit acquiescence 
of the mate, Ahab did not hear his foreboding invoca-
tion; nor yet the low laugh from the hold; nor yet the 
presaging vibrations of the winds in the cordage; nor yet 
the hollow flap of the sails against the masts, as for a 
moment their hearts sank in. For again Starbuck’s down-
cast eyes lighted up with the stubbornness of life; the 
subterranean laugh died away; the winds blew on; the 
sails filled out; the ship heaved and rolled as before.

“The measure! The measure!” cried Ahab.
Receiving the brimming pewter, and turning to the 

harpooneers, he ordered them to produce their weapons. 
Then ranging them before him near the capstan, with 
their harpoons in their hands, while his three mates 
stood at his side with their lances, and the rest of the 
ship’s company formed a circle round the group; he stood 
for an instant searchingly eyeing every man of his crew. 
But those wild eyes met his, as the bloodshot eyes of the 
prairie wolves meet the eye of their leader, ere he rushes 
on at their head in the trail of the bison; but, alas! only to 
fall into the hidden snare of the Indian. 

“Drink and pass!” he cried, handing the heavy 
charged flagon to the nearest seaman. “The crew alone 
now drink. Round with it, round! Short draughts—long 
swallows, men; ’tis hot as Satan’s hoof. So, so; it goes 
round excellently. It spiralizes in ye; forks out at the ser-
pent-snapping eye. Well done; almost drained. That way 
it went, this way it comes. Hand it me—here’s a hollow; 
Men, ye seem the years; so brimming life is gulped and 
gone. Steward, refill! 

“Attend now, my braves. I have mustered ye all round 
this capstan; and ye mates, f lank me with your lances; 
and ye harpooneers, stand there with your irons; and ye, 
stout mariners, ring me in, that I may in some sort revive 
a noble custom of my fisherman fathers before me.

“Advance, ye mates! Cross your lances full before 
me. Well done! Let me touch the axis.” So saying, with 
extended arm, he grasped the three level, radiating lances 
at their crossed centre; while so doing, suddenly and 
nervously twitched them; meanwhile, glancing intently 

from Starbuck to Stubb; from Stubb to Flask. It seemed 
as though, by some nameless, interior volition, he would 
fain have shocked into them the same fiery emotion 
accumulated within the Leyden jar of his own magnetic 
life. The three mates quailed before his strong, sustained, 
and mystic aspect.

“In vain!” cried Ahab; “but, maybe, ’tis well. For 
did ye three but once take the full-forced shock, then 
mine own electric thing, that had perhaps expired from 
out me. Perchance, too, it would have dropped ye dead. 
Perchance ye need it not. Down lances! And now, ye 
mates, I do appoint ye three cup-bearers to my three 
pagan kinsmen there. Cut your seizings and draw the 
poles, ye harpooneers!”

Silently obeying the order, the three harpooneers 
now stood with the detached iron part of their harpoons, 
some three feet long, held, barbs up, before him.

“Stab me not with that keen steel! Cant them; cant 
them over! know ye not the goblet end? Turn up the 
socket! So, so; now, ye cup-bearers, advance. The irons! 
take them; hold them while I fill!” Forthwith, slowly 
going from one officer to the other, he brimmed the har-
poon sockets with the fiery waters from the pewter.

“Now, three to three, ye stand. Commend the 
murderous chalices! Bestow them, ye who are now 
made parties to this indissoluble league. Ha! Starbuck! 
but the deed is done! Yon ratifying sun now waits to 
sit upon it. Drink, ye harpooneers! drink and swear, ye 
men that man the deathful whaleboat’s bow—Death to 
Moby Dick! God hunt us all, if we do not hunt Moby 
Dick to his death!” The long, barbed steel goblets were 
lifted; and to cries and maledictions against the white 
whale, the spirits were simultaneously quaffed down 
with a hiss. Starbuck paled, and turned, and shivered. 
Once more, and finally, the replenished pewter went 
the rounds among the frantic crew; when, waving his 
free hand to them, they all dispersed; and Ahab retired 
within his cabin.

“Crew on deck,” 1846.  — From Davis: Nimrod of the Sea.
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Chapter xxxvii

Sunset

The cabin; by the stern windows; 
Ahab sitting alone, and gazing out. 

I leave a white and turbid wake; pale waters, paler 
cheeks, where’er I sail. The envious billows sidelong swell 
to whelm my track; let them; but first I pass.

Dry heat upon my brow? Oh! time was, when as 
the sunrise nobly spurred me, so the sunset soothed. No 
more. This lovely light, it lights not me; all loveliness is 
anguish to me, since I can ne’er enjoy. Gifted with the 
high perception, I lack the low, enjoying power; damned, 
most subtly and most malignantly! damned in the midst 
of Paradise! Good night—good night! (Waving his 
hand, he moves from the window.)

’Twas not so hard a task. I thought to find one stub-
born, at the least; but my one cogged circle fits into all 
their various wheels, and they revolve. Or, if you will, 
like so many ant-hills of powder, they all stand before 
me; and I their match. Oh, hard! that to fire others, the 
match itself must needs be wasting! What I’ve dared, 
I’ve willed; and what I’ve willed, I’ll do! They think me 

mad—Starbuck does; but I’m demoniac, I am mad-
ness maddened! That wild madness that’s only calm to 
comprehend itself! The prophecy was that I should be 
dismembered; and—Aye! I lost this leg. I now prophesy 
that I will dismember my dismemberer. Now, then, 
be the prophet and the fulfiller one. That’s more than 
ye, ye great gods, ever were. I laugh and hoot at ye, ye 
cricket-players, ye pugilists, ye deaf Burkes and blinded 
Bendigoes! I will not say as school-boys do to bul-
lies,—Take some one of your own size; don’t pommel 
me! No, ye’ve knocked me down, and I am up again; 
but ye have run and hidden. Come forth from behind 
your cotton bags! The path to my fixed purpose is laid 
with iron rails, whereon my soul is grooved to run. Over 
unsounded gorges, through the rif led hearts of moun-
tains, under torrents’ beds, unerringly I rush! Naught’s 
an obstacle, naught’s an angle to the iron way!

Kendall Collection, NBWM

Whaling ship William makes wake as it departs the Isle of Mas Afuera near Chile, 1797.  “Yonder, by the ever-brimming goblet’s rim, the warm 
waves blush like wine. The gold brow plumbs the blue. The diver sun—slow dived from noon,—goes down; my soul mounts up! she wearies with her 
endless hill. Is, then, the crown too heavy that I wear? this Iron Crown of Lombardy…. My brain seems to beat against the solid metal; aye, steel skull, 
mine; the sort that needs no helmet in the most brain-battering fight!” — Ahab: Chapter 37.  Watercolor by Thomas Wetling, from the journal of the ship William of London.

Ship Huron of Sag Harbor, 1849.  — From the Gold Rush 
journal of Amos Chase, Jr., aboard the ship Constantine.
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Chapter xli

Moby Dick

and a still greater number who, chancing only to hear of 
him distantly and vaguely, without the specific details of 
any certain calamity, and without superstitious accom-
paniments, were sufficiently hardy not to flee from the 
battle if offered. 

One of the wild suggestings referred to, as at last 
coming to be linked with the White Whale in the minds 
of the superstitiously inclined, was the unearthly conceit 
that Moby Dick was ubiquitous; that he had actually 
been encountered in opposite latitudes at one and the 
same instant of time. 

Nor was this conceit altogether without some faint 
show of superstitious probability. For as the secrets of 
the currents in the seas have never yet been divulged, 
even to the most erudite research; so the hidden ways of 
the Sperm Whale when beneath the surface remain, in 
great part, unaccountable to his pursuers; and from time 
to time have originated the most curious and contradic-
tory speculations regarding them, especially concerning 
the mystic modes whereby, after sounding to a great 
depth, he transports himself with such vast swiftness to 
the most widely distant points. 

It is a thing well known to both American and 
English whale-ships, that some whales have been cap-
tured far north in the Pacific, in whose bodies have been 
found the barbs of harpoons darted in the Greenland 
seas. Nor is it to be gainsaid, that in some of these 
instances it has been declared that the interval of time 
between the two assaults could not have exceeded very 
many days. Hence, by inference, it has been believed 
by some whalemen, that the nor’west passage, so long a 
problem to man, was never a problem to the whale. 

I, Ishmael, was one of that crew; my shouts had gone 
up with the rest; my oath had been welded with theirs; 
and stronger I shouted, and more did I hammer and 
clinch my oath, because of the dread in my soul. A wild, 
mystical, sympathetical feeling was in me; Ahab’s quench-
less feud seemed mine. With greedy ears I learned the 
history of that murderous monster against whom I and all 
the others had taken our oaths of violence and revenge.

For some time past, though at intervals only, the 
unaccompanied, secluded White Whale had haunted 
those uncivilized seas mostly frequented by the Sperm 
Whale fishermen. But not all of them knew of his exis-
tence; only a few of them, comparatively, had knowingly 
seen him; while the number who as yet had actually and 
knowingly given battle to him, was small indeed.

And as for those who, previously hearing of the 
White Whale, by chance caught sight of him; in the 
beginning of the thing they had every one of them, 
almost, as boldly and fearlessly lowered for him, as for any 
other whale of that species. But at length, such clamities 
did ensue in thses assaults—not restricted to sprained 
wrists and ankles, broken limbs, or devouring amputa-
tions—but fatal to the last degree of fatality; those 
repeated disastrous repulses, all accumulating and piling 
their terrors upon Moby Dick; those things had gone far 
to shake the fortitude of many brave hunters, to whom 
the story of the White Whale had eventually come.

Nor did wild rumors of all sorts fail to exaggerate, 
and still the more horrify the true histories of these 
deadly encounters. For not only do fabulous rumors 
naturally grow out of the very body of all surprising ter-
rible events,—as the smitten tree gives birth to its fungi; 
but, in maritime life, far more than in that of terra firma, 
wild rumors abound, wherever there is any adequate 
reality for them to cling to. And as the sea surpasses 
the land in this matter, so the whale fishery surpasses 
every other sort of maritime life, in the wonderfulness 
and fearfulness of the rumors which sometimes circulate 
there. For not only are whalemen as a body unexempt 
from that ignorance and superstitiousness hereditary to 
all sailors; but of all sailors, they are by all odds the most 
directly brought into contact with whatever is appall-
ingly astonishing in the sea; face to face they not only eye 
its greatest marvels, but, hand to jaw, give battle to them.

Nevertheless, some there were, who even in the face 
of these things were ready to give chase to Moby Dick; 

Moby Dick rises.  — by Rockwell Kent.
©1930 by R. R. Donnelly & Sons Co., with permission.
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So that here, in the real living experience of living 
men, the prodigies related in old times of the inland 
Strello mountain in Portugal (near whose top there was 
said to be a lake in which the wrecks of ships floated up 
to the surface); and that still more wonderful story of 
the Arethusa fountain near Syracuse (whose waters were 
believed to have come from the Holy Land by an under-
ground passage); these fabulous narrations are almost 
fully equalled by the realities of the whaleman.

But even stripped of these supernatural surmisings, 
there was enough in the earthly make and incontestable 
character of the monster to strike the imagination with 
unwonted power. For, it was not so much his uncommon 
bulk that so much distinguished him from other sperm 
whales, but, as was elsewhere thrown out—a peculiar 
snow-white wrinkled forehead, and a high, pyramidical 
white hump. These were his prominent features; the tokens 
whereby, even in the limitless, uncharted seas, he revealed 
his identity, at a long distance, to those who knew him.

The rest of his body was so streaked, and spotted, 
and marbled with the same shrouded hue, that, in the 
end, he had gained his distinctive appellation of the 
white whale; a name, indeed, literally justified by his 
vivid aspect, when seen gliding at high noon through a 
dark blue sea, leaving a milky-way wake of creamy foam, 
all spangled with golden gleamings.

Judge, then, to what pitches of inflamed, distracted fury 
the minds of his more desperate hunters were impelled, 
when amid the chips of chewed boats, and the sinking limbs 
of torn comrades, they swam out of the white curds of the 
whale’s direful wrath into the serene, exasperating sun-
light, that smiled on, as if at a birth or a bridal.

His three boats stove around him, and oars and 
men both whirling in the eddies; one captain, seizing the 
line-knife from his broken prow, had dashed at the whale, 
as an Arkansas duellist at his foe, blindly seeking with a 
six inch blade to reach the fathom-deep life of the whale. 
That captain was Ahab. And then it was, that suddenly 

Kendall Collection, NBWM

“Destruction of the Larboard boat of the Ann Alexander, by a sperm whale in the South Pacific.” In August 1851, shortly before the release of 
Moby-Dick, the whaleship Ann Alexander of New Bedford was whaling in the waters where the Essex met her fate nearly two decades earlier. The 
mate’s boat, fast to a whale, suddenly found itself being rushed by its prey. The whale quickly seized the boat in its jaws and smashed it to pieces. 
The crew was picked up and pursuit continued. Undaunted, the whale again turned upon the mate’s boat and crushed it. The captain rescued the 
swimming crew, returned to the ship and resumed the assault from the foredeck. The captain was able to strike the whale in the head, infuriating 
it further. After a brief retreat, the whale rushed the ship and struck a blow to her hull; the water came gushing in. Forced to abandon the sinking 
ship with scant provisions, the crew set upon the open sea. Luckily, they were rescued by the Nantucket just two days later. Five months later the 
Rebecca Simms of New Bedford took a whale with two of the Ann Alexander’s harpoons and pieces of the ship’s timbers imbedded in him. Sick 
and crippled, the whale yielded only 80 barrels of oil. When Melville heard the news, he exclaimed in a letter: “Ye Gods, what a commentator is this 
Ann Alexander whale…. I wonder if my evil art has raised this monster.” — Sources: Ellis, Leyda. Wood engraving by Smyth: Illustrated London News, 11/29/1851.
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sweeping his sickle-shaped lower jaw beneath him, Moby 
Dick had reaped away Ahab’s leg, as a mower a blade of 
grass in the field. No turbaned Turk, no hired Venetian or 
Malay, could have smote him with more seeming malice. 
Small reason was there to doubt, then, that ever since that 
almost fatal encounter, Ahab had cherished a wild vindic-
tiveness against the whale. The white whale swam before 
him as the monomaniac incarnation of all those malicious 
agencies which some deep men feel eating in them, till 
they are left living on with half a heart and half a lung. 
That intangible malignity which has been from the begin-
ning; to whose dominion even the modern Christians 
ascribe one-half of the worlds;—Ahab did not fall down 
and worship it like them; but deliriously transferring its 
idea to the abhorred white whale, he pitted himself, all 
mutilated, against it. All that most maddens and torments; 
all that stirs up the lees of things; all truth with malice in 
it; all that cracks the sinews and cakes the brain; all the 
subtle demonisms of life and thought; all evil, to crazy 
Ahab, were visibly personified, and made practically assail-
able in Moby Dick. He piled upon the whale’s white hump 
the sum of all the general rage and hate felt by his whole 
race from Adam down; and then, as if his chest had been a 
mortar, he burst his hot heart’s shell upon it. 

It is not probable that this monomania in him took 
its instant rise at the precise time of his bodily dismem-
berment. Then, in darting at the monster, knife in hand, 
he had but given loose to a sudden, passionate, corporal 
animosity; and when he received the stroke that tore 
him, he probably but felt the agonizing bodily laceration, 
but nothing more. Yet, when by this collision forced to 
turn towards home, and for long months of days and 
weeks, Ahab and anguish lay stretched together in one 
hammock, rounding in mid winter that dreary, howling 
Patagonian Cape; then it was, that his torn body and 
gashed soul bled into one another; and so interfusing, 
made him mad. That it was only then, on the homeward 
voyage, after the encounter, that the final monomania 
seized him, seems all but certain from the fact that, at 
intervals during the passage, he was a raving lunatic; 
and, though unlimbed of a leg, yet such vital strength 
yet lurked in his Egyptian chest, and was moreover 
intensified by his delirium, that his mates were forced to 
lace him fast, even there, as he sailed, raving in his ham-
mock. In a strait-jacket, he swung to the mad rockings 
of the gales. And, when running into more sufferable 
latitudes, the ship, with mild stun’sails spread, f loated 
across the tranquil tropics, and, to all appearances, the 
old man’s delirium seemed left behind him with the 
Cape Horn swells, and he came forth from his dark den 
into the blessed light and air; even then, when he bore 
that firm, collected front, however pale, and issued his 

calm orders once again; and his mates thanked God the 
direful madness was now gone; even then, Ahab, in his 
hidden self, raved on. Human madness is oftentimes a 
cunning and most feline thing. When you think it f led, it 
may have but become transfigured into some still subtler 
form. Ahab’s full lunacy subsided not, but deepeningly 
contracted; like the unabated Hudson, when that noble 
Northman flows narrowly, but unfathomably through 
the Highland gorge. But, as in his narrow-flowing 
monomania, not one jot of Ahab’s broad madness had 
been left behind; so in that broad madness, not one jot 
of his great natural intellect had perished. That before 
living agent, now became the living instrument. If such a 
furious trope may stand, his special lunacy stormed his 
general sanity, and carried it, and turned all its concen-
tred cannon upon its own mad mark; so that far from 
having lost his strength, Ahab, to that one end, did now 
possess a thousand fold more potency than ever he had 
sanely brought to bear upon any one reasonable object.

Here, then, was this grey-headed, ungodly old man, 
chasing with curses a Job’s whale round the world, at 
the head of a crew, too, chiefly made up of mongrel 
renegades, and castaways, and cannibals—morally 
enfeebled also, by the incompetence of mere unaided 
virtue or right-mindedness in Starbuck, the invulnerable 
jollity of indifference and recklessness in Stubb, and the 
pervading mediocrity in Flask. Such a crew, so officered, 
seemed specially picked and packed by some infernal 
fatality to help him to his monomaniac revenge. How it 
was that they so aboundingly responded to the old man’s 
ire—by what evil magic their souls were possessed, that 
at times his hate seemed almost theirs; the white whale 
as much their insufferable foe as his; what the white 
whale was to them, or how to their unconscious under-
standings he might have seemed the gliding great demon 
of the seas of life,—all this to explain, would be to dive 
deeper than Ishmael can go. 

“Perils Afloat,” 1846.  “And then it was, that suddenly sweeping his 
sickle-shaped lower jaw beneath him, Moby Dick had reaped away 
Ahab’s leg, as a mower a blade of grass in the field.” — Chapter 41.  Engraving 

by Alonzo Hartwell.  From Delano: Wanderings and Adventures….
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1With reference to the Polar bear, it is not the whiteness, separately 
regarded, which heightens the intolerable hideousness of that brute; 
for, analysed, that heightened hideousness only arises from the cir-
cumstance, that the irresponsible ferociousness of the creature stands 
invested in the f leece of celestial innocence and love; and hence, by 
bringing together two such opposite emotions in our minds, the Polar 
bear frightens us with so unnatural a contrast. But even assuming all 
this to be true; yet, were it not for the whiteness, you would not have 
that intensified terror. 

Chapter xlii

The Whiteness of the Whale

W hat the White Whale was to Ahab, 
has been hinted; what, at times, he was to me, as yet 
remains unsaid. 

Aside from those more obvious considerations touch-
ing Moby Dick, which could not but occasionally awaken 
in any man’s soul some alarm, there was another thought, 
or rather vague, nameless horror concerning him, which 
at times by its intensity completely overpowered all the 
rest; and yet so mystical and well nigh ineffable was it, 
that I almost despair of putting it in a comprehensible 
form. It was the whiteness of the whale that above all 
things appalled me. But how can I hope to explain myself 
here; and yet, in some dim, random way, explain myself I 
must, else all these chapters might be naught. 

Though in many natural objects, whiteness refiningly 
enhances beauty, as if imparting some special virtue of 
its own, as in marbles, japonicas, and pearls; and though 
various nations have in some way recognised a certain 
royal pre-eminence in this hue; and though, besides all 
this, whiteness has been even made significant of glad-
ness, for among the Romans a white stone marked a 
joyful day; and though in other mortal sympathies and 
symbolizings, this same hue is made the emblem of many 
touching, noble things—the innocence of brides, the 
benignity of age; though among the Red Men of America 
the giving of the white belt of wampum was the deepest 
pledge of honor; though in many climes, whiteness typi-
fies the majesty of Justice in the ermine of the Judge, and 
contributes to the daily state of kings and queens drawn 
by milk-white steeds; though even in the higher mysteries 

of the most august religions it has been made the symbol 
of the divine spotlessness and power; and though directly 
from the Latin word for white, all Christian priests derive 
the name of one part of their sacred vesture, the alb or 
tunic, worn beneath the cassock; yet for all these accumu-
lated associations, with whatever is sweet, and honorable, 
and sublime, there yet lurks an elusive something in the 
innermost idea of this hue, which strikes more of panic to 
the soul than that redness which affrights in blood. 

This elusive quality it is, which causes the thought of 
whiteness, when divorced from more kindly associations, 
and coupled with any object terrible in itself, to heighten 
that terror to the furthest bounds. Witness the white bear 
of the poles, and the white shark of the tropics; what but 
their smooth, flaky whiteness makes them the transcen-
dent horrors they are? That ghastly whiteness it is which 
imparts such an abhorrent mildness, even more loath-
some than terrific, to the dumb gloating of their aspect. 
So that not the fierce-fanged tiger in his heraldic coat can 
so stagger courage as the white-shrouded bear or shark.1

New Bedford Whaling Museum 

“Moby-Dick,” 1984.  “Thus, the muffled rollings of a milky sea; the bleak rustlings of the festooned frosts of mountains; the desolate shiftings of the 
windrowed snows of prairies; all these, to Ishmael, are as the shaking of the buffalo robe to the frightened colt! Though neither knows where lie the 
nameless things of which the mystic sign gives forth such hints; yet with me, as with the colt, somewhere those things must exist. Though in many of its 
aspects this visible world seems formed in love, the invisible spheres were formed in fright.”  — Chapter 42.  Mural painting by Richard Ellis at New Bedford Whaling Museum.

“The Whale’s Jaw,” 1874.  — From Davis, Nimrod of the Sea.
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What is it that in the Albino man so peculiarly 
repels and often shocks the eye, as that sometimes he 
is loathed by his own kith and kin! It is that whiteness 
which invests him, a thing expressed by the name he 
bears. The Albino is as well made as other men—has no 
substantive deformity—and yet this mere aspect of all-
pervading whiteness makes him more strangely hideous 
than the ugliest abortion. Why should this be so? 

Nor, in some things, does the common, hereditary 
experience of all mankind fail to bear witness to the 
supernaturalism of this hue. It cannot well be doubted, 
that the one visible quality in the aspect of the dead 
which most appals the gazer, is the marble pallor linger-
ing there; as if indeed that pallor were as much like the 
badge of consternation in the other world, as of mortal 
trepidation here. And from that pallor of the dead, we 
borrow the expressive hue of the shroud in which we 
wrap them. Nor even in our superstitions do we fail to 
throw the same snowy mantle round our phantoms; all 
ghosts rising in a milk-white fog.

Therefore, in his other moods, symbolize whatever 
grand or gracious thing he will by whiteness, no man can 
deny that in its profoundest idealized significance it calls 
up a peculiar apparition to the soul. 

But though without dissent this point be fixed, how 
is mortal man to account for it? To analyse it, would 
seem impossible. Can we thus hope to light upon some 
chance clue to conduct us to the hidden cause we seek? 

I know that, to the common apprehension, this 
phenomenon of whiteness is not confessed to be the 
prime agent in exaggerating the terror of objects otherwise 
terrible.

The mariner, when drawing nigh the coasts of 
foreign lands, if by night he hear the roar of breakers, 
starts to vigilance, and feels just enough of trepidation to 
sharpen all his faculties; but under precisely similar cir-
cumstances, let him be called from his hammock to view 
his ship sailing through a midnight sea of milky white-
ness—as if from encircling headlands shoals of combed 
white bears were swimming round him, then he feels a 
silent, superstitious dread; the shrouded phantom of the 
whitened waters is horrible to him as a real ghost; in vain 
the lead assures him he is still off soundings; heart and 
helm they both go down; he never rests till blue water is 
under him again. Yet where is the mariner who will tell 
thee, “Sir, it was not so much the fear of striking hid-
den rocks, as the fear of that hideous whiteness that so 
stirred me?” 

To the native Indian of Peru, the continual sight 
of the snow-howdahed Andes conveys naught of dread, 
except, perhaps, in the mere fancying of the eternal 
frosted desolateness reigning at such vast altitudes, and 

the natural conceit of what a fearfulness it would be to 
lose oneself in such inhuman solitudes. Much the same 
is it with the backwoodsman of the West, who with 
comparative indifference views an unbounded prairie 
sheeted with driven snow, no shadow of tree or twig to 
break the fixed trance of whiteness. Not so the sailor, 
beholding the scenery of the Antarctic seas; where at 
times, by some infernal trick of legerdemain in the pow-
ers of frost and air, he, shivering and half shipwrecked, 
instead of rainbows speaking hope and solace to his 
misery, views what seems a boundless church-yard 
grinning upon him with its lean ice monuments and 
splintered crosses. 

But thou sayest, methinks this white-lead chapter 
about whiteness is but a white f lag hung out from a cra-
ven soul; thou surrenderest to a hypo, Ishmael. 

But not yet have we solved the incantation of this 
whiteness, and learned why it appeals with such power 
to the soul; and more strange and far more portentous—
why, as we have seen, it is at once the most meaning 
symbol of spiritual things, nay, the very veil of the 
Christian’s Deity; and yet should be as it is, the intensi-
fying agent in things the most appalling to mankind. 

Is it that by its indefiniteness it shadows forth 
the heartless voids and immensities of the universe, 
and thus stabs us from behind with the thought of 
annihilation, when beholding the white depths of the 
milky way? Or is it, that as in essence whiteness is not 
so much a color as the visible absence of color, and at 
the same time the concrete of all colors; is it for these 
reasons that there is such a dumb blankness, full of 
meaning, in a wide landscape of snows—a colorless, 
all- color of atheism from which we shrink? And when 
we consider that other theory of the natural philoso-
phers, that all other earthly hues—every stately or 
lovely emblazoning—the sweet tinges of sunset skies 
and woods; yea, and the gilded velvets of butterf lies, 
and the butterf ly cheeks of young girls; all these are 
but subtile deceits, not actually inherent in substances, 
but only laid on from without; and consider that the 
mystical cosmetic which produces every one of her 
hues, the great principle of light, for ever remains white 
or colorless in itself, and if operating without medium 
upon matter, would touch all objects, even tulips and 
roses, with its own blank tinge—pondering all this, 
the palsied universe lies before us a leper; and like wil-
ful travellers in Lapland, who refuse to wear colored 
and coloring glasses upon their eyes, so the wretched 
infidel gazes himself blind at the monumental white 
shroud that wraps all the prospect around him. And 
of all these things the Albino Whale was the symbol. 
Wonder ye then at the fiery hunt? 
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Had you followed Captain Ahab down into 
his cabin after the squall that took place on the night 
succeeding that wild ratification of his purpose with his 
crew, you would have seen him go to a locker in the tran-
som, and bringing out a large wrinkled roll of yellowish 
sea charts, spread them before him on his screwed-down 
table. Then seating himself before it, you would have 
seen him intently study the various lines and shadings 
which there met his eye; and with slow but steady pencil 
trace additional courses over spaces that before were 
blank. At intervals, he would refer to piles of old log-
books beside him, wherein were set down the seasons 
and places in which, on various former voyages of various 
ships, sperm whales had been captured or seen.

Now, to any one not fully acquainted with the ways 
of the leviathans, it might seem an absurdly hopeless task 
thus to seek out one solitary creature in the unhooped 
oceans of this planet. But not so did it seem to Ahab, 
who knew the sets of all tides and currents; and thereby 
calculating the driftings of the sperm whale’s food; and, 
also, calling to mind the regular, ascertained seasons 
for hunting him in particular latitudes; could arrive at 
reasonable surmises, almost approaching to certainties, 
concerning the timeliest day to be upon this or that 
ground in search of his prey.

So assured, indeed, is the fact concerning the peri-
odicalness of the sperm whale’s resorting to given waters, 
that many hunters believe that, could he be closely 
observed and studied throughout the world; were the 
logs for one voyage of the entire whale f leet carefully 
collated, then the migrations of the sperm whale would 
be found to correspond in invariability to those of the 
herring-shoals or the flights of swallows. On this hint, 
attempts have been made to construct elaborate migra-
tory charts of the sperm whale.

Note: Since the above was written, the state-
ment is happily borne out by an official circular, issued 
by Lieutenant Maury, of the National Observatory, 
Washington, April 16th, 1851. By that circular, it appears 
that precisely such a chart is in course of completion; and 
portions of it are presented in the circular. “This chart 
divides the ocean into districts of five degrees of latitude 
by five degrees of longitude; perpendicularly through 
each of which districts are twelve columns for the twelve 
months; and horizontally through each of which districts 
are three lines; one to show the number of days that 
have been spent in each month in every district, and the 
two others to show the number of days in which whales, 
sperm or right, have been seen.”

Chapter xliii, xliv

Hark!  •  The Chart

Kendall Collection, NBWM

“The Navigator.” —Oil painting by Clifford W. Ashley. 
 New Bedford Whaling Museum.

Maury Whale Chart, 1851.  This invaluable 19th century resource was 
the whalers’ bible and the last word on where to find the best fishing 
grounds for sperm and right whales. Using small icons of whales, the 
chart provided data on the species’ populations and locations, the 
seasons and the frequency that whales visited areas, and how they 
traveled (in pairs, schools or straggling). It was updated and revised 
regularly.  — By Lt. Matthew F. Maury, United States Navy, Washington National Observatory.
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1The following [is] from Chase’s narrative: “He made two several 
attacks upon the ship, both of which, according to their direction, were 
calculated to do us the most injury.…His aspect was most horrible, and 
such as indicated resentment and fury. He came directly from the shoal 
which we had just before entered, and in which we had struck three of 
his companions, as if fired with revenge for their sufferings.…The dark 
ocean and swelling waters were nothing; the fears of being swallowed 
up by some dreadful tempest, or dashed upon hidden rocks… seemed 
scarcely entitled to a moment’s thought; the dismal looking wreck, and 
the horrid aspect and revenge of the whale, wholly engrossed my reflec-
tions, until day again made its appearance.”

I  do not know where I can find a better place than 
just here, to make mention of one or two other things, 
which to me seem important. So ignorant are most lands-
men of some of the plainest and most palpable wonders 
of the world, that without some hints touching the plain 
facts, historical and otherwise, of the fishery, they might 
scout at Moby Dick as a monstrous fable, or still worse 
and more detestable, a hideous and intolerable allegory.

First: Though most men have some vague flitting 
ideas of the general perils of the grand fishery, yet they have 
nothing like a fixed, vivid conception of those perils, and 
the frequency with which they recur. One reason perhaps 
is, that not one in fifty of the actual disasters and deaths 
by casualties in the fishery, ever finds a public record at 
home, however transient and immediately forgotten that 
record. Yet I tell you that upon one particular voyage which 
I made to the Pacific, among many others we spoke thirty 
different ships, every one of which had had a death by a 
whale, some of them more than one, and three that had 
each lost a boat’s crew. For God’s sake, be economical with 
your lamps and candles! not a gallon you burn, but at 
least one drop of man’s blood was spilled for it. 

Secondly: People ashore have indeed some indefinite 
idea that a whale is an enormous creature of enormous 
power.

The sperm whale is in some cases sufficiently pow-
erful, knowing, and judiciously malicious, as with direct 
aforethought to stave in, utterly destroy, and sink a large 
ship; and what is more, the sperm whale has done it.

In the year 1820 the ship Essex, Captain Pollard, 
of Nantucket, was cruising in the Pacific Ocean. One 
day she saw spouts, lowered her boats, and gave chase to 
a shoal of sperm whales. Ere long, several of the whales 
were wounded; when, suddenly, a very large whale 
escaping from the boats, issued from the shoal, and 
bore directly down upon the ship. Dashing his forehead 
against her hull, he so stove her in, that in less than “ten 
minutes” she settled down and fell over. Not a surviving 
plank of her has been seen since. After the severest expo-
sure, part of the crew reached the land in their boats. 
Being returned home at last, Captain Pollard once more 
sailed for the Pacific in command of another ship, but 
the gods shipwrecked him again upon unknown rocks 
and breakers; for the second time his ship was utterly 
lost, and forthwith forswearing the sea, he has never 
tempted it since.1

The ship Union, also of Nantucket, was in the year 
1807 totally lost off the Azores by a similar onset.

Some eighteen or twenty years ago Commodore 
J— then commanding an American sloop-of-war of the 
first class, happened to be dining with a party of whal-
ing captains, on board a Nantucket ship in the harbor 
of Oahu, Sandwich Islands. Conversation turning upon 
whales, the Commodore was pleased to be sceptical 
touching the amazing strength ascribed to them by 
the professional gentlemen present. He peremptorily 
denied for example, that any whale could so smite his 
stout sloop-of-war as to cause her to leak so much as a 
thimbleful. Very good; but there is more coming. Some 
weeks after, the commodore set sail in this impregnable 
craft for Valparaiso. But he was stopped on the way by 
a portly sperm whale, that begged a few moments’ con-
fidential business with him. That business consisted in 
fetching the Commodore’s craft such a thwack, that with 
all his pumps going he made straight for the nearest port 
to heave down and repair. I am not superstitious, but I 
consider the Commodore’s interview with that whale 
as providential. Was not Saul of Tarsus converted from 
unbelief by a similar fright? I tell you, the sperm whale 
will stand no nonsense.

Chapter xlv

The Affadavit

Survivors of the Essex rescued after 90 days at sea.  “When I was on 
board the Acushnet of Fairhaven, on the passage to the Pacific cruising 
grounds, among other matters of forecastle conversation at times was 
the story of the Essex…and her truly astounding fate…. Reading of this 
wondrous story upon the landless sea, and close to the very latitude of 
the shipwreck had a surprising effect upon me.”  — Melville’s memoir of Owen 

Chase.  From Leyda, The Melville Log.  Illustration from Murphy’s Journal.  Kendall Collection, NBWM.
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It was a cloudy, sultry afternoon; the seamen were 
lazily lounging about the decks, or vacantly gazing over 
into the lead-colored waters. Queequeg and I were mildly 
employed weaving what is called a sword-mat, for an 
additional lashing to our boat.

I was the attendant or page of Queequeg, while busy 
at the mat. As I kept passing and repassing the filling 
or woof of marline between the long yarns of the warp, 
using my own hand for the shuttle, and as Queequeg, 
standing sideways, ever and anon slid his heavy oaken 
sword between the threads, and idly looking off upon the 
water, carelessly and unthinkingly drove home every yarn: 
so strange a dreaminess did there then reign all over the 
ship and all over the sea, that it seemed as if this were the 
Loom of Time, and I myself were a shuttle mechanically 
weaving and weaving away at the Fates. Here, thought I, 
with my own hand I ply my own shuttle and weave my 
own destiny into these unalterable threads. 

Thus we were weaving and weaving away when I 
started at a sound so strange, long drawn, and musically 
wild and unearthly, that the ball dropped from my hand, 
and I stood gazing up at the clouds whence that voice 
dropped like a wing. High aloft in the cross-trees was 
that mad Gay-Header, Tashtego. His body was reaching 
eagerly forward, his hand stretched out like a wand, and 
at brief sudden intervals he continued his cries.

“There she blows! there! there! there! she blows! she 
blows!”

“Where-away?”

“On the lee-beam, about two miles off! a school of 
them!”

Instantly all was commotion.
The Sperm Whale blows as a clock ticks, with the 

same undeviating and reliable uniformity. And thereby 
whalemen distinguish this fish from other tribes of his 
genus.

“There go flukes!” was now the cry from Tashtego; 
and the whales disappeared.

“Quick, steward!”cried Ahab. “Time! time!”
Dough-Boy hurried below, glanced at the watch, and 

reported the exact minute to Ahab.
One of the men selected for shipkeepers—that is, 

those not appointed to the boats, relieved the Indian at 
the main-mast head. The sailors at the fore and mizzen 
had come down; the line tubs were fixed in their places; 
the cranes were thrust out; the mainyard was backed, 
and the three boats swung over the sea like three sam-
phire baskets over high cliffs. Outside of the bulwarks 
their eager crews with one hand clung to the rail, while 
one foot was expectantly poised on the gunwale. So look 
the long line of man-of-war’s men about to throw them-
selves on board an enemy’s ship.

But at this critical instant a sudden exclamation was 
heard that took every eye from the whale. With a start 
all glared at dark Ahab, who was surrounded by five 
dusky phantoms that seemed fresh formed out of air.

Chapter xlvii

The Mat Maker

Whaleboat on the John Manta, 1925.  — William R. Hegarty Collection

William R. Hegarty Collection William R. Hegarty Collection

Lower Away!  Whaleboat ready to go on the 
John R. Manta awaits the chase, 1925.

New Bedford Whaling Museum 

The captain’s boat is the first to be lowered on 
the brig Daisy, 1912.

The chase begins as whaleboat and crew from 
the John R. Manta hit the water, 1925.
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Edwards Family Collection

The phantoms, for so they then seemed, were 
flitting on the other side of the deck, and, with a noise-
less celerity, were casting loose the tackles and bands of 
the boat which swung there. This boat had always been 
deemed one of the spare boats, though technically called 
the captain’s, on account of its hanging from the star-
board quarter. The figure that now stood by its bows was 
tall and swart, with one white tooth evilly protruding 
from its steel-like lips. A rumpled Chinese jacket of black 
cotton funereally invested him, with wide black trows-
ers of the same dark stuff. But strangely crowning his 
ebonness was a glistening white plaited turban, the living 
hair braided and coiled round and round upon his head. 
Less swart in aspect, the companions of this figure were 
of that vivid, tiger-yellow complexion peculiar to some of 
the aboriginal natives of the Manillas;—a race notorious 
for a certain diabolism of subtilty, and by some honest 
white mariners supposed to be the paid spies and secret 
confidential agents on the water of the devil, their lord, 
whose counting-room they suppose to be elsewhere.

While yet the wondering ship’s company were gazing 
upon these strangers, Ahab cried out to the white-tur-
baned old man at their head, “All ready there, Fedallah?”

“Ready,” was the half-hissed reply.
“Lower away then; d’ye hear?” shouting across the 

deck. “Lower away there, I say.” 
Such was the thunder of his voice, that spite of their 

amazement the men sprang over the rail; the sheaves 
whirled round in the blocks; with a wallow, the three 
boats dropped into the sea; while, with a dexterous, 
off-handed daring, unknown in any other vocation, the 
sailors, goat-like, leaped down the rolling ship’s side into 
the tossed boats below.

Hardly had they pulled out from under the ship’s 
lee, when a fourth keel, coming from the windward 

side, pulled round under the stern, and showed the five 
strangers rowing Ahab, who, standing erect in the stern, 
loudly hailed Starbuck, Stubb, and Flask, to spread 
themselves widely, so as to cover a large expanse of water. 
But with all their eyes again riveted upon the swart 
Fedallah and his crew, the inmates of the other boats 
obeyed not the command.

“Spread yourselves,” cried Ahab; “give way, all four 
boats. Thou, Flask, pull out more to leeward!”

“Aye, aye, sir,” cheerily cried little King-Post, sweep-
ing round his great steering oar. 

“Pull, pull, my fine hearts-alive; pull, my children; 
pull, my little ones,” drawingly and soothingly sighed 
Stubb to his crew, some of whom still showed signs of 
uneasiness. “Why don’t you break your backbones, my 
boys? What is it you stare at? Those chaps in yonder 
boat? Tut! They are only five more hands come to help 
us—never mind from where—the more the merrier. 
Pull, then, do pull; never mind the brimstone—devils 

Chapter xlviii

The First Lowering

Oarsmen “pulling to” on the Daisy, 1912.  The iron is in position for 
easy access to the boasteerer who will soon become harpooner. “With 
the still rising wind, we rushed along; the boat going with such mad-
ness through the water, that the lee oars could scarcely be worked 
rapidly enough to escape being torn from the row-locks.” — Chapter 48. 

Robert Cushman Murphy photograph.  New Bedford Whaling Museum.

Crew of the Charles W.  Morgan, 1912. After pulling alongside the whale, the harpooner gets ready to strike. “Stubbs would say the most terrific 
things to his crew, in a tone so strangely compounded of fun and fury, and the fury seemed so calculated merely as a spice to the fun, that no oars-
man could hear such queer invocations without pulling for dear life, and yet pulling for the mere joke of the thing.“  — Chapter 48.
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are good fellows enough. So, so; there you are now; that’s 
the stroke for a thousand pounds; that’s the stroke to 
sweep the stakes! Hurrah for the gold cup of sperm oil, 
my heroes! Three cheers, men—all hearts alive! Easy, 
easy; don’t be in a hurry—don’t be in a hurry. Why don’t 
you snap your oars, you rascals? Bite something, you 
dogs! So, so, so, then;—softly, softly! That’s it—that’s 
it! long and strong. Give way there, give way! The devil 
fetch ye, ye ragamuffin rapscallions; ye are all asleep. 
Stop snoring, ye sleepers, and pull. Pull, will ye? pull, 
can’t ye? pull, won’t ye? Why in the name of gudgeons 
and ginger-cakes don’t ye pull?—pull and break some-
thing! pull, and start your eyes out! Here!” whipping out 
the sharp knife from his girdle; “every mother’s son of 
ye draw his knife, and pull with the blade between his 
teeth. That’s it—that’s it. Now ye do something; that 
looks like it, my steel-bits. Start her—start her, my silver-
spoons! Start her, marling-spikes!”

In obedience to a sign from Ahab, Starbuck was 
now pulling obliquely across Stubb’s bow; and when for 
a minute or so the two boats were pretty near to each 
other, Stubb hailed the mate.

“Mr. Starbuck! Larboard boat there, ahoy! A word 
with ye, sir, if ye please!”

“Halloa!” returned Starbuck, turning round not a 
single inch as he spoke; still earnestly but whisperingly 
urging his crew; his face set like a f lint from Stubb’s.

“What think ye of those yellow boys, sir!” 
“Smuggled on board, somehow, before the ship 

sailed. A sad business, Mr. Stubb! But never mind, 

Mr. Stubb, all for the best. There’s hogsheads of sperm 
ahead, Mr. Stubb, and that’s what ye came for. Sperm, 
sperm’s the play! This at least is duty; duty and profit 
hand in hand!”

“Aye, aye, I thought as much,” soliloquized Stubb, 
when the boats diverged, “as soon as I clapt eye on ’em, 
I thought so. Aye, and that’s what he went into the after 
hold so often for. They were hidden down there. The 
white whale’s at the bottom of it. Well, well, so be it! 
Can’t be helped!” 

Meantime, Ahab, having sided the furthest to 
windward, was still ranging ahead of the other boats; a 
circumstance bespeaking how potent a crew was pulling 
him. Those tiger yellow creatures of his seemed all steel 
and whale-bone; like five trip-hammers they rose and 
fell with regular strokes of strength, which periodically 
started the boat along the water like a horizontal burst 
boiler out of a Mississippi steamer.

But what it was that inscrutable Ahab said to that 
tiger-yellow crew of his—these were words best omitted 
here; for you live under the blessed light of the evangeli-
cal land. Only the infidel sharks in the audacious seas 
may give ear to such words, when, with tornado brow, 
and eyes of red murder, and foam-glued lips, Ahab 
leaped after his prey.

It was a sight full of quick wonder and awe! The 
vast swells of the omnipotent sea; the surging, hollow 
roar they made, as they rolled along the eight gunwales, 
like gigantic bowls in a boundless bowling-green; the 
brief suspended agony of the boat, as it would tip for 

New Bedford Whaling Museum 

Ready to strike, 1922.  In 
a scene from the motion 
picture, “Down to the Sea 
in Ships,” our hero is set to 
strike a sperm whale. “Not 
the raw recruit, marching 
from the bosom of his wife 
into the fever heat of his first 
battle; not the dead man’s 
ghost encountering the first 
unknown phantom in the 
other world;—neither of 
these can feel stranger and 
stronger emotions than that 
man does, who for the first 
time finds himself pulling 
into the charmed, churned 
circle of the hunted Sperm 
Whale.” — Chapter 48.
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an instant on the knife-like edge of the sharper waves, 
that almost seemed threatening to cut it in two; the 
sudden profound dip into the watery glens and hollows; 
the keen spurrings and goadings to gain the top of the 
opposite hill; the headlong, sled-like slide down its other 
side;—all these, with the cries of the headsmen and har-
pooneers, and the shuddering gasps of the oarsmen, with 
the wondrous sight of the ivory Pequod bearing down 
upon her boats with outstretched sails, like a wild hen 
after her screaming brood;—all this was thrilling.

Soon after, two cries in quick succession on each 
side of us denoted that the other boats had got fast; 
but hardly were they overheard, when with a lightning-
like hurtling whisper Starbuck said: “Stand up!” and 
Queequeg, harpoon in hand, sprang to his feet.

“That’s his hump. There, there, give it to him!” whis-
pered Starbuck.

A short rushing sound leaped out of the boat; it was 
the darted iron of Queequeg. Then all in one welded 
commotion came an invisible push from astern, while 
forward the boat seemed striking on a ledge; the sail 
collapsed and exploded; a gush of scalding vapor shot 
up near by; something rolled and tumbled like an earth-
quake beneath us. The whole crew were half suffocated 
as they were tossed helter-skelter into the white curdling 
cream of the squall. Squall, whale, and harpoon had all 
blended together; and the whale, merely grazed by the 
iron, escaped.

Though completely swamped, the boat was nearly 
unharmed. Swimming round it we picked up the float-
ing oars, and lashing them across the gunwale, tumbled 
back to our places. There we sat up to our knees in the 

sea, the water covering every rib and plank, so that to 
our downward gazing eyes the suspended craft seemed a 
coral boat grown up to us from the bottom of the ocean.

The wind increased to a howl; the waves dashed 
their bucklers together; the whole squall roared, forked, 
and crackled around us like a white fire upon the prairie, 
in which, unconsumed, we were burning; immortal in 
these jaws of death! The rising sea forbade all attempts 
to bale out the boat. The oars were useless as propellers, 
performing now the office of life-preservers. So, cutting 
the lashing of the water-proof match keg, after many fail-
ures Starbuck contrived to ignite the lamp in the lantern; 
then stretching it on a waif pole, handed it to Queequeg 
as the standard-bearer of this forlorn hope. There, then, 
he sat, holding up that imbecile candle in the heart of 
that almighty forlornness. There, then, he sat, the sign 
and symbol of a man without faith, hopelessly holding 
up hope in the midst of despair.

Wet, drenched through, and shivering cold, despair-
ing of ship or boat, we lifted up our eyes as the dawn 
came on. Suddenly Queequeg started to his feet, hol-
lowing his hand to his ear. We all heard a faint creaking, 
as of ropes and yards hitherto muffled by the storm. 
Affrighted, we all sprang into the sea as the ship at last 
loomed into view, bearing right down upon us within a 
distance of not much more than its length.

Floating on the waves we saw the abandoned boat, 
as for one instant it tossed and gaped beneath the ship’s 
bows like a chip at the base of a cataract; and then the 
vast hull rolled over it, and it was seen no more till it 
came up weltering astern. Again we swam for it, were 
dashed against it by the seas, and were at last taken up 
and safely landed on board. Ere the squall came close 
to, the other boats had cut loose from their fish and 
returned to the ship in good time. The ship had given 
us up, but was still cruising, if haply it might light upon 
some token of our perishing,—an oar or a lance pole.

“Struck on a breach,” 1876. “Though not one of the oarsmen was 
then facing the life and death peril so close to them ahead, yet with 
their eyes on the intense countenance of the mate in the stern of the 
boat, they knew that the imminent instant had come; they heard, too, 
an enormous wallowing sound as of fifty elephants stirring in their lit-
ter. Meanwhile the boat was still booming through the mist, the waves 
curling and hissing around us like the erected crests of enraged ser-
pents.” — Chapter 48.  Engraving from Davis: Nimrod of the Sea.

Stove boat, circa 1872.  — Ink and pencil drawing by E. C. Snow, aboard Abraham Baker.  

— Kendall Collection, NBWM.
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There are certain queer times and occasions in 
this strange mixed affair we call life when a man takes 
this whole universe for a vast practical joke, though the 
wit thereof he but dimly discerns, and more than sus-
pects that the joke is at nobody’s expense but his own. 
There is nothing like the perils of whaling to breed this 
free and easy sort of genial, desperado philosophy; and 
with it I now regarded this whole voyage of the Pequod, 
and the great white whale its object.

Considering, therefore, that squalls and capsizings 
in the water and consequent bivouacks on the deep, were 
matters of common occurrence in this kind of life; con-
sidering that at the superlatively critical instant of going 
on to the whale I must resign my life into the hands of 
him who steered the boat—oftentimes a fellow who at 
that very moment is in his impetuousness upon the point 
of scuttling the craft with his own frantic stampings; con-
sidering that the particular disaster to our own particular 
boat was chiefly to be imputed to Starbuck’s driving on to 
his whale almost in the teeth of a squall, and considering 

that Starbuck, notwithstanding, was famous for his great 
heedfulness in the fishery; considering that I belonged to 
this uncommonly prudent Starbuck’s boat; and finally 
considering in what a devil’s chase I was implicated, 
touching the White Whale: taking all things together, I 
say, I thought I might as well go below and make a rough 
draft of my will. “Queequeg,” said I, “come along, you 
shall be my lawyer, executor, and legatee.”

It may seem strange that of all men sailors should be 
tinkering at their last wills and testaments, but there are 
no people in the world more fond of that diversion. This 
was the fourth time in my nautical life that I had done 
the same thing. After the ceremony was concluded upon 
the present occasion, I felt all the easier; a stone was 
rolled away from my heart.

Now then, thought I, unconsciously rolling up the 
sleeves of my frock, here goes a cool, collected dive at 
death and destruction, and the devil fetch the hindmost.

Chapter xlix

The Hyena

Kendall Collection, NBWM

“Taking a Whale,” circa 1865.   — Drawing by Robert W. Weir, Jr.

“He came up alongside of the Boat, and turned it over with his Nose 
as a Hog would his Eating-trough.”  —  Bullen, Cruise of the Cachalot.
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Chapter xcviii

Stowing Down and Clearing Up

Already has it been related how the great 
leviathan is afar off descried from the mast-head; how he 
is chased over the watery moors, and slaughtered in the 
valleys of the deep; how he is then towed alongside and 
beheaded; and how his great padded surtout becomes 
the property of his executioner; how, in due time, he is 
condemned to the pots, and, like Shadrach, Meshach, 
and Abednego, his spermaceti, oil, and bone pass 
unscathed through the fire;—but now it remains to con-
clude the last chapter of this part of the description by 
rehearsing—singing, if I may—the romantic proceeding 
of decanting off his oil into the casks and striking them 
down into the hold, where once again leviathan returns 
to his native profundities, sliding along beneath the sur-
face as before; but, alas! never more to rise and blow.

While still warm, the oil, like hot punch, is received 
into the six-barrel casks; and while, perhaps, the ship is 
pitching and rolling this way and that in the midnight 
sea, the enormous casks are slewed round and headed 
over, end for end, and sometimes perilously scoot across 
the slippery deck, like so many land slides, till at last 
man-handled and stayed in their course; and all round 
the hoops, rap, rap, go as many hammers as can play 
upon them, for now, ex officio, every sailor is a cooper.

At length, when the last pint is casked, and all is 
cool, then the great hatchways are unsealed, the bowels 
of the ship are thrown open, and down go the casks to 
their final rest in the sea. This done, the hatches are 
replaced, and hermetically closed, like a closet walled up.

Kendall Collection, NBWM

Whaleboat and tryworks from Lucy Ann of Wilmington.
— From journal of John F. Martin.  Kendall Collection, NBWM.

“The Cachalot Trying-out at Night,” circa 1900.  “A South Sea Sperm Whaler, which in a voyage of four years perhaps, after completely filling her 
hold with oil, does not consume fifty days in the business of boiling out; and in the state that it is casked, the oil is nearly scentless.”   — Chapter 92.  Oil 

painting by William E. Norton, based on “The Cruise of the Cachalot” by Frank T. Bullen. Companion to painting on page 162 .
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In the sperm fishery, this is perhaps one of the most 
remarkable incidents in all the business of whaling. One 
day the planks stream with freshets of blood and oil; on 
the sacred quarter-deck enormous masses of the whale’s 
head are profanely piled; great rusty casks lie about, as 
in a brewery yard; the smoke from the try-works has 
besooted all the bulwarks; the mariners go about suffused 
with unctuousness; the entire ship seems great leviathan 
himself; while on all hands the din is deafening.

But a day or two after, you look about you, and 
prick your ears in this self-same ship; and were it not 
for the tell-tale boats and try-works, you would all but 
swear you trod some silent merchant vessel, with a most 
scrupulously neat commander. The unmanufactured 
sperm oil possesses a singularly cleansing virtue. This is 
the reason why the decks never look so white as just after 
what they call an affair of oil. Besides, from the ashes 
of the burned scraps of the whale, a potent lye is readily 
made; and whenever any adhesiveness from the back of 
the whale remains clinging to the side, that lye quickly 
exterminates it. Hands go diligently along the bulwarks, 
and with buckets of water and rags restore them to their 

full tidiness. The soot is brushed from the lower rigging. 
All the numerous implements which have been in use are 
likewise faithfully cleansed and put away. The great hatch 
is scrubbed and placed upon the try-works, completely 

Kendall Collection, NBWM

“The Cachalot cutting-in,” circa 1900. — Oil painting by William E. Norton, based on “The Cruise of the Cachalot” by Frank T. Bullen. Companion to painting on page 161.

Stowing down oil on the Charles W. Morgan, circa 1912.  — Nelson F. Wood 

photograph.  New Bedford Whaling Museum.
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hiding the pots; every cask is out of sight; all tackles 
are coiled in unseen nooks; and when by the combined 
and simultaneous industry of almost the entire ship’s 
company, the whole of this conscientious duty is at last 
concluded, then the crew themselves proceed to their own 
ablutions; shift themselves from top to toe; and finally 
issue to the immaculate deck, fresh and all aglow, as 
bridegrooms new-leaped from out the daintiest Holland.

Now, with elated step, they pace the planks in twos 
and threes, and humorously discourse of parlors, sofas, 
carpets, and fine cambrics; propose to mat the deck; 
think of having hangings to the top; object not to taking 
tea by moonlight on the piazza of the forecastle. To hint 
to such musked mariners of oil, and bone, and blubber, 
were little short of audacity. They know not the thing 
you distantly allude to. Away, and bring us napkins!

But mark: aloft there, at the three mast heads, stand 
three men intent on spying out more whales, which, if 
caught, infallibly will again soil the old oaken furniture, 
and drop at least one small grease-spot somewhere. Yes; 
and many is the time, when, after the severest uninter-
rupted labors, which know no night; continuing straight 
through for ninety-six hours; when from the boat, where 
they have swelled their wrists with all day rowing on the 
Line,—they only step to the deck to carry vast chains, and 
heave the heavy windlass, and cut and slash, yea, and in 
their very sweatings to be smoked and burned anew by the 
combined fires of the equatorial sun and the equatorial 

try-works; when, on the heel of all this, they have finally 
bestirred themselves to cleanse the ship, and make a spot-
less dairy room of it; many is the time the poor fellows, 
just buttoning the necks of their clean frocks, are startled 
by the cry of “There she blows!” and away they fly to fight 
another whale, and go through the whole weary thing 
again. Oh! my friends, but this is man-killing! Yet this is 
life. For hardly have we mortals by long toilings extracted 
from the world’s vast bulk its small but valuable sperm; 
and then, with weary patience, cleansed ourselves from its 
defilements, and learned to live here in clean tabernacles of 
the soul; hardly is this done, when—There she blows!—the 
ghost is spouted up, and away we sail to fight some other 
world, and go through young life’s old routine again.

Kendall Collection, NBWM

Ship Virginia chasing whales in the Pacific, 1845. — Journal painting by John Francis Akin aboard ship Virginia of New Bedford.

“Cutting in a sperm whale,” 1845. — Journal painting by John Francis Akin aboard 

ship Virginia of New Bedford.  Kendall Collection, NBWM.
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“Ship, ahoy! Hast seen the White Whale?” 
So cried Ahab, once more hailing a ship showing 

English colors, bearing down under the stern. Trumpet to 
mouth, the old man was standing in his hoisted quarter-
boat, his ivory leg plainly revealed to the stranger captain, 
who was carelessly reclining in his own boat’s bow. He 
was a darkly-tanned, burly, good-natured, fine-look-
ing man, of sixty or thereabouts, dressed in a spacious 
roundabout, that hung round him in festoons of blue 
pilot-cloth; and one empty arm of this jacket streamed 
behind him like the broidered arm of a huzzar’s surcoat.

“Hast seen the White Whale?”
“See you this?” and withdrawing it from the fold 

that had hidden it, he held up a white arm of sperm 
whale bone, terminating in a wooden head like a mallet.

“Man my boat!” cried Ahab, impetuously, and toss-
ing about the oars near him—“Stand by to lower!”

In less than a minute, without quitting his little 
craft, he and his crew were dropped to the water, and 

were soon alongside of the stranger. But here a curi-
ous difficulty presented itself. In the excitement of the 
moment, Ahab had forgotten that since the loss of his 
leg he had never once stepped on board of any vessel at 
sea but his own, and then it was always by an ingenious 
and very handy mechanical contrivance peculiar to the 
Pequod, and a thing not to be rigged and shipped in any 
other vessel at a moment’s warning.

As good luck would have it, they had had a whale 
alongside a day or two previous, and the great tackles 
were still aloft, and the massive curved blubber-hook, 
now clean and dry, was still attached to the end. This 
was quickly lowered to Ahab, who at once comprehend-
ing it all, slid his solitary thigh into the curve of the 
hook (it was like sitting in the fluke of an anchor, or the 
crotch of an apple tree), and then giving the word, held 
himself fast, and at the same time also helped to hoist 

Chapter c

Leg and Arm. The Pequod, of Nantucket, 
meets the Samuel Enderby, of London

Kendall Collection, NBWM

Beautifully-crafted cover of the journal kept by William 
Mott of the ship Willliam of London, 1796–99. 

 — Artwork by Thomas Wetling.  Kendall Collection, NBWM.

“Ships Atlantic and William cruising for Whale,” 1797.  British whaleships in the company of Samuel Enderby & Sons of London were the first to 
round Cape Horn and pursue sperm whaling in the Pacific. The ships traveled up the South American coast toward Peru, then northeast toward the 
Galapagos Islands where great herds of sperm whales had been seen by Enderby’s exploration ships. By the 1840s, the Pacific Ocean just west of the 
Galapagos would become one of the greatest of all sperm whaling grounds.  — Source: Dakin.  Watercolor by Thomas Wetling, from journal of the ship William of London.
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his own weight, by pulling hand-over-hand upon one of 
the running parts of the tackle. Soon he was carefully 
swung inside the high bulwarks, and gently landed upon 
the capstan head. With his ivory arm frankly thrust 
forth in welcome, the other captain advanced, and Ahab, 
putting out his ivory leg, and crossing the ivory arm (like 
two sword-fish blades) cried out in his walrus way, “Aye, 
aye, hearty! let us shake bones together!—an arm and 
a leg!—an arm that never can shrink, d’ye see; and a leg 
that never can run. Where did’st thou see the White 
Whale?—how long ago?”

“The White Whale,” said the Englishman, pointing 
his ivory arm towards the East, and taking a rueful sight 
along it, as if it had been a telescope; “There I saw him, 
on the Line, last season.”

“And he took that arm off, did he?” asked Ahab, 
now sliding down from the capstan, and resting on the 
Englishman’s shoulder, as he did so.

“Aye, he was the cause of it, at least; and that leg, too?”
“Spin me the yarn,” said Ahab; “how was it?”
“It was the first time in my life that I ever cruised 

on the Line,” began the Englishman. “I was ignorant of 
the White Whale at that time. Well, one day we lowered 
for a pod of four or five whales, and my boat fastened to 
one of them; a regular circus horse he was, too, that went 
milling and milling round so, that my boat’s crew could 
only trim dish, by sitting all their sterns on the outer 
gunwale. Presently up breaches from the bottom of the 

sea a bouncing great whale, with a milky-white head and 
hump, all crows’ feet and wrinkles.”

“It was he, it was he!” cried Ahab, suddenly letting 
out his suspended breath.

“How it was exactly,” continued the one-armed com-
mander, “I do not know; but in biting the line, it got foul 
of this teeth, caught there somehow; but we didn’t know 
it then; so that when we afterwards pulled on the line, 
bounce we came plump on to his hump! Seeing how 
matters stood, and what a noble great whale it was—the 
noblest and biggest I ever saw, sir, in my life—I resolved 
to capture him, spite of the boiling rage he seemed to be 
in.  I jumped into my first mate’s boat; and snatching the 
first harpoon, let this old great-grandfather have it. But, 
Lord, look you, sir—hearts and souls alive, man—the next 
instant, in a jiff, I was blind as a bat—both eyes out—all 
befogged and bedeadened with black foam—the whale’s 
tail looming straight up out of it, perpendicular in the air, 
like a marble steeple. As I was groping after the second 
iron, to toss it overboard—down comes the tail like a 
Lima tower, cutting my boat in two, leaving each half in 
splinters; and, flukes first, the white hump backed through 
the wreck, as though it was all chips. To escape his ter-
rible flailings, I seized hold of my harpoon-pole sticking 
in him, and for a moment clung to that like a sucking fish. 
But a combing sea dashed me off, and at the same instant, 
the fish, taking one good dart forwards, went down like 
a flash; and the barb of that cursed second iron towing 

Kendall Collection, NBWM

“A View of the Boats going after the Whale,” circa 1798.  In his petition to the Lords of the Admiralty to break the East India monopoly on com-
merce along South Pacific ocean routes serving the East, Enderby wrote: “We appear to be the only adventurers willing to risk their property at such 
a great distance for  the exploring of a Fishery… If [our ship] is successful a large  Branch of the Fishery will be carried on in those seas.”  — Source: Dakin, 

Whalemen Adventureres.  Watercolor by Thomas Wetling, from the journal of the ship William of London.
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along near me caught me here” (clapping his hand just 
below his shoulder); “yes, caught me just here, I say, and 
bore me down to Hell’s flames, I was thinking; when, 
when, all of a sudden, the barb ript its way along the flesh 
clear along the whole length of my arm—came out nigh 
my wrist, and up I floated;—and that gentleman will tell 
you the rest (by the way, Captain—Dr. Bunger, ship’s sur-
geon: Bunger, my lad—the captain).”

“It was a shocking bad wound,” began the whale-sur-
geon; “the truth was, sir, it was an ugly gaping wound as 
surgeon ever saw; more than two feet and several inches 
long. In short, it grew black; I knew what was threat-
ened, and off it came. But I had no hand in shipping that 
ivory arm there; that is the captain’s work, not mine.”

“What became of the White Whale?”
“Oh!” cried the one-armed captain, “Oh, yes! Well; 

after he sounded, we didn’t see him again for some time; 
in fact, as I before hinted, I didn’t then know what whale 
it was that had served me such a trick, till some time 
afterwards, when coming back to the Line, we heard about 
Moby Dick—as some call him—and then I knew it was he.”

“Did’st thou cross his wake again?”
“Twice.”

“But could not fasten?”
“No more White Whales for me; I’ve lowered for 

him once, and that has satisfied me. There would be great 
glory in killing him, I know that; and there is a ship-load 
of precious sperm in him, but, hark ye, he’s best let alone; 
don’t you think so, Captain?”—glancing at the ivory leg.

“He is. But he will still be hunted, for all that. What 
is best let alone, that accursed thing is not always what 
least allures. He’s all a magnet! How long since thou 
saw’st him last? Which way heading?”

“Good God!” cried the English Captain, to whom 
the question was put. “What’s the matter? He was head-
ing east, I think.—Is your Captain crazy?” whispering to 
Fedallah.

But Fedallah, putting a finger on his lip, slid over 
the bulwarks to take the boat’s steering oar, and Ahab, 
swinging the cutting-tackle towards him, commanded 
the ship’s sailors to stand by to lower.

In a moment he was standing in the boat’s stern, and 
the Manilla men were springing to their oars. In vain the 
English Captain hailed him. With back to the stranger 
ship, and face set like a f lint to his own, Ahab stood 
upright till alongside of the Pequod.

Kendall Collection, NBWM

“The South Sea Whale Fishery,” circa 1835.  Following Enderby in 1785, the British continued to hunt the South Pacific, and the Americans were 
right on their heels. After recovering from the War of Independence (1783), the devasted whaling industry got a boost when the Minister to England, 
John Adams, brokered treaties throughout Europe that included the purchase of American spermacetti oil. In 1791, six ships from Nantucket and 
one from New Bedford were the first to set sail for the Pacific. — Source: Starbuck: History…Whale Fishery.  Oil painting by John Ward, London.
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Chapter ci

The Decanter

Ere the English ship fades from sight, be it set down 
here, that she hailed from London, and was named after 
the late Samuel Enderby, merchant of that city, the origi-
nal of the famous whaling house of Enderby and Sons. 
How long, prior to the year of our Lord 1775, this great 
whaling house was in existence, my numerous fish-docu-
ments do not make plain; but in that year (1775) it fitted 
out the first English ships that ever regularly hunted the 
Sperm Whale; though for some score of years previ-
ous (ever since 1726) our valiant Coffins and Maceys 
of Nantucket and the Vineyard had in large fleets pur-
sued that Leviathan, but only in the North and South 
Atlantic: not elsewhere. Be it distinctly recorded here, 
that the Nantucketers were the first among mankind to 
harpoon with civilized steel the great Sperm Whale; and 
that for half a century they were the only people of the 
whole globe who so harpooned him. 

In 1778, a fine ship, the Amelia, fitted out for the 
express purpose, and at the sole charge of the vigorous 
Enderbys, boldly rounded Cape Horn, and was the first 
among the nations to lower a whale- boat of any sort in 
the great South Sea. The voyage was a skilful and lucky 
one; and returning to her berth with her hold full of the 
precious sperm, the Amelia’s example was soon followed 
by other ships, English and American, and thus the 
vast Sperm Whale grounds of the Pacific were thrown 
open. But this is not all. In 1819, the same house fit-

ted out a discovery whale ship, to go on a tasting cruise 
to the remote waters of Japan. That ship—well called 
the “Syren”—made a noble experimental cruise; and it 
was thus that the great Japanese Whaling Ground first 
became generally known. The Syren in this famous voy-
age was commanded by a Captain Coffin, a Nantucketer. 
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“Ship William on Her Passage to Cape Horn, and on 
the Coast of Peru,” circa 1797.  Melville’s information 
in this chapter is inaccurate: Samuel Enderby sent his 
ship Emilia (not “Amelia”) around  Cape Horn in 1785 
(not 1775). Enderby knew the Americans would soon 
be sending ships. He had received reports from an 
American merchant returning from a trading voyage to 
China who “had seen more Spermaceti Whales about 
the Straights of Sunda and the Island of Java than he 
had ever seen before, so much so that he  could have 
filled a ship of 300 tons in 3 months.” The American 
wanted Enderby to sponsor a voyage, but Enderby was 
more interested in putting his own ships in service. He 
was quick to act. “We have 2 ships of 300 tons each of 
which we are beginning to fit  for the Southern Whale 
Fishery, to sail in March….” The first American whaler 
to return from the South Pacific with oil was the ship 
Rebecca of New Bedford in 1793, with 750 barrels of 
sperm whale oil.   — Sources: Davit, Starbuck.  Watercolor by Thomas 

Wetling, from the journal of the ship William of London.

Whaleship Adam of London, circa 1817.  This watercolor by an anon-
ymous British seaman is the same scene as the earliest pictorial work 
on whale ivory yet discovered—a large engraved sperm whale tooth,  
inscribed: “This is the tooth of a sperm whale that was caught near the 
Galapagos Island by the crew of the ship Adam, and made 100 barrels 
of oil in the year 1817.” The watercolor was probably done at around the 
same time, possibly by the same hand. The ship was built at Duxbury, 
Massachusetts in 1794, and completed several Atlantic Ocean whaling 
voyages as the Renown of Nantucket. Like many ships, it was boarded 
and taken as an admiralty prize during the War of 1812. The British 
renamed her Adam and she made at least four South Seas voyages 
(1815–25) under London registration. — Source: Frank, Melville’s…Gallery.
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I confess, that since Jonah, few whalemen have 
penetrated very far beneath the skin of the adult whale; 
nevertheless, I have been blessed with an opportunity to 
dissect him in miniature. In a ship I belonged to, a small 
cub sperm whale was once bodily hoisted to the deck 
for his poke or bag, to make sheaths for the barbs of the 
harpoons, and for the heads of the lances. And as for my 
exact knowledge of the bones of the leviathan in their 
gigantic, full grown development, for that rare knowl-
edge I am indebted to my late royal friend Tranquo, king 
of Tranque, one of the Arsacides.

Among many other fine qualities, my royal friend 
Tranquo, being gifted with a devout love for all mat-
ters of barbaric vertu, had brought together in Pupella 
whatever rare things the more ingenious of his people 
could invent; chiefly carved woods of wonderful devices, 
chiselled shells, inlaid spears, costly paddles, aromatic 
canoes; and all these distributed among whatever natural 
wonders, the wonder-freighted, tribute-rendering waves 
had cast upon his shores.

Chief among these latter was a great sperm whale, 
which, after an unusually long raging gale, had been 

found dead and stranded, with his head against a cocoa-
nut tree, whose plumage-like, tufted droopings seemed 
his verdant jet. When the vast body had at last been 
stripped of its fathom-deep enfoldings, and the bones 
become dust dry in the sun, then the skeleton was care-
fully transported up the Pupella glen, where a grand 
temple of lordly palms now sheltered it.

Now, amid the green, life-restless loom of that 
Arsacidean wood, the great, white, worshipped skeleton 
lay lounging—a gigantic idler! Yet, as the ever-woven 
verdant warp and woof intermixed and hummed around 
him, the mighty idler seemed the cunning weaver; him-
self all woven over with the vines; every month assuming 
greener, fresher verdure; but himself a skeleton. Life 
folded Death; Death trellised Life; the grim god wived 
with youthful Life, and begat him curly-headed glories.

The skeleton dimensions I shall now proceed to set 
down are copied verbatim from my right arm, where I 
had them tattooed; as in my wild wanderings at that 
period, there was no other secure way of preserving such 
valuable statistics.

Chapter cii

A Bower in the Arsacides

New Bedford Whaling Museum 

Skeleton of a blue whale on exhibit at New Bedford Whaling Museum.

“The Spermacetti Whale,” 1837.  The length of the adult male is 49-59 feet and weighs 45-70 tons. The female is smaller at 35-40 feet and 15–20 
tons. The world population is estimated at between 100,000–200,000.  — Drawing by Stewart, engraved by W. Lizars, colored lithograph from Hamilton: The Natural History… . 
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In the first place, I wish to lay before you a par-
ticular, plain statement, touching the living bulk of this 
leviathan, whose skeleton we are briefly to exhibit. Such 
a statement may prove useful here.

According to a careful calculation I have made, and 
which I partly base upon Captain Scoresby’s estimate, 
of seventy tons for the largest sized Greenland whale of 
sixty feet in length; according to my careful calculation, 
I say, a sperm whale of the largest magnitude, between 
eighty-five and ninety feet in length, and something less 
than forty feet in its fullest circumference, such a whale 
will weigh at least ninety tons; so that reckoning thirteen 
men to a ton, he would considerably outweigh the com-
bined population of a whole village of one thousand one 
hundred inhabitants.

Chapter ciii

Measurement of the Whale’s Skeleton

There are forty and odd vertebrae in all, which in 
the skeleton are not locked together. They mostly lie 
like the great knobbed blocks on a Gothic spire, forming 
solid courses of heavy masonry. The largest, a middle 
one, is in width something less than three feet, and in 
depth more than four. The smallest, where the spine 
tapers away into the tail, is only two inches in width, and 
looks something like a white billiard-ball. I was told that 
there were still smaller ones, but they had been lost by 
some little cannibal urchins, the priest’s children, who 
had stolen them to play marbles with. Thus we see how 
that the spine of even the hugest of living things tapers 
off at last into simple child’s play.

New Bedford Whaling Museum 

New Bedford Whaling Museum 

“The Lesser Rorqual,” 1837.  The Minke whale (also known as lesser 
rorqual, lesser finback and pikehead) is the smallest of the rorqual or 
baleen whales. The male can grow to 32 feet and the female 36 feet and 
weigh 10 tons. The smallest of the seven great whales, its size made it 
uneconomical to harvest commercially.— Colored lithograph from Hamilton.

“Northern Rorqual,” 1837.  The blue whale (also called sulphur bot-
tom, blue rorqual or great blue whale) is the largest animal on earth. 
Most adults are 75 to 90 feet long and weigh 100-120 tons. The longest 
recorded blue whale was over 109 feet, and the heaviest weighed about 
190 tons. Their population is about 4,500.— Colored lithograph from Hamilton.

“Skeleton of the Great Northern Rorqual,” 1837.  — From Hamilton.
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But still another inquiry remains; one often 
agitated by the more recondite Nantucketers. Whether 
owing to the almost omniscient look-outs at the mast-
heads of the whale-ships, now penetrating even through 
Behring’s straits, and into the remotest secret drawers 
and lockers of the world; and the thousand harpoons and 
lances darted along all continental coasts; the moot point 
is, whether leviathan can long endure so wide a chase, 
and so remorseless a havoc; whether he must not at last 
be exterminated from the waters, and the last whale, 
like the last man, smoke his last pipe, and then himself 
evaporate in the final puff.

Comparing the humped herds of whales with the 
humped herds of buffalo, which, not forty years ago, 
overspread by tens of thousands the prairies of Illinois 
and Missouri, and shook their iron manes and scowled 
with their thunder-clotted brows upon the sites of 

populous river-capitals, where now the polite broker sells 
you land at a dollar an inch; in such a comparison an 
irrestible argument would seem furnished, to show that 
the hunted whale cannot now escape speedy extinction. 

We account the whale immortal in his species, how-
ever perishable in his individuality. He swam the seas 
before the continents broke water; he once swam over the 
site of the Tuileries, and Windsor Castle, and the Kremlin. 
In Noah’s flood, he despised Noah’s Ark; and if ever the 
world is to be again flooded, like the Netherlands, to kill 
off its rats, then the eternal whale will still survive, and 
rearing upon the topmost crest of the equatorial flood, 
spout his frothed defiance to the skies.

Chapter cv

Does the Whale’s Magnitude  
Diminish?—Will he Perish?

The Spermacetti Whale, 1837.  “Since I have undertaken to manhandle this Leviathan, it behoves me to approve myself omnisciently exhaustive 
in the enterprise… To produce a mighty book, you must choose a mighty theme. No great and enduring volume can ever be written on the flea, 
though many there be who have tried it.” — Chapter 104.  Colored lithograph from Hamilton.

New Bedford Whaling Museum 

Logbook art by John C. Scales aboard bark Pearl of 
New London, 1852-54. — Kendall Collection, NBWM
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Chapter cvi, cvii, cviii

Ahab’s Leg  •  The Carpenter  •  Ahab and the Carpenter

The precipitating manner in which Captain Ahab 
had quitted the Samuel Enderby of London, had not 
been unattended with some small violence to his own 
person. He had lighted with such energy upon a thwart 
of his boat that his ivory leg had received a half-splinter-
ing shock. And when after gaining his own deck, and his 
own pivot-hole there, he so vehemently wheeled round 
with an urgent command to the steersman (it was, as ever, 
something about his not steering inflexibly enough); then, 
the already shaken ivory received such an additional twist 
and wrench, that though it still remained entire, and to 
all appearances lusty, yet Ahab did not deem it entirely 
trustworthy.

He took plain practical procedures;-he called the 
carpenter. And when that functionary appeared before 
him, he bade him without delay set about making a new 
leg, and directed the mates to see him supplied with all 
the studs and joists of jaw-ivory (sperm whale) which 
had thus far been accumulated on the voyage, in order 
that a careful selection of the stoutest, clearest-grained 
stuff might be secured. This done, the carpenter received 
orders to have the leg completed that night; and to provide 
all the fittings for it, independent of those pertaining to 
the distrusted one in use.

Chapter cvii

Like all sea-going ship carpenters, and more especially 
those belonging to whaling vessels, he was alike experi-
enced in numerous trades and callings collateral to his 
own.

A lost land-bird of strange plumage strays on board, 
and is made a captive: out of clean shaved rods of right-
whale bone, and cross-beams of sperm whale ivory, the 
carpenter makes a pagoda-looking cage for it. An oars-
man sprains his wrist: the carpenter concocts a soothing 
lotion. Stubb longed for vermillion stars to be painted 
upon the blade of his every oar; screwing each oar in his 
big vice of wood, the carpenter symmetrically supplies 
the constellation. A sailor takes a fancy to wear shark-
bone ear-rings: the carpenter drills his ears. Another has 
the toothache: the carpenter out pincers, and clapping 
one hand upon his bench bids him be seated there. 

Thus, this carpenter was prepared at all points, 
and alike indifferent and without respect in all. Teeth 
he accounted bits of ivory; heads he deemed but top-
blocks; men themselves he lightly held for capstans. He 

was like one of those unreasoning but still highly useful, 
multum in parvo, Sheffield contrivances, assuming the 
exterior—though a little swelled—of a common pocket 
knife; but containing, not only blades of various sizes, but 
also screw-drivers, cork-screws, tweezers, awls, pens, rul-
ers, nail-filers, counter-sinkers. So, if his superiors wanted 
to use the carpenter for a screw-driver, all they had to do 
was to open that part of him, and the screw was fast: or if 
for tweezers, take him up by the legs, and there they were. 

Chapter cviii

The Deck—First Night Watch
(Carpenter standing before his vice-bench, and by the light 
of two lanterns busily filing the ivory joist for the leg, which 
joist is firmly fixed in the vice. Slabs of ivory, leather straps, 
pads, screws, and various tools of all sorts lying about the 
bench. Forward, the red flame of the forge is seen, where the 
blacksmith is at work.)

“Well, manmaker!”
“Just in time, Sir. If the captain pleases, I will now 

mark the length. Let me measure, Sir.”
“Measured for a leg! good. Well, it’s not the first 

time. About it! Look ye, carpenter, I dare say thou callest 
thyself a right good workmanlike workman, eh! Well, 
then, will it speak thoroughly well for thy work, if, when 
I come to mount this leg thou makest, I shall neverthe-
less feel another leg in the same identical place with it; 
that is, carpenter, my old lost leg; the flesh and blood 
one, I mean. Canst thou not drive that old Adam away?”

“I have heard something curious on that score, Sir; 
how that a dismasted man never entirely loses the feeling 
of his old spar, but it will be still pricking him at times. 
May I humbly ask if it be really so, Sir?”

“It is, man. Look, put thy live leg here in the place 
where mine once was; so, now, here is only one distinct 
leg to the eye, yet two to the soul. Where thou feelest 
tingling life; there, exactly there, there to a hair, do I. Is’t 
a riddle?”

“I should humbly call it a poser, Sir.”
“How long before this leg is done?”
“Perhaps an hour, Sir.”

Bird cage made of whalebone.
— Anonymous.  New Bedford Whaling Museum.
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Chapter cix

Ahab and Starbuck in the Cabin

ers? Thou art always prating to me, Starbuck, about 
those miserly owners, as if the owners were my con-
science. But look ye, the only real owner of anything is its 
commander; and hark ye, my conscience is in this ship’s 
keel.—On deck!”

Ahab seized a loaded musket from the rack (form-
ing part of most South-Sea-men’s cabin furniture), and 
pointing it towards Starbuck, exclaimed: “There is one 
God that is Lord over the earth, and one Captain that is 
lord over the Pequod.—On deck!”

For an instant in the flashing eyes of the mate, and 
his fiery cheeks, you would have almost thought that 
he had really received the blaze of the levelled tube. But, 
mastering his emotion, he half calmly rose, and as he 
quitted the cabin, paused for an instant and said: “Thou 
hast outraged, not insulted me, Sir; but for that I ask thee 
not to beware of Starbuck; thou wouldst but laugh; but 
let Ahab beware of Ahab; beware of thyself, old man.”

“He waxes brave, but nevertheless obeys; most 
careful bravery that!” murmured Ahab, as Starbuck 
disappeared. “What’s that he said—Ahab beware of 
Ahab—there’s something there!” Then unconsciously 
using the musket for a staff, with an iron brow he paced 
to and fro in the little cabin; but presently the thick 
plaits of his forehead relaxed, and returning the gun to 
the rack, he went to the deck.

“Thou art but too good a fellow, Starbuck,” he said 
lowly to the mate; then raising his voice to the crew: 
“Furl the t’gallant-sails and close-reef the top-sails, fore 
and aft; back the main-yard; up Burtons, and break out 
in the main-hold.”

It were perhaps vain to surmise exactly why it was, 
that as respecting Starbuck, Ahab thus acted. It may have 
been a flash of honesty in him; or mere prudential policy 
which, under the circumstance, imperiously forbade the 
slightest symptom of open disaffection, however transient, 
in the important chief officer of his ship. However it was, 
his orders were executed; and the Burtons were hoisted.

According to usage they were pumping the 
ship next morning; and lo! no inconsiderable oil came 
up with the water; the casks below must have sprung a 
bad leak. Much concern was shown; and Starbuck went 
down into the cabin to report this unfavorable affair.1

Now, from the South and West the Pequod was 
drawing nigh to Formosa and the Bashee Isles, between 
which lies one of the tropical outlets from the China 
waters into the Pacific. And so Starbuck found Ahab 
with a general chart of the oriental archipelagoes spread 
before him; and another separate one representing the 
long eastern coasts of the Japanese islands—Niphon, 
Matsmai, and Sikoke.

“The oil in the hold is leaking, sir. We must up 
Burtons and break out.”

“Up Burtons and break out? Now that we are near-
ing Japan; heave-to here for a week to tinker a parcel of 
old hoops?”

“Either do that, sir, or waste in one day more oil 
than we may make good in a year. What we come twenty 
thousand miles to get is worth saving, sir.”

“So it is, so it is; if we get it.”
“I was speaking of the oil in the hold, sir.”
“And I was not speaking or thinking of that at all. 

Begone! Let it leak! I’m all aleak myself. Yet I don’t stop to 
plug my leak; for who can find it in the deep-loaded hull; 
or how hope to plug it, even if found, in this life’s howling 
gale? Starbuck! I’ll not have the Burtons hoisted.”

“What will the owners say, sir?”
“Let the owners stand on Nantucket beach and 

outyell the Typhoons. What cares Ahab? Owners, own-

1In sperm-whalemen with any considerable quantity of oil on board, 
it is a regular semi-weekly duty to conduct a hose into the hold, and 
drench the casks with sea-water; which afterwards, is removed by the 
ship’s pumps. By the changed character of the withdrawn water, the 
mariners readily detect any serious leakage in the precious cargo.

Crosscut view of the bark Alice Knowles showing 
location of oil and provision casks. — National Archives.

“Booming along,” near the island of Fernando Noronha, 1846.  
The ship William and Eliza of New Bedford, captained by William H. 
Whitfield, makes high speed in strong winds, leaving no time to “speak,”   
or talk to, passing ships. — Watercolor from the journal of Francis Marion Shaw.
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Upon searching, it was found that the casks 
last struck into the hold were perfectly sound, and that the 
leak must be further off. So, it being calm weather, they 
broke out deeper and deeper, disturbing the slumbers of 
the huge ground-tier butts; and from that black midnight 
sending those gigantic moles into the daylight above.

Now, at this time it was that my poor pagan com-
panion, and fast bosom-friend, Queequeg, was seized 
with a fever, which brought him nigh to his endless end.

Poor Queequeg! When the ship was about half dis-
embowelled, you should have stooped over the hatchway, 
and peered down upon him there; where, stripped to his 
woollen drawers, the tattooed savage was crawling about 
amid that dampness and slime, like a green spotted liz-
ard at the bottom of a well. And a well, or an ice-house, 
it somehow proved to him, poor pagan; where, strange to 
say, for all the heat of his sweatings, he caught a terrible 
chill which lapsed into a fever; and at last, after some 
days’ suffering, laid him in his hammock, close to the 
very sill of the door of death. 

Not a man of the crew but gave him up; and, as for 
Queequeg himself, what he thought of his case was forc-
ibly shown by a curious favor he asked. He shuddered at 
the thought of being buried in his hammock, according 
to the usual sea-custom, tossed like something vile to 
the death-devouring sharks. No: he desired a canoe like 
those of Nantucket, all the more congenial to him, being 
a whaleman, that like a whale-boat these coffin-canoes 
were without a keel; though that involved but uncertain 
steering, and much lee-way adown the dim ages.

The carpenter was at once commanded to do 
Queequeg’s bidding, whatever it might include. There 
was some heathenish, coffin-colored old lumber aboard, 
and from these dark planks the coffin was to be made.

“Ah! poor fellow! He’ll have to die now,” ejaculated 
the Long Island sailor.

When the last nail was driven, and the lid duly 
planed and fitted, he lightly shouldered the coffin and 
went forward with it, inquiring whether they were ready 
for it yet in that direction. Queequeg, to every one’s 
consternation, commanded that the thing should be 
instantly brought to him, nor was there any denying him.

Leaning over in his hammock, Queequeg long 
regarded the coffin with an attentive eye. He then called 
for his harpoon, had the wooden stock drawn from it, 
and then had the iron part placed in the coffin along with 

one of the paddles of his boat. All by his own request, 
also, biscuits were then ranged round the sides within: a 
flask of fresh water was placed at the head, and a small 
bag of woody earth scraped up in the hold at the foot; and 
a piece of sail-cloth being rolled up for a pillow, Queequeg 
now entreated to be lifted into his final bed, that he might 
make trial of its comforts, if any it had. He lay without 
moving a few minutes, then told one to go to his bag and 
bring out his little god, Yojo. Then crossing his arms on 
his breast with Yojo between, he called for the coffin lid 
(hatch he called it) to be placed over him. The head part 
turned over with a leather hinge, and there lay Queequeg 
in his coffin with little but his composed countenance in 
view. “Rarmai” (it will do; it is easy), he murmured at last, 
and signed to be replaced in his hammock.

But now that he had apparently made every prepara-
tion for death; now that his coffin was proved a good 
fit, Queequeg suddenly rallied; soon there seemed no 
need of the carpenter’s box: and thereupon, when some 
expressed their delighted surprise, he, in substance, said, 
that the cause of his sudden convalescence was this;-at a 
critical moment, he had just recalled a little duty ashore, 
which he was leaving undone; and therefore had changed 
his mind about dying; it was Queequeg’s conceit, that if 
a man made up his mind to live, mere sickness could not 
kill him: nothing but a whale, or a gale, or some violent, 
ungovernable, unintelligent destroyer of that sort.

With a wild whimsiness, he now used his coffin for a 
sea-chest; and emptying into it his canvas bag of clothes, 
set them in order there. Many spare hours he spent, in 
carving the lid with all manner of grotesque figures and 
drawings; and it seemed that hereby he was striving, in his 
rude way, to copy parts of the twisted tattooing on his body. 

Chapter cx

Queequeg in his Coffin

Seaman’s chest, circa 1870.  The sea chest of Manoel E. de Mendonça 
features a lush scene of New Bedford Harbor painted on the lid. Even 
the sturdiest of chests couldn’t protect the whaleman’s clothes from his 
arduous, oily work. Whalemen quickly found themselves drawing from 
the ship’s slop chest to replace ruined clothing. At the end of the voyage, 
the whaleman often owed to the ship a good portion of his earnings. 
— On exhibit at New Bedford Whaling Museum. 
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When gliding by the Bashee isles we 
emerged at last upon the great South Sea; were it not for 
other things, I could have greeted my dear Pacific with 
uncounted thanks, for now the long supplication of my 
youth was answered; that serene ocean rolled eastwards 
from me a thousand leagues of blue.

There is, one knows not what sweet mystery about 
this sea, whose gently awful stirrings seem to speak of 
some hidden soul beneath; for here, millions of mixed 
shades and shadows, drowned dreams, somnambulisms, 

reveries; all that we call lives and souls, lie dreaming, 
dreaming, still; tossing like slumberers in their beds; the 
ever-rolling waves but made so by their restlessness. 

To any meditative Magian rover, this serene Pacific, 
once beheld, must ever after be the sea of his adoption. It 
rolls the midmost waters of the world, the Indian ocean 
and Atlantic being but its arms. The same waves wash 
the moles of the new-built Californian towns, but yes-
terday planted by the recentest race of men, and lave the 
faded but still gorgeous skirts of Asiatic lands, older than 

Chapter cxi

The Pacific
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New Bedford Whaling Museum 

Pacific pit stops, 1845.  Had Ahab agreed to “up Burtons and break out,” the Pequod’s crew may have been treated to a respite similar to these 
scenes from Russell and Purrington’s panorama, “Whaling Voyage Round the World.”

At top, friendly natives from the Fiji Islands venture out in fancy canoes and catamarans—their huts and temples nestled between a warm magenta 
sky and white sandy beach. Below right, an American whaler anchored in Kealakekua Bay near the big island of Hawaii receives friendly Hawaiian 
greetings; to the left, whalers rest at anchor in Lahaina Habor, Maui. At bottom, a scene from Huahine of the Society Islands showing village huts 
and missionary settlements, people swimming, a raft of casks being towed to a vessel, and a whaleship at far left nestled in a shady grove of palm 
trees and friendly inhabitants. 
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“Ship William on her Passage 
to Cape Horn,” 1795.  — 

Watercolor by Thomas Wetling, from the 

journal of the ship William of London. 

Kendall

Whaleships Kutusoff and 
Falcon sperm whaling in the 
Pacific, 1846.  Just 8 weeks 
before Melville set sail on the 
Acushnet, Benjamin Russell 
embarked on a 4-year voy-
age to the Pacific aboard the 
Kutusoff. Unlike Melville, he 
stuck it out to the end and 
returned to New Bedford to 
repay his debts. This is one of 
Russell’s earliest known ship 
portraits, painted around the 
time he and Purrington were 
creating their panorama.

New Bedford Whaling Museum

Kendall Collection, NBWM
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Abraham; while all between float milky-ways of coral 
isles, and low-lying, endless, unknown Archipelagoes, 
and impenetrable Japans. Thus this mysterious, divine 
Pacific zones the world’s whole bulk about; makes all 
coasts one bay to it; seems the tide-beating heart of 
earth. Lifted by those eternal swells, you needs must 
own the seductive god, bowing your head to Pan. 

But few thoughts of Pan stirred Ahab’s brain, as 
standing like an iron statue at his accustomed place 
beside the mizen rigging, with one nostril he unthink-
ingly snuffed the sugary musk from the Bashee isles (in 
whose sweet woods mild lovers must be walking), and 
with the other consciously inhaled the salt breath of 
the new found sea; that sea in which the hated White 
Whale must even then be swimming. Launched at 
length upon these almost final waters, and gliding 
towards the Japanese cruising-ground, the old man’s 
purpose intensified itself. His firm lips met like the lips 

of a vice; the Delta of his forehead’s veins swelled like 
overladen brooks; in his very sleep, his ringing cry ran 
through the vaulted hull, “Stern all! the White Whale 
spouts thick blood!” 

Bark Canton bound for the Pacific, circa 1915.  — Photograph by  Pardon Gifford from the deck of the John R. Manta.

Private Collection

Society Islands, 1845.  — From Russell and Purrington’s panorama.
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Melville Voyages
The Acushnet.  The white line (1) marks the Acushnet’s 1842 maiden 
voyage with Melville aboard. Typical of whalers destined for the Pacific, 
her route “doubles” Cape Horn. The white line turns black (2) after the 
Marquesas, where Melville jumped ship in July of 1843. The Acushnet 
continued sailing around the South Pacific before heading to the 
Northwest Coast. She returned to Fairhaven in 1845 with 850 barrels of 
sperm oil, 1350 barrels of whale oil, and 13,500 whalebone. 

The Pequod. The gray line (3) represents the voyage of the Pequod, 
which, unlike Acushnet, set out to hunt a specific whale. Like the 
Acushnet, the Pequod sailed east to the Azores, turned south toward 
the Cape Verde Islands, then into the South Atlantic and southeast to 
Rio de la Plata, Argentina. There, the Pequod’s voyage deviates from 
that of the Acushnet’s and she heads east toward the Cape of Good 
Hope en route to the Indian and Pacific Oceans.
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In the mid-Atlantic, her crew sees apparitions of Moby-Dick (4). Not until 
she’s closer to the Cape does she finally lower for whales (5). Near the 
Crozet Islands, she meets the homeward-bound Albatross and gams 
(6) with the Town-Ho. In the Indian Ocean, the Pequod encounters a 
giant squid, a school of right whales, and Stubb kills a whale (7). In the 
Java Sea, she attacks a “grand armada” of whales (8), meets the Rose-
Bud, the Enderby and the Decanter, and tries-out oil at night (9).
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14

6

7

8

The Pequod then enjoys the rich sperm whaling grounds in the Japan 
Sea (Inset), and encounters the Virgin, the Bachelor (10), the Rachel 
(11) and the Delight (12) before beginning her chase of Moby-Dick 
(13 and 14).

9

see inset
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Availing himself of the mild, summer-cool 
weather that now reigned in these latitudes, and in 
preparation for the peculiarly active pursuits shortly 
to be anticipated, Perth, the begrimed, blistered old 
blacksmith, had not removed his portable forge to the 
hold again, after concluding his contributory work for 
Ahab’s leg, but still retained it on deck, fast lashed to 
ringbolts by the foremast; being now almost inces-
santly invoked by the headsmen, and harpooneers, 
and bowsmen to do some little job for them; altering, 
or repairing, or new shaping their various weapons 
and boat furniture. Often he would be surrounded 
by an eager circle, all waiting to be served; holding 
boat-spades, pike-heads, harpoons, and lances, and jeal-
ously watching his every sooty movement, as he toiled. 
Nevertheless, this old man’s was a patient hammer 
wielded by a patient arm. No murmur, no impatience, 
no petulence did come from him. Silent, slow, and 
solemn; bowing over still further his chronically broken 
back, he toiled away, as if toil were life itself, and the 
heavy beating of his hammer the heavy beating of his 
heart. And so it was.—Most miserable!

Death seems the only desirable sequel for a career 
like this; but Death is only a launching into the region 
of the strange Untried; it is but the first salutation to 
the possibilities of the immense Remote, the Wild, the 
Watery, the Unshored; therefore, to the death-long-
ing eyes of such men, who still have left in them some 
interior compunctions against suicide, does the all-con-
tributed and all-receptive ocean alluringly spread forth his 
whole plain of unimaginable, taking terrors, and wonder-

ful, new-life adventures; and from the hearts of infinite 
Pacifics, the thousand mermaids sing to them—“Come 
hither, broken-hearted; here is another life without the 
guilt of intermediate death; here are wonders supernatu-
ral, without dying for them. Come hither! bury thyself in 
a life which, to your now equally abhorred and abhorring, 
landed world, is more oblivious than death. Come hither! 
put up thy grave-stone, too, within the churchyard, and 
come hither, till we marry thee!”

Hearkening to these voices, East and West, by 
early sun-rise, and by fall of eve, the blacksmith’s soul 
responded, Aye, I come! And so Perth went a-whaling.

chapter cxiii

With matted beard, and swathed in a bristling 
shark-skin apron, about mid-day, Perth was standing 
between his forge and anvil, the latter placed upon an 
iron-wood log, with one hand holding a pike-head in 
the coals, and with the other at his forge’s lungs, when 
Captain Ahab came along, carrying in his hand a small 
rusty-looking leathern bag.

“What wert thou making there?”
“Welding an old pike-head, sir; there were seams 

and dents in it.”
“And can’st thou make it all smooth, again, black-

smith, after such hard usage as it had?”
“I think so, sir.”
“And I suppose thou can’st smoothe almost any 

seams and dents; never mind how hard the metal, 
blacksmith?”

“Aye, sir, I think I can; all seams and dents but one.”

Chapter cxii, cxiii

The Blacksmith  •  The Forge

Sharpening a lance on the John R. Manta, 1925.  Tool maintenance 
was important business aboard ship.

William R. Hegarty Collection

A whaling-era blacksmith forges away, New Bedford, 
circa 1880s.  — Joseph G. Tirrell photograph.
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“Look ye here, then,” cried Ahab, passionately 
advancing, and leaning with both hands on Perth’s 
shoulders; sweeping one hand across his ribbed brows; 
“Can’st thou smoothe this seam?”

“Oh! that is the one, Sir! Said I not all seams and 
dents but one?”

“Look ye here!” jingling the leathern bag, as if it were 
full of gold coins. “I, too, want a harpoon made; one that 
a thousand yoke of fiends could not part, Perth; some-
thing that will stick in a whale like his own fin-bone. 
There’s the stuff, f linging the pouch upon the anvil. 
Look ye, blacksmith, these are the gathered nail-stubbs 
of the steel shoes of racing horses.”

“Horse-shoe stubbs, Sir? Why, Captain Ahab, thou 
hast here, then, the best and stubbornest stuff we black-
smiths ever work.”

“I know it, old man; these stubbs will weld together 
like glue from the melted bones of murderers. Quick! 
forge me the harpoon. And forge me first, twelve rods 
for its shank; then wind, and twist, and hammer these 
twelve together like the yarns and strands of a tow-line. 
Quick! I’ll blow the fire.”

When at last the twelve rods were made, Ahab tried 
them, one by one, by spiralling them, with his own hand, 
round a long, heavy iron bolt. “A flaw! Work that over 
again, Perth.”

This done, Perth was about to begin welding the 
twelve into one, when Ahab stayed his hand, and said he 
would weld his own iron. As, then, with regular, gasping 
hems, he hammered on the anvil, Perth passing to him 
the glowing rods, one after the other, and the hard pressed 
forge shooting up its intense straight flame, the Parsee 
passed silently, and bowing over his head towards the fire, 
seemed invoking some curse or some blessing on the toil.

At last the shank, in one complete rod, received its 
final heat; and as Perth, to temper it, plunged it all hiss-
ing into the cask of water near by, the scalding steam 
shot up into Ahab’s bent face.

“Would’st thou brand me, Perth?” wincing for a 
moment with the pain; “have I been but forging my own 
branding-iron, then?”

“Pray God, not that; yet I fear something, Captain 
Ahab. Is not this harpoon for the White Whale?”

“For the white fiend! But now for the barbs; thou 
must make them thyself, man. Here are my razors—the 
best of steel; here, and make the barbs sharp as the 
needle-sleet of the Icy Sea.”

Fashioned at last into an arrowy shape, and welded 
by Perth to the shank, the steel soon pointed the end 
of the iron; and as the blacksmith was about giving the 
barbs their final heat, prior to tempering them, he cried 
to Ahab to place the water-cask near.

“No, no—no water for that; I want it of the true 
death-temper. Ahoy, there! Tashtego, Queequeg, 
Daggoo! What say ye, pagans! Will ye give me as much 
blood as will cover this barb?” holding it high up. A 
cluster of dark nods replied, Yes. Three punctures were 
made in the heathen flesh, and the White Whale’s barbs 
were then tempered.

Now, mustering the spare poles from below, and 
selecting one of hickory, with the bark still investing it, 
Ahab fitted the end to the socket of the iron. A coil of 
new tow-line was then unwound, and some fathoms of it 
taken to the windlass, and stretched to a great tension. 
Pressing his foot upon it, till the rope hummed like a 
harp-string, then eagerly bending over it, and seeing no 
strandings, Ahab exclaimed, “Good! and now for the 
seizings.”

At one extremity the rope was unstranded, and the 
separate spread yarns were all braided and woven round 
the socket of the harpoon; the pole was then driven 
hard up into the socket; from the lower end the rope 
was traced half way along the pole’s length, and firmly 
secured so, with intertwistings of twine. This done, pole, 
iron, and rope—like the Three Fates—remained insepa-
rable, and Ahab moodily stalked away with the weapon.

Kendall Collection, NBWM

Weapons of the trade. From left to right: 1) Toggle harpoon, circa 
1890, inscribed “BK CWM” (bark Charles W. Morgan); 2) one flued 
harpoon; 3) Temple toggle iron made with a darting-gun shaft 
(circa1865-95) so it could be fired by Ebenezer Pierce’s patented 
darting gun (1865); 4) lance harpoon; 5) explosive harpoon; 6) 
English harpoon.
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P enetrating further and further into the heart 
of the Japanese cruising ground, the Pequod was soon all 
astir in the fishery. Often, in mild, pleasant weather, for 
twelve, fifteen, eighteen, and twenty hours on the stretch, 
they were engaged in the boats, steadily pulling, or sail-
ing, or paddling after the whales, or for an interlude of 
sixty or seventy minutes calmly awaiting their uprising; 
though with but small success for their pains.

At such times, under an abated sun; afloat all day 
upon smooth, slow heaving swells; seated in his boat, 
light as a birch canoe; and so sociably mixing with the 
soft waves themselves, that like hearth-stone cats they 
purr against the gunwale; these are the times of dreamy 
quietude, when beholding the tranquil beauty and bril-
liancy of the ocean’s skin, one forgets the tiger heart that 
pants beneath it; and would not willingly remember, that 
this velvet paw but conceals a remorseless fang.

These are the times, when in his whale-boat the 
rover softly feels a certain filial, confident, land-like 
feeling towards the sea; that he regards it as so much 
flowery earth; and the distant ship revealing only the 

tops of her masts, seems struggling forward, not through 
high rolling waves, but through the tall grass of a rolling 
prairie: as when the western emigrants’ horses only show 
their erected ears, while their hidden bodies widely wade 
through the amazing verdure.

The long-drawn virgin vales; the mild blue hill-sides; 
as over these there steals the hush, the hum; you almost 
swear that play-wearied children lie sleeping in these soli-
tudes, in some glad May-time, when the flowers of the 
woods are plucked. And all this mixes with your most 
mystic mood; so that fact and fancy, half-way meeting, 
interpenetrate, and form one seamless whole.

Nor did such soothing scenes, however temporary, 
fail of at least as temporary an effect on Ahab. But if 
these secret golden keys did seem to open in him his own 
secret golden treasuries, yet did his breath upon them 
prove but tarnishing.

Chapter cxiv

The Gilder

New Bedford Whaling Museum 

Calm before the storm, circa 1906. The young, greenhand crew of the John R. Manta are on a calm-weather drill conducted by their captain, Henry 
S. Mandley—thus an unusually tranquil scene. — Photograph by Captain Henry S. Mandley.

In calm seas, boatsteerer Frank Rose guides the larboard boat  
from the John R. Manta, 1925. — William R. Hegarty Collection.
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Jolly enough were the sights and the sounds that 
came bearing down before the wind, some few weeks 
after Ahab’s harpoon had been welded. 
It was a Nantucket ship, the Bachelor, which had just 
wedged in her last cask of oil, and bolted down her 
bursting hatches; and now, in glad holiday apparel, was 
joyously, though somewhat vain-gloriously, sailing round 
among the widely-separated ships on the ground, previ-
ous to pointing her prow for home.

As was afterwards learned, the Bachelor had met 
with the most surprising success; all the more wonderful, 
for that while cruising in the same seas numerous other 
vessels had gone entire months without securing a single 
fish. Not only had barrels of beef and bread been given 
away to make room for the far more valuable sperm, but 
additional supplemental casks had been bartered for, from 
the ships she had met; and these were stowed along the 
deck, and in the captain’s and officers’ staterooms. Even 
the cabin table itself had been knocked into kindling-
wood; and the cabin mess dined off the broad head of an 
oil-butt, lashed down to the floor for a centrepiece. In the 
forecastle, the sailors had actually caulked and pitched 
their chests, and filled them; it was humorously added, 
that the cook had clapped a head on his largest boiler, and 
filled it; that the steward had plugged his spare coffee-pot 
and filled it; that the harpooneers had headed the sockets 
of their irons and filled them; that indeed everything was 
filled with sperm, except the captain’s pantaloons pockets, 
and those he reserved to thrust his hands into, in self-
complacent testimony of his entire satisfaction.

As this glad ship of good luck bore down upon the 
moody Pequod, the barbarian sound of enormous drums 
came from her forecastle; and drawing still nearer, a crowd 
of her men were seen standing round her huge try-pots, 
which, covered with the parchment-like poke or stomach 
skin of the black fish, gave forth a loud roar to every stroke 
of the clenched hands of the crew. On the quarter-deck, 
the mates and harpooneers were dancing with the olive-
hued girls who had eloped with them from the Polynesian 
Isles; while suspended in an ornamented boat, firmly 
secured aloft between the foremast and mainmast, three 
Long Island negroes, with glittering fiddle-bows of whale 
ivory, were presiding over the hilarious jig. 

Lord and master over all this scene, the captain 
stood erect on the ship’s elevated quarter-deck, so 
that the whole rejoicing drama was full before him, 

Chapter cxv

The Pequod meets the Bachelor

and seemed merely contrived for his own individual 
diversion. And Ahab, he too was standing on his quar-
ter-deck, shaggy and black, with a stubborn gloom; and 
as the two ships crossed each other’s wakes—one all 
jubilations for things passed, the other all forebodings 
as to things to come—their two captains in themselves 
impersonated the whole striking contrast of the scene.

“Come aboard, come aboard!” cried the gay Bachelor’s 
commander, lifting a glass and a bottle in the air.

“Hast seen the White Whale?” gritted Ahab in reply.
“No; only heard of him; but don’t believe in him at 

all,” said the other good-humoredly. “Come aboard!”
“Thou are too damned jolly. Sail on. Hast lost any 

men?”
“Not enough to speak of—two islanders, that’s 

all;—but come aboard, old hearty, come along. I’ll soon 
take that black from your brow. Come along, will ye 
(merry’s the play); a full ship and homeward-bound.”

“How wondrous familiar is a fool!” muttered Ahab; 
then aloud, “Thou art a full ship and homeward bound, 
thou sayest; well, then, call me an empty ship, and out-
ward-bound. So go thy ways, and I will mine. Forward 
there! Set all sail, and keep her to the wind!”

And thus, while the one ship went cheerily before 
the breeze, the other stubbornly fought against it; and 
so the two vessels parted; the crew of the Pequod look-
ing with grave, lingering glances towards the receding 
Bachelor; but the Bachelor’s men never heeding their 
gaze for the lively revelry they were in. And as Ahab, 
leaning over the taffrail, eyed the homeward-bound craft, 
he took from his pocket a small vial of sand, and then 
looking from the ship to the vial, seemed thereby bring-
ing two remote associations together, for that vial was 
filled with Nantucket soundings.

Bark Chili meets bark Malta of New Bedford. “She [Malta] said they would 
take our oil for $1.00 per bbl, got it ready & took it on board of her.  
Also we sent several letters for home. I sent 2.”  — From the journal of 

Rodolphus W. Dexter of Tisbury aboard bark Chili of New Bedford.  Kendall Collection, NBWM.
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“He turns and turns him to it,—how slowly, but 
how steadfastly, his homage-rendering and invoking 
brow, with his last dying motions. He too worships 
fire. Look! here, far water-locked; where for long 
Chinese ages, the billows have still rolled on speechless 
and unspoken to, as stars that shine upon the Niger’s 
unknown source; here, too, life dies sunwards full of 
faith; but see! no sooner dead, than death whirls round 
the corpse, and it heads some other way.—

“Oh, thou dark Hindoo half of nature; thou art an 
infidel, thou queen, and too truly speakest to me in the 
wide-slaughtering Typhoon, and the hushed burial of 
its after calm. Yet dost thou, darker half, rock me with 
a prouder, if a darker faith. All thy unnamable immin-
glings, f loat beneath me here; I am buoyed by breaths of 
once living things, exhaled as air, but water now. 

“Then hail, for ever hail, O sea, in whose eternal 
tossings the wild fowl finds his only rest. Born of earth, 
yet suckled by the sea; though hill and valley mothered 
me, ye billows are my foster-brothers!” 

Not seldom in this life, when, on the right side, 
fortune’s favorites sail close by us, we, though all adroop 
before, catch somewhat of the rushing breeze, and joyfully 
feel our bagging sails fill out. So seemed it with the Pequod. 
For next day after encountering the gay Bachelor, whales 
were seen and four were slain; and one of them by Ahab.

It was far down the afternoon; and when all the 
spearings of the crimson fight were done: and floating in 
the lovely sunset sea and sky, sun and whale both stilly 
died together; then, such a sweetness and such plaintive-
ness, such inwreathing orisons curled up in that rosy air, 
that it almost seemed as if far over from the deep green 
convent valleys of the Manilla isles, the Spanish land-
breeze, wantonly turned sailor, had gone to sea, freighted 
with these vesper hymns.

Soothed again, but only soothed to deeper gloom, Ahab, 
who had sterned off from the whale, sat intently watching 
his final wanings from the now tranquil boat. For that 
strange spectacle observable in all sperm whales dying—
the turning sunwards of the head, and so expiring—that 
strange spectacle, beheld of such a placid evening, some-
how to Ahab conveyed a wondrousness unknown before.

Chapter cxvi

The  Dying Whale

Peabody Salem Museum

Dying whales before the Acushnet, circa 1846.  One of few authentic renderings of Melville’s ship, this journal painting of Acushnet’s crew killing 
a whale was made by boatsteerer Henry Johnson on the voyage subsequent to Melville’s. “In vain, oh whale, dost thou seek intercedings with yon 
all-quickening sun, that only calls forth life, but gives it not again. Yet dost thou, darker half, rock me with a prouder, if a darker faith. All thy unnam-
able imminglings, float beneath me here; I am buoyed by breaths of once living things, exhaled as air, but water now.”  — Ahab: Chapter 116. 

Dying whales, 1846.  — Watercolor by George A. Gould aboard Columbia of Nantucket.
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The four whales slain that evening had died wide 
apart; one, far to windward; one, less distant, to leeward; 
one ahead; one astern. These last three were brought 
alongside ere nightfall; but the windward one could not 
be reached till morning; and the boat that had killed it lay 
by its side all night; and that boat was Ahab’s.

The waif-pole was thrust upright into the dead 
whale’s spout-hole; and the lantern hanging from its top, 
cast a troubled flickering glare upon the black, glossy 
back, and far out upon the midnight waves, which gently 
chafed the whale’s broad flank, like soft surf upon a beach.

Ahab and all his boat’s crew seemed asleep but the 
Parsee; who crouching in the bow, sat watching the 
sharks, that spectrally played round the whale, and tapped 
the light cedar planks with their tails. A sound like the 
moaning in squadrons over Asphaltites of unforgiven 
ghosts of Gomorrah, ran shuddering through the air.

Started from his slumbers, Ahab, face to face, saw 
the Parsee; and hooped round by the gloom of the night 
they seemed the last men in a f looded world. “I have 
dreamed it again,” said he.

“Of the hearses? Have I not said, old man, that nei-
ther hearse nor coffin can be thine?”

“And who are hearsed that die on the sea?”
“But I said, old man, that ere thou couldst die on 

this voyage, two hearses must verily be seen by thee on 
the sea; the first not made by mortal hands; and the vis-
ible wood of the last one must be grown in America.”

“Aye, aye! a strange sight that, Parsee:—a hearse and 
its plumes floating over the ocean with the waves for the 
pall-bearers. Ha! Such a sight we shall not soon see.”

“Believe it or not, thou canst not die till it be seen, 
old man.”

“And what was that saying about thyself?”
“Though it come to the last, I shall still go before 

thee thy pilot.”
“And when thou art so gone before—if that ever 

befall—then ere I can follow, thou must still appear to 
me, to pilot me still?—Was it not so? Well, then, did I 
believe all ye say, oh my pilot! I have here two pledges 
that I shall yet slay Moby Dick and survive it.”

“Take another pledge, old man,” said the Parsee, as 
his eyes lighted up like fire-flies in the gloom—“Hemp 
only can kill thee.”

“The gallows, ye mean.—I am immortal then, on 
land and on sea,” cried Ahab, with a laugh of derision;—
“Immortal on land and on sea!”

Both were silent again, as one man. The grey dawn came 
on, and the slumbering crew arose from the boat’s bottom, 
and ere noon the dead whale was brought to the ship.

Chapter cxvii

The Whale Watch

William R. Hegarty Collection

“Boat Laying by a Dead Whale.” — Watercolor by John Bertoncini 
aboard  schooner Bonanza of San Franc isco, 1904.  Kendall Collection, NBWM.

Whaling in the Atlantic, 1925.  Crew of the schooner John R. Manta pull alongside their whale. 
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man’s eyes aloft to that heaven, whose live vividness but 
scorches him, as these old eyes are even now scorched 
with thy light, O sun! Level by nature to this earth’s hori-
zon are the glances of man’s eyes; not shot from the crown 
of his head, as if God had meant him to gaze on his 
firmament. Curse thee, thou quadrant!” dashing it to the 
deck, “no longer will I guide my earthly way by thee; the 
level ship’s compass, and the level dead-reckoning, by log 
and by line; these shall conduct me, and show me my place 
on the sea. Aye,” lighting from the boat to the deck, “thus 
I trample on thee, thou paltry thing that feebly pointest 
on high; thus I split and destroy thee!”

As the frantic old man thus spoke and thus 
trampled with his live and dead feet, a sneering triumph 
that seemed meant for Ahab, and a fatalistic despair 
that seemed meant for himself—these passed over the 
mute, motionless Parsee’s face. Unobserved he rose and 
glided away; while, awestruck by the aspect of their com-
mander, the seamen clustered together on the forecastle, 
till Ahab, troubledly pacing the deck, shouted out—“To 
the braces! Up helm!—square in!”

In an instant the yards swung round; and as the ship 
half-wheeled upon her heel, her three firm-seated graceful 
masts erectly poised upon her long, ribbed hull, seemed 
as the three Horatii pirouetting on one sufficient steed.

Standing between the knight-heads, Starbuck 
watched the Pequod’s tumultuous way, and Ahab’s also, 
as he went lurching along the deck.

“I have sat before the dense coal fire and watched it 
all aglow, full of its tormented flaming life; and I have 
seen it wane at last, down, down, to dumbest dust. Old 
man of oceans! of all this fiery life of thine, what will at 
length remain but one little heap of ashes!”

“Aye,” cried Stubb, “but sea-coal ashes—mind ye 
that, Mr. Starbuck—sea-coal, not your common char-
coal. Well, well; I heard Ahab mutter, ‘Here some one 
thrusts these cards into these old hands of mine; swears 
that I must play them, and no others.’ And damn me, 
Ahab, but thou actest right; live in the game, and die it!”

Chapter cxviii

The Quadrant

The season for the Line at length drew near; and 
every day when Ahab, coming from his cabin, cast his 
eyes aloft, the vigilant helmsman would ostentatiously 
handle his spokes, and the eager mariners quickly run 
to the braces, and would stand there with all their eyes 
centrally fixed on the nailed doubloon; impatient for the 
order to point the ship’s prow for the equator. In good 
time the order came. It was hard upon high noon; and 
Ahab, seated in the bows of his high-hoisted boat, was 
about taking his wonted daily observation of the sun to 
determine his latitude.

Now, in that Japanese sea, the days in summer are as 
freshets of effulgences. That unblinkingly vivid Japanese 
sun seems the blazing focus of the glassy ocean’s immea-
sureable burning-glass. The sky looks lacquered; clouds 
there are none; the horizon floats; and this nakedness 
of unrelieved radiance is as the insufferable splendors of 
God’s throne. Well that Ahab’s quadrant was furnished 
with colored glasses, through which to take sight of that 
solar fire. So, swinging his seated form to the roll of 
the ship, and with his astrological-looking instrument 
placed to his eye, he remained in that posture for some 
moments to catch the precise instant when the sun 
should gain its precise meridian. Meantime while his 
whole attention was absorbed, the Parsee was kneeling 
beneath him on the ship’s deck, and with face thrown up 
like Ahab’s, was eyeing the same sun with him; only the 
lids of his eyes half hooded their orbs, and his wild face 
was subdued to an earthly passionlessness. At length 
the desired observation was taken; and with his pencil 
upon his ivory leg, Ahab soon calculated what his lati-
tude must be at that precise instant. Then falling into 
a moment’s revery, he again looked up towards the sun 
and murmured to himself: “Thou sea-mark! thou high 
and mighty Pilot! thou tellest me truly where I am—but 
canst thou cast the least hint where I shall be? Or canst 
thou tell where some other thing besides me is this 
moment living? Where is Moby Dick? This instant thou 
must be eyeing him. These eyes of mine look into the 
very eye that is even now beholding him; aye, and into 
the eye that is even now equally beholding the objects on 
the unknown, thither side of thee, thou sun!”

Then gazing at his quadrant, and handling, one after 
the other, its numerous cabalistical contrivances, he pon-
dered again, and muttered: “Foolish toy! Science! Curse 
thee, thou vain toy; and cursed be all the things that cast 

Shooting the sun from deck of the
 John R. Manta, 1925. — William R. Hegarty Collection.
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W armest climes but nurse the cruellest 
fangs: the tiger of Bengal crouches in spiced groves of 
ceaseless verdure. So, too, it is, that in these resplendent 
Japanese seas the mariner encounters the direst of all 
storms, the Typhoon. It will sometimes burst from out 
that cloudless sky, like an exploding bomb upon a dazed 
and sleepy town.

Towards evening of that day, the Pequod was 
torn of her canvas, and bare-poled was left to fight a 
Typhoon which had struck her directly ahead. When 
darkness came on, sky and sea roared and split with the 
thunder, and blazed with the lightning, that showed the 
disabled masts f luttering here and there with the rags 
which the first fury of the tempest had left for its after 
sport.

Holding by a shroud, Starbuck was standing on 
the quarter-deck; at every flash of the lightning glanc-
ing aloft, to see what additional disaster might have 
befallen the intricate hamper there; while Stubb and 
Flask were directing the men in the higher hoisting and 
firmer lashing of the boats. But all their pains seemed 
naught. Though lifted to the very top of the cranes, the 
windward quarter boat (Ahab’s) did not escape. A great 
rolling sea, dashing high up against the reeling ship’s 
high tetering side, stove in the boat’s bottom at the stern, 
and left it again, all dripping through like a sieve.

“Bad work, bad work! Mr. Starbuck,” said Stubb, 
regarding the wreck, “but the sea will have its way. But 
never mind; it’s all in fun: so the old song says;”—(sings).

“Avast Stubb,” cried Starbuck, “let the Typhoon 
sing, and strike his harp here in our rigging; but if thou 
art a brave man thou wilt hold thy peace.”

“But I am not a brave man; never said I was a brave 
man; I am a coward; and I sing to keep up my spirits. 
And I tell you what it is, Mr. Starbuck, there’s no way to 
stop my singing in this world but to cut my throat. And 
when that’s done, ten to one I sing ye the doxology for a 
wind-up.”

“Madman! look through my eyes if thou hast none 
of thine own.”

“What! how can you see better of a dark night than 
anybody else, never mind how foolish?”

“Here!” cried Starbuck, seizing Stubb by the shoul-
der, and pointing his hand towards the weather bow, 
“markest thou not that the gale comes from the east-
ward, the very course Ahab is to run for Moby Dick? 

the very course he swung to this day noon? now mark 
his boat there; where is that stove? In the stern-sheets, 
man; where he is wont to stand—his stand-point is 
stove, man! Now jump overboard, and sing away, if thou 
must!”

“I don’t half understand ye: what’s in the wind?”
“Yes, yes, round the Cape of Good Hope is the 

shortest way to Nantucket,” soliloquized Starbuck sud-
denly, heedless of Stubb’s question. “The gale that now 
hammers at us to stave us, we can turn it into a fair wind 
that will drive us towards home. Yonder, to windward, 
all is blackness of doom; but to leeward, homeward—I 
see it lightens up there; but not with the lightning.”

Now, as the lightning rod to a spire on shore is 
intended to carry off the perilous fluid into the soil; so 
the kindred rod which at sea some ships carry to each 
mast, is intended to conduct it into the water. But as this 
conductor must descend to considerable depth, that its 
end may avoid all contact with the hull; and as moreover, 
if kept constantly towing there, it would be liable to 
many mishaps, besides interfering not a little with some 
of the rigging, and more or less impeding the vessel’s 
way in the water; because of all this, the lower parts of 
a ship’s lightning-rods are not always overboard; but are 
generally made in long slender links, so as to be the more 
readily hauled up into the chains outside, or thrown 
down into the sea, as occasion may require.

“The rods! the rods!” cried Starbuck to the crew, 
suddenly admonished to vigilance by the vivid lightning 
that had just been darting flambeaux, to light Ahab to 
his post. “Are they overboard? drop them over, fore and 
aft. Quick!

“Look aloft!” cried Starbuck. “Corpusants! the cor-
pusants!”

All the yard-arms were tipped with a pallid fire; and 
touched at each tri-pointed lightning-rod-end with three 
tapering white f lames, each of the three tall masts was 
silently burning in that sulphurous air, like three gigantic 
wax tapers before an altar.

Chapter cxix

The Candles

The British whaling ship William of London weathers a stiff gale in the 
South Pacific, 1796.  — Watercolor by crewman Thomas Wetling.
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While this pallidness was burning aloft, few words 
were heard from the enchanted crew; who in one thick 
cluster stood on the forecastle, all their eyes gleaming in 
that pale phosphorescence, like a far away constellation 
of stars.

“Aye, aye, men!” cried Ahab. “Look up at it; mark 
it well; the white f lame but lights the way to the White 
Whale! Hand me those main-mast links there; I would 
fain feel this pulse, and let mine beat against it; blood 
against fire! So.” Then turning—the last link held fast in 
his left hand, he put his foot upon the Parsee; and with 
fixed upward eye, and high-flung right arm, he stood 
erect before the lofty tri-pointed trinity of f lames.

“The boat! the boat!” cried Starbuck, “look at thy 
boat, old man!”

Ahab’s harpoon, the one forged at Perth’s fire, 
remained firmly lashed in its conspicuous crotch, so that 
it projected beyond his whale-boat’s bow; but the sea that 
had stove its bottom had caused the loose leather sheath 
to drop off; and from the keen steel barb there now came 
a levelled flame of pale, forked fire. As the silent harpoon 
burned there like a serpent’s tongue, Starbuck grasped 
Ahab by the arm—“God, God is against thee, old man; 
forbear! ’Tis an ill voyage! ill begun, ill continued; let me 

square the yards, while we may, old man, and make a fair 
wind of it homewards, to go on a better voyage than this.”

Overhearing Starbuck, the panic-stricken crew 
instantly ran to the braces—though not a sail was left 
aloft. For the moment all the aghast mate’s thoughts 
seemed theirs; they raised a half mutinous cry. But dash-
ing the rattling lightning links to the deck, and snatching 
the burning harpoon, Ahab waved it like a torch among 
them; swearing to transfix with it the first sailor that but 
cast loose a rope’s end. Petrified by his aspect, and still 
more shrinking from the fiery dart that he held, the men 
fell back in dismay, and Ahab again spoke:—

“All your oaths to hunt the White Whale are as 
binding as mine; and heart, soul, and body, lungs and 
life, old Ahab is bound. And that ye may know to what 
tune this heart beats; look ye here; thus I blow out the 
last fear!” And with one blast of his breath he extin-
guished the flame.

As in the hurricane that sweeps the plain, men fly 
the neighborhood of some lone, gigantic elm, whose 
very height and strength but render it so much the more 
unsafe, because so much the more a mark for thun-
derbolts; so at those last words of Ahab’s many of the 
mariners did run from him in a terror of dismay.

Chelsea sailing on her beam-ends in lightning gale, 1873.  “Hear me, then: I take that mast-head flame we saw for a sign of good luck; for those 
masts are rooted in a hold that is going to be chock a’ block with sperm-oil, d’ye see; and so, all that sperm will work up into the masts, like sap in a 
tree. Yes, our three masts will yet be as three spermaceti candles—that’s the good promise we saw.”  — Stubb, Chapter 119.  Engraving from Davis: Nimrod of the Sea.
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During the most violent shocks of the 
Typhoon, the man at the Pequod’s jaw-bone tiller had 
several times been reelingly hurled to the deck by its 
spasmodic motions, even though preventer tackles had 
been attached to it—for they were slack—because some 
play to the tiller was indispensable. 

In a severe gale like this, while the ship is but a tossed 
shuttle-cock to the blast, it is by no means uncommon to 
see the needles in the compasses, at intervals, go round 
and round. It was thus with the Pequod’s; at almost every 
shock the helmsman had not failed to notice the whirling 
velocity with which they revolved upon the cards; it is a 
sight that hardly any one can behold without some sort 
of unwonted emotion. Some hours after midnight, the 
Typhoon abated so much, that through the strenuous 
exertions of Starbuck and Stubb—one engaged forward 
and the other aft—the shivered remnants of the jib and 
fore and main-top-sails were cut adrift from the spars, 
and went eddying away to leeward, like the feathers of an 
albatross, which sometimes are cast to the winds when 
that storm-tossed bird is on the wing. 

The three corresponding new sails were now bent 
and reefed, and a storm-trysail was set further aft; 
so that the ship soon went through the water with 
some precision again; and the course—for the present, 
East-south-east—which he was to steer, if practicable, 
was once more given to the helmsman. For during the 
violence of the gale, he had only steered according to its 
vicissitudes. But as he was now bringing the ship as near 
her course as possible, watching the compass meanwhile, 
lo! a good sign! the wind seemed coming round astern; 
aye! the foul breeze became fair!

Instantly the yards were squared, to the lively song 
of “Ho! the fair wind! oh-he-yo, cheerly, men!” the crew 
singing for joy, that so promising an event should so soon 
have falsified the evil portents preceding it.

In compliance with the standing order of his com-
mander—to report immediately, and at any one of the 
twenty-four hours, any decided change in the affairs of 
the deck,—Starbuck had no sooner trimmed the yards 
to the breeze—however reluctantly and gloomily,—than 
he mechanically went below to apprise Captain Ahab of 
the circumstance.

Ere knocking at his state-room, he involuntarily 
paused before it a moment. The cabin lamp—taking long 
swings this way and that—was burning fitfully, and cast-

Chapter cxxiii

The Musket

ing fitful shadows upon the old man’s bolted door. The 
isolated subterraneousness of the cabin made a certain 
humming silence to reign there, though it was hooped 
round by all the roar of the elements. The loaded muskets 
in the rack were shiningly revealed, as they stood upright 
against the forward bulkhead. Starbuck was an honest, 
upright man; but out of Starbuck’s heart, at that instant 
when he saw the muskets, there strangely evolved an evil 
thought; but so blent with its neutral or good accompani-
ments that for the instant he hardly knew it for itself.

“He would have shot me once,” he murmured, “yes, 
there’s the very musket that he pointed at me;—that one 
with the studded stock; let me touch it—lift it. Strange, 
that I, who have handled so many deadly lances, strange, 
that I should shake so now. Loaded? I must see. Aye, aye; 
and powder in the pan;—that’s not good. Best spill it?—
wait. I’ll cure myself of this. I’ll hold the musket boldly 
while I think.—I come to report a fair wind to him. But 
how fair? Fair for death and doom,—that’s fair for Moby 
Dick. It’s a fair wind that’s only fair for that accursed 
fish.—The very tube he pointed at me!—the very one; 
this one—I hold it here; he would have killed me with 
the very thing I handle now.—Aye and he would fain kill 
all his crew. Does he not say he will not strike his spars 
to any gale? Has he not dashed his heavenly quadrant? 
But shall this crazed old man be tamely suffered to drag 
a whole ship’s company down to doom with him?—Yes, 
it would make him the wilful murderer of thirty men 
and more, if this ship come to any deadly harm; and 
come to deadly harm, my soul swears this ship will, if 
Ahab have his way. If, then, he were this instant—put 
aside, that crime would not be his. Ha! is he muttering 
in his sleep? Yes, just there,—in there, he’s sleeping. 

Nantucket whaleship Globe marooned at Mulgrave Islands 
following her crew’s horrific mutiny in 1824. 

 — From Comstock: The Life of Samuel Comstock…, 1840.
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Sleeping? aye, but still alive, and soon awake again. I 
can’t withstand thee, then, old man. Not reasoning; not 
remonstrance; not entreaty wilt thou hearken to; all this 
thou scornest. Flat obedience to thy own flat commands, 
this is all thou breathest. Aye, and say’st the men have 
vow’d thy vow; say’st all of us are Ahabs. Great God for-
bid!—But is there no other way? no lawful way?—Make 
him a prisoner to be taken home? What! hope to wrest 
this old man’s living power from his own living hands? 
Only a fool would try it. Say he were pinioned even; 
knotted all over with ropes and hawsers; chained down 
to ring-bolts on this cabin floor; he would be more 
hideous than a caged tiger, then. I could not endure the 
sight; could not possibly fly his howlings; all comfort, 
sleep itself, inestimable reason would leave me on the 
long intolerable voyage. What, then, remains? The land 
is hundreds of leagues away, and locked Japan the near-
est. I stand alone here upon an open sea, with two oceans 
and a whole continent between me and law.—Aye, aye, 
’tis so.—Is heaven a murderer when its lightning strikes a 
would-be murderer in his bed, tindering sheets and skin 
together?—And would I be a murderer, then, if—” and 

slowly, stealthily, and half sideways looking, he placed 
the loaded musket’s end against the door.

“On this level, Ahab’s hammock swings within; his 
head this way. A touch, and Starbuck may survive to hug 
his wife and child again.—Oh Mary! Mary!—boy! boy! 
boy!—But if I wake thee not to death, old man, who can 
tell to what unsounded deeps Starbuck’s body this day 
week may sink, with all the crew! Great God, where art 
thou? Shall I? shall I?—The wind has gone down and 
shifted, sir; the fore and main topsails are reefed and set; 
she heads her course.”

“Stern all! Oh Moby Dick, I clutch thy heart at last!”
Such were the sounds that now came hurtling from 

out the old man’s tormented sleep, as if Starbuck’s voice 
had caused the long dumb dream to speak.

The yet levelled musket shook like a drunkard’s arm 
against the panel; Starbuck seemed wrestling with an 
angel; but turning from the door, he placed the death-
tube in its rack, and left the place.

“He’s too sound asleep, Mr. Stubb; go thou down, 
and wake him, and tell him. I must see to the deck here. 
Thou know’st what to say.”

New Bedford Whaling Museum 

Mutiny on the Sharon, circa 1845.  Starbuck’s mutinous feelings toward Ahab could have been taken from Melville’s own experiences. In September 
1842, near Tahiti, Melville and six shipmates were charged with mutiny and shackled in irons for refusing duty on the Lucy Ann. Just three months 
later, the Polynesian crew of the Fairhaven ship Sharon staged a mutiny and killed their abusive captain, Howes Norris. The Sharon mutiny, like the 
Globe mutiny, was a well-known story of the day. The scene depicted here shows the rest of the crew returning from a whale hunt to find the Pacific 
Islanders in command of the ship. The American crew eventually retook control of the vessel.  — Sources: Ellis, Kugler.  From Russell and Purrington’s panorama.
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Next morning the not-yet-subsided sea rolled 
in long slow billows of mighty bulk, and striving in the 
Pequod’s gurgling track, pushed her on like giants’ palms 
outspread. The strong, unstaggering breeze abounded so, 
that sky and air seemed vast outbellying sails; the whole 
world boomed before the wind. The sea was as a crucible 
of molten gold, that bubblingly leaps with light and heat.

Long maintaining an enchanted silence, Ahab 
stood apart; and every time the teetering ship loweringly 
pitched down her bowsprit, he turned to eye the bright 
sun’s rays produced ahead; and when she profoundly 
settled by the stern, he turned behind, and saw the 
sun’s rearward place, and how the same yellow rays were 
blending with his undeviating wake.

But suddenly reined back by some counter thought, 
he hurried towards the helm, huskily demanding how 
the ship was heading.

“East—sou-east, Sir,” said the frightened steersman.
“Thou liest!” smiting him with his clenched fist. 

“Heading East at this hour in the morning, and the sun 
astern?”

Standing behind him Starbuck looked, and lo! the 
two compasses pointed East, and the Pequod was as 
infallibly going West.

But ere the first wild alarm could get out abroad 
among the crew, the old man with a rigid laugh exclaimed, 
“I have it! It has happened before. Mr. Starbuck, last 
night’s thunder turned our compasses—that’s all.”

Here, it must needs be said, that accidents like this 
have in more than one case occurred to ships in violent 
storms. The magnetic energy, as developed in the mariner’s 
needle, is, as all know, essentially one with the electricity 
beheld in heaven; hence it is not to be much marvelled at, 
that such things should be. In instances where the lightning 
has actually struck the vessel, so as to smite down some 
of the spars and rigging, the effect upon the needle has at 
times been still more fatal; all its loadstone virtue being 
annihilated, so that the before magnetic steel was of no more 
use than an old wife’s knitting needle. But in either case, the 
needle never again, of itself, recovers the original virtue thus 
marred or lost; and if the binnacle compasses be affected, 
the same fate reaches all the others that may be in the ship; 
even were the lowermost one inserted into the kelson.

Deliberately standing before the binnacle, and eyeing 
the transpointed compasses, the old man, with the sharp 
of his extended hand, now took the precise bearing of the 

sun, and satisfied that the needles were exactly inverted, 
shouted out his orders for the ship’s course to be changed 
accordingly.

Accessory, perhaps, to the impulse dictating the 
thing he was now about to do, were certain prudential 
motives, whose object might have been to revive the spir-
its of his crew by a stroke of his subtile skill, in a matter 
so wondrous as that of the inverted compasses. Besides, 
the old man well knew that to steer by transpointed 
needles, though clumsily practicable, was not a thing to 
be passed over by superstitious sailors, without some 
shudderings and evil portents.

“Men,” said he, steadily turning upon the crew, as 
the mate handed him the things he had demanded, “my 
men, the thunder turned old Ahab’s needles; but out of 
this bit of steel Ahab can make one of his own, that will 
point as true as any.”

Abashed glances of servile wonder were exchanged 
by the sailors, as this was said; and with fascinated eyes 
they awaited whatever magic might follow. But Starbuck 
looked away.

With a blow from the top-maul Ahab knocked off the 
steel head of the lance, and then handing to the mate the 
long iron rod remaining, bade him hold it upright, without 
its touching the deck. Then, with the maul, after repeatedly 
smiting the upper end of this iron rod, he placed the blunted 
needle endwise on the top of it, and less strongly hammered 
that, several times, the mate still holding the rod as before. 
Then going through some small strange motions with 
it—whether indispensable to the magnetizing of the steel, 
or merely intended to augment the awe of the crew, is uncer-
tain—he called for linen thread; and moving to the binnacle, 
slipped out the two reversed needles there, and horizontally 
suspended the sail-needle by its middle, over one of the 
compass-cards. At first, the steel went round and round, 
quivering and vibrating at either end; but at last it settled 
to its place, when Ahab, who had been intently watching 
for this result, stepped frankly back from the binnacle, and 
pointing his stretched arm towards it, exclaimed,—“Look ye, 
for yourselves, if Ahab be not the lord of the level load-
stone! The sun is East, and that compass swears it!”

One after another they peered in, for nothing but 
their own eyes could persuade such ignorance as theirs, 
and one after another they slunk away.

In his fiery eyes of scorn and triumph, you then saw 
Ahab in all his fatal pride.

Chapter cxxiv

The Needle
Surveyor’s compass made by 

James Halsey, Boston, circa 1850.  
— Kendall Collection, NBWM.
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Steering now south-eastward by Ahab’s levelled 
steel, and her progress solely determined by Ahab’s 
level log and line; the Pequod held on her path towards 
the Equator. Making so long a passage through such 
unfrequented waters, descrying no ships, and ere long, 
sideways impelled by unvarying trade winds, over waves 
monotonously mild; all these seemed the strange calm 
things preluding some riotous and desperate scene.

At last, when the ship drew near to the outskirts, 
as it were, of the Equatorial fishing-ground, and in the 
deep darkness that goes before the dawn, was sailing by 
a cluster of rocky islets; the watch was startled by a cry 
so plaintively wild and unearthly that one and all, they 
started from their reveries, and for the space of some 
moments stood, or sat, or leaned all transfixedly listen-
ing, like the carved Roman slave, while that wild cry 
remained within hearing. The Christian or civilized part 

of the crew said it was mermaids, and shuddered; but the 
pagan harpooneers remained unappalled. Yet the grey 
Manxman—the oldest mariner of all—declared that the 
wild thrilling sounds that were heard, were the voices of 
newly drowned men in the sea.

Below in his hammock, Ahab did not hear of this 
till grey dawn, when he came to the deck; it was then 
recounted to him by Flask, not unaccompanied with 
hinted dark meanings. He hollowly laughed, and thus 
explained the wonder. 

Those rocky islands the ship had passed were the 
resort of great numbers of seals, and some young seals 
that had lost their dams, or some dams that had lost 
their cubs, must have risen nigh the ship and kept com-
pany with her, crying and sobbing with their human sort 

Chapter cxxvi

The Life Buoy

New Bedford Whaling Museum 

A whaleship passes a school of dolphins near the island of Dominique in the Marquesas, 1845.  “My mind often reverts to the many pleasant 
moonlight watches we passed together on the deck of the Acushnet as we whiled away the hours with yarn and song till ‘eight bells.’ ”   — Richard Tobias 

Greene in a letter to Melville, Apr 8, 1861 (Source: Leyda). — Painting from Russell and Purrington’s panorama.

Hood’s Island, New Zealand, 1843: site of a gam between the ship 
Columbia of Nantucket and the Eagle of New Bedford.  — From the journal of 

George Gould aboard the Columbia.  Kendall Collection, NBWM.
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of wail. But this only the more affected some of them, 
because most mariners cherish a very superstitious feel-
ing about seals, arising not only from their peculiar tones 
when in distress, but also from the human look of their 
round heads and semi-intelligent faces, seen peeringly 
uprising from the water alongside. In the sea, under 
certain circumstances, seals have more than once been 
mistaken for men.

But the bodings of the crew were destined to receive 
a most plausible confirmation in the fate of one of their 
number that morning. At sun-rise this man went from 
his hammock to his mast-head at the fore; and whether 
it was that he was not yet half waked from his sleep (for 
sailors sometimes go aloft in a transition state), whether 
it was thus with the man, there is now no telling; but, be 
that as it may, he had not been long at his perch, when 
a cry was heard—a cry and a rushing—and looking up, 
they saw a falling phantom in the air; and looking down, 
a little tossed heap of white bubbles in the blue of the sea.

The life-buoy—a long slender cask—was dropped 
from the stern, where it always hung obedient to a cun-
ning spring; but no hand rose to seize it, and the sun 
having long beat upon this cask it had shrunken, so that 
it slowly filled, and the parched wood also filled at its 
every pore; and the studded iron-bound cask followed 
the sailor to the bottom, as if to yield him his pillow, 
though in sooth but a hard one.

And thus the first man of the Pequod that mounted 
the mast to look out for the White Whale, on the White 
Whale’s own peculiar ground; that man was swallowed 
up in the deep.

The lost life-buoy was now to be replaced; Starbuck 
was directed to see to it; but as no cask of sufficient light-
ness could be found, and as in the feverish eagerness of 
what seemed the approaching crisis of the voyage, all 
hands were impatient of any toil but what was directly 
connected with its final end, whatever that might prove 
to be; therefore, they were going to leave the ship’s stern 

unprovided with a buoy, when by certain strange signs and 
inuendoes Queequeg hinted a hint concerning his coffin.

“A life-buoy of a coffin!” cried Starbuck, starting.
“Rather queer, that, I should say,” said Stubb.
“It will make a good enough one,” said Flask, “the 

carpenter here can arrange it easily.”
“Bring it up; there’s nothing else for it,” said 

Starbuck, after a melancholy pause. “Rig it, carpenter; do 
not look at me so—the coffin, I mean. Dost thou hear 
me? Rig it.”

“And shall I nail down the lid, Sir?” moving his hand 
as with a hammer.

“Aye.”
“And shall I caulk the seams, Sir?” moving his hand 

as with a caulking-iron.
“Aye.”
“And shall I then pay over the same with pitch, Sir?” 

moving his hand as with a pitch-pot.
“Away! what possesses thee to this? Make a life-buoy 

of the coffin, and no more.—Mr. Stubb, Mr. Flask, come 
forward with me.”

“Now I don’t like this. I make a leg for Captain 
Ahab, and he wears it like a gentleman; but I make a 
bandbox for Queequeg, and he won’t put his head into it. 
Are all my pains to go for nothing with that coffin? And 
now I’m ordered to make a life-buoy of it. It’s like turn-
ing an old coat; going to bring the flesh on the other side 
now. I don’t like this cobbling sort of business—I don’t 
like it at all; it’s undignified; it’s not my place.

“Let me see. Nail down the lid; caulk the seams; pay 
over the same with pitch; batten them down tight, and 
hang it with the snap-spring over the ship’s stern. Were 
ever such things done before with a coffin? Hem! I’ll do 
the job, now, tenderly. I’ll have me—let’s see—how many 
in the ship’s company, all told? But I’ve forgotten. Any 
way, I’ll have me thirty separate, Turk’s-headed life-lines, 
each three feet long hanging all round to the coffin. 
Then, if the hull go down, there’ll be thirty lively fellows 
all fighting for one coffin, a sight not seen very often 
beneath the sun! Come hammer, calking-iron, pitch-pot, 
and marling-spike! Let’s to it.”

A group of seals watches whaleships rounding Cape Horn, 1845.  
— From  Russell and Purrington’s  panorama. New Bedford Whaling Museum.

Queequeg’s coffin, 1930.  — Illustration by Rockwell Kent.

©1930 by R. R. Donnelly & Sons Co., with permission
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Next day, a large ship, the Rachel, was 
descried, bearing directly down upon the Pequod, all 
her spars thickly clustering with men. At the time the 
Pequod was making good speed through the water; but 
as the broad-winged windward stranger shot nigh to her, 
the boastful sails all fell together as blank bladders that 
are burst, and all life fled from the smitten hull.

“Bad news; she brings bad news,” muttered the old 
Manxman. But ere her commander, who, with trumpet 
to mouth, stood up in his boat; ere he could hopefully 
hail, Ahab’s voice was heard.

“Hast seen the White Whale?”
“Aye, yesterday. Have ye seen a whale-boat adrift?”
Throttling his joy, Ahab negatively answered this 

unexpected question; and would then have fain boarded 
the stranger, when the stranger captain himself, having 

stopped his vessel’s way, was seen descending her side. 
A few keen pulls, and his boat-hook soon clinched the 
Pequod’s main-chains, and he sprang to the deck.

“Where was he?—not killed!—not killed!” cried 
Ahab, closely advancing. “How was it?”

It seemed that somewhat late on the afternoon of 
the day previous, while three of the stranger’s boats were 
engaged with a shoal of whales, which had led them 
some four or five miles from the ship; and while they 
were yet in swift chase to windward, the white hump 
and head of Moby Dick had suddenly loomed up out of 
the blue water, not very far to leeward; whereupon, the 
fourth rigged boat—a reserved one—had been instantly 
lowered in chase. After a keen sail before the wind, 
this fourth boat—the swiftest keeled of all—seemed 
to have succeeded in fastening—at least, as well as the 
man at the mast-head could tell anything about it. In the 
distance he saw the diminished dotted boat; and then 
a swift gleam of bubbling white water; and after that 
nothing more; whence it was concluded that the stricken 
whale must have indefinitely run away with his pursuers, 
as often happens. There was some apprehension, but no 
positive alarm, as yet. The recall signals were placed in 
the rigging; darkness came on; and forced to pick up her 
three far to windward boats—ere going in quest of the 
fourth one in the precisely opposite direction—the ship 
had not only been necessitated to leave that boat to its 
fate till near midnight, but, for the time, to increase her 
distance from it. But the rest of her crew being at last 
safe aboard, she crowded all sail—stunsail on stunsail—
after the missing boat; kindling a fire in her try-pots for 
a beacon; and every other man aloft on the look-out. But 
though when she had thus sailed a sufficient distance 
to gain the presumed place of the absent ones when last 
seen; though she then paused to lower her spare boats to 
pull all around her; and not finding anything, had again 
dashed on; again paused, and lowered her boats; and 
though she had thus continued doing till day light; yet 
not the least glimpse of the missing keel had been seen.

The story told, the stranger Captain immediately 
went on to reveal his object in boarding the Pequod. He 
desired that ship to unite with his own in the search.

Chapter cxxviii

The Pequod Meets the Rachel

Bark Desdemona, 1896.  Bound for Hudson Bay, Desdemona was lost 
off Whale Point, Nova Scotia just two months into this voyage. Her crew 
and 2,500 pounds of whalebone were saved.

A large, unidentified whaleship, circa 1900. 
 — W. Tripp photograph.  Kendall Collection, NBWM.

William R. Hegarty Collection



195

“My boy, my own boy is among them. For God’s sake, 
I beg, I conjure—” here exclaimed the stranger Captain 
to Ahab, who thus far had but icily received his petition. 
“For eight-and-forty hours let me charter your ship—I 
will gladly pay for it, and roundly pay for it—if there be no 
other way—for eight-and-forty hours only—only that—
you must, oh, you must, and you shall do this thing.”

“His son!” cried Stubb, “oh, it’s his son he’s lost! I 
take back the coat and watch—what says Ahab? We 
must save that boy.”

“He’s drowned with the rest on ’em, last night,” said 
the old Manx sailor standing behind them; “I heard; all 
of ye heard their spirits.” 

Meantime, the stranger was still beseeching his poor 
boon of Ahab; and Ahab still stood like an anvil, receiving 
every shock, but without the least quivering of his own.

“Avast,” cried Ahab; then in a voice that prolongingly 
moulded every word—“Captain Gardiner, I will not do 
it. Even now I lose time. Good bye, good bye. God bless 
ye, man, and may I forgive myself, but I must go. Mr. 
Starbuck, look at the binnacle watch, and in three min-

utes from this present instant warn off all strangers: then 
brace forward again, and let the ship sail as before.”

Hurriedly turning, with averted face, he descended 
into his cabin, leaving the strange captain transfixed at 
this unconditional and utter rejection of his so earnest 
suit. But starting from his enchantment, Gardiner 
silently hurried to the side; more fell than stepped into 
his boat, and returned to his ship.

Soon the two ships diverged their wakes; and long 
as the strange vessel was in view, she was seen to yaw 
hither and thither at every dark spot, however small, on 
the sea. This way and that her yards were swung round; 
starboard and larboard, she continued to tack; now she 
beat against a head sea; and again it pushed her before 
it; while all the while, her masts and yards were thickly 
clustered with men, as three tall cherry trees, when the 
boys are cherrying among the boughs.

But by her still halting course and winding, woeful 
way, you plainly saw that this ship that so wept with 
spray, still remained without comfort. She was Rachel, 
weeping for her children, because they were not.

Kendall Collection, NBWM

Bark Plantina , circa 1910.  “I will wager something now,” whispered Stubb to Flask, “that some one in that missing boat wore off that Captain’s 
best coat; mayhap, his watch—he’s so cursed anxious to get it back. Who ever heard of two pious whale-ships cruising after one missing whale-
boat in the height of the whaling season?”  — Chapter 128. George Nye photograph. 
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The intense Pequod sailed on; the rolling waves 
and days went by; the life-buoy-coffin still lightly swung; 
and another ship, most miserably misnamed the Delight, 
was descried. As she drew nigh, all eyes were fixed upon 
her broad beams, called shears, which, in some whal-
ing-ships, cross the quarter-deck at the height of eight 
or nine feet; serving to carry the spare, unrigged, or 
disabled boats.

Upon the stranger’s shears were beheld the shat-
tered, white ribs, and some few splintered planks, of 
what had once been a whale-boat; but you now saw 

through this wreck, as plainly as you see through the 
peeled, half-unhinged, and bleaching skeleton of a horse.

“Hast seen the White Whale?”
“Look!” replied the hollow-cheeked captain from his 

taffrail; and with his trumpet he pointed to the wreck.
“Hast killed him?”
“The harpoon is not yet forged that will ever do 

that,” answered the other, sadly glancing upon a rounded 
hammock on the deck, whose gathered sides some noise-
less sailors were busy in sewing together.

“Not forged!” and snatching Perth’s levelled iron 
from the crotch, Ahab held it out, exclaiming—”Look 
ye, Nantucketer; here in this hand I hold his death! 
Tempered in blood, and tempered by lightning are these 
barbs; and I swear to temper them triply in that hot 
place behind the fin, where the White Whale most feels 
his accursed life!”

“Then God keep thee, old man—see’st thou that”—
pointing to the hammock—“I bury but one of five stout 
men, who were alive only yesterday; but were dead ere 
night. Only that one I bury; the rest were buried before 
they died; you sail upon their tomb.” Then turning to his 
crew—“Are ye ready there? place the plank then on the 
rail, and lift the body; so, then—Oh! God”—advancing 
towards the hammock with uplifted hands—“may the 
resurrection and the life—”

“Brace forward! Up helm!” cried Ahab like lightning 
to his men.

But the suddenly started Pequod was not quick 
enough to escape the sound of the splash that the corpse 
soon made as it struck the sea; not so quick, indeed, but 
that some of the flying bubbles might have sprinkled her 
hull with their ghostly baptism.

As Ahab now glided from the dejected Delight, the 
strange life-buoy hanging at the Pequod’s stern came into 
conspicuous relief.

“Ha! yonder! look yonder, men!” cried a foreboding 
voice in her wake. “In vain, oh, ye strangers, ye f ly our 
sad burial; ye but turn us your taffrail to show us your 
coffin!”

Chapter cxxxi

The Pequod Meets the Delight

William R. Hegarty Collection

Bark Canton, full sail, circa 1900.  Built in 1835, Canton was the oldest 
whaleship in the New Bedford fleet at the time of this photograph. She 
was lost off Cape Verde Islands in 1910, but all hands were saved.

Whaleships passing near Rock of Gibraltor, circa 1843.
 — From the journal of John Francis Akin aboard ship Virginia of New Bedford.



197

It was a clear steel-blue day. The firmaments of 
air and sea were hardly separable in that all-pervading 
azure; only, the pensive air was transparently pure and 
soft, with a woman’s look, and the robust and man-
like sea heaved with long, strong, lingering swells, as 
Samson’s chest in his sleep. 

Hither, and thither, on high, glided the snow-white 
wings of small, unspeckled birds; these were the gentle 
thoughts of the feminine air; but to and fro in the deeps, 
far down in the bottomless blue, rushed mighty levia-
thans, sword-fish, and sharks; and these were the strong, 
troubled, murderous thinkings of the masculine sea.

Tied up and twisted; gnarled and knotted with 
wrinkles; haggardly firm and unyielding; his eyes 
glowing like coals, that still glow in the ashes of ruin; 
untottering Ahab stood forth in the clearness of the 
morn; lifting his splintered helmet of a brow to the fair 
girl’s forehead of heaven.

Slowly crossing the deck from the scuttle, Ahab 
leaned over the side, and watched how his shadow in the 

water sank and sank to his gaze, the more and the more 
that he strove to pierce the profundity. But the lovely 
aromas in that enchanted air did at last seem to dispel, for 
a moment, the cankerous thing in his soul. From beneath 
his slouched hat Ahab dropped a tear into the sea; nor did 
all the Pacific contain such wealth as that one wee drop.

Starbuck saw the old man; saw him, how he heavily 
leaned over th e side; and he seemed to hear in his own true 
heart the measureless sobbing that stole out of the centre of 
the serenity around. Careful not to touch him, or be noticed 
by him, he yet drew near to him, and stood there.

Ahab turned.
“Starbuck!”
“Sir.”
“Oh, Starbuck! it is a mild, mild wind, and a mild 

looking sky. On such a day—very much such a sweetness 
as this—I struck my first whale—a boy-harpooneer of 

Chapter cxxxii

The Symphony

Kingman Family Collection

Bark A. R. Tucker, fully laden, returns home, 1906.  On her last voyage, the 145-ton A. R. Tucker, under Captain Sylvester B. Potter, brought home 
1,670 barrels of sperm oil from the Atlantic. — Joseph G. Tirrell photograph.

Ship Constantine, 1849.  — From journal of Owen Chase, Jr. 
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eighteen! Forty—forty—forty years ago!—ago! Forty 
years of continual whaling! forty years of privation, and 
peril, and storm-time! forty years on the pitiless sea! for 
forty years has Ahab forsaken the peaceful land, for forty 
years to make war on the horrors of the deep! Aye and yes, 
Starbuck, out of those forty years I have not spent three 
ashore. Away, whole oceans away, from that young girl-
wife I wedded past fifty, and sailed for Cape Horn the next 
day, leaving but one dent in my marriage pillow—wife? 
wife?—rather a widow with her husband alive! Aye, I wid-
owed that poor girl when I married her, Starbuck;—aye, 
aye! what a forty years’ fool—fool—old fool, has old Ahab 
been! Why this strife of the chase? why weary, and palsy 
the arm at the oar, and the iron, and the lance? how the 
richer or better is Ahab now? I feel deadly faint, bowed, 
and humped, as though I were Adam, staggering beneath 
the piled centuries since Paradise. Close! stand close to me, 
Starbuck; let me look into a human eye; it is better than to 
gaze into sea or sky; better than to gaze upon God.”

“Oh, my Captain! my Captain! noble soul! grand 
old heart, after all! why should any one give chase to that 
hated fish! Away with me! let us f ly these deadly waters! 
let us home! Wife and child, too, are Starbuck’s—wife 
and child of his brotherly, sisterly, play-fellow youth; even 
as thine, sir, are the wife and child of thy loving, longing, 
paternal old age! Away! let us away!—this instant let me 
alter the course! Yes, yes! no more! it is done! we head 
for Nantucket! Come, my Captain, study out the course, 
and let us away! See, see! the boy’s face from the window! 
the boy’s hand on the hill!”

But Ahab’s glance was averted; like a blighted fruit 
tree he shook, and cast his last, cindered apple to the soil.

“What is it, what nameless, inscrutable, unearthly 
thing is it; what cozzening, hidden lord and master, and 
cruel, remorseless emperor commands me; that against 
all natural lovings and longings, I so keep pushing, and 
crowding, and jamming myself on all the time; recklessly 

making me ready to do what in my own proper, natural 
heart, I durst not so much as dare? Is Ahab, Ahab? Is it 
I, God, or who, that lifts this arm? But if the great sun 
move not of himself; but is as an errand-boy in heaven; 
nor one single star can revolve, but by some invisible 
power; how then can this one small heart beat; this one 
small brain think thoughts; unless God does that beating, 
does that thinking, does that living, and not I. By heaven, 
man, we are turned round and round in this world, like 
yonder windlass, and Fate is the handspike. And all the 
time, lo! that smiling sky, and this unsounded sea! Look! 
see yon Albicore! who put it into him to chase and fang 
that flying-fish? Where do murderers go, man! Who’s to 
doom, when the judge himself is dragged to the bar? But 
it is a mild, mild wind, and a mild looking sky; and the 
air smells now, as if it blew from a far-away meadow; they 
have been making hay somewhere under the slopes of the 
Andes, Starbuck, and the mowers are sleeping among 
the new-mown hay. Sleeping? Aye, toil we how we may, 
we all sleep at last on the field. Sleep? Aye, and rust amid 
greenness; as last year’s scythes flung down, and left in 
the half-cut swaths—Starbuck!”

But blanched to a corpse’s hue with despair, the 
Mate had stolen away.

Ahab crossed the deck to gaze over on the other side; 
but started at two reflected, fixed eyes in the water there. 
Fedallah was motionlessly leaning over the same rail.

Spinner Collection

Bark Swallow, circa 1900.  — Joseph G. Tirrell photograph.  Spinner Collection.

Bark Greyhound under sail, circa 1918. — Arthur F. Packard photograph.
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That night, in the mid-watch, when the old 
man—as his wont at intervals—stepped forth from the 
scuttle in which he leaned, and went to his pivot-hole, he 
suddenly thrust out his face fiercely, snuffing up the sea 
air as a sagacious ship’s dog will, in drawing nigh to some 
barbarous isle. He declared that a whale must be near, 
and then ascertaining the precise bearing of the odor as 
nearly as possible, Ahab rapidly ordered the ship’s course 
to be slightly altered, and the sail to be shortened.

The acute policy dictating these movements was 
sufficiently vindicated at daybreak, by the sight of a long 
sleek on the sea directly and lengthwise ahead, smooth as 
oil, and resembling in the pleated watery wrinkles bor-
dering it, the polished metallic-like marks of some swift 
tide-rip, at the mouth of a deep, rapid stream.

“What d’ye see?” cried Ahab, f lattening his face to 
the sky.

“Nothing, nothing, sir!” was the sound hailing down 
in reply.

“T’gallant sails!—stunsails! alow and aloft, and on 
both sides!” 

All sail being set, he now cast loose the life-line, 
reserved for swaying him to the main royal-mast head; 
and in a few moments they were hoisting him thither, 
when, while but two thirds of the way aloft, and while 
peering ahead through the horizontal vacancy between 
the main-top-sail and top-gallant-sail, he raised a gull-
like cry in the air, “There she blows!—there she blows! A 
hump like a snow-hill! It is Moby Dick!”

Fired by the cry which seemed simultaneously taken 
up by the three look-outs, the men on deck rushed to 
the rigging to behold the famous whale they had so long 
been pursuing. Ahab had now gained his final perch, 
some feet above the other look-outs, Tashtego standing 
just beneath him on the cap of the top-gallant mast, so 
that the Indian’s head was almost on a level with Ahab’s 
heel. From this height the whale was now seen some 
mile or so ahead, at every roll of the sea revealing his 
high sparkling hump, and regularly jetting his silent 
spout into the air. To the credulous mariners it seemed 
the same silent spout they had so long ago beheld in the 
moonlit Atlantic and Indian Oceans. 

“There she blows! there she blows!—there she 
blows! There again!—there again!” he cried, in long-
drawn, lingering, methodic tones, attuned to the gradual 
prolongings of the whale’s visible jets. “He’s going to 

sound! In stunsails! Down top- gallant-sails! Stand by 
three boats. Mr. Starbuck, remember, stay on board, and 
keep the ship. Helm there! Luff, luff a point! So; steady, 
man, steady! There go flukes! No, no; only black water! 
All ready the boats there? Stand by, stand by! Lower me, 
Mr. Starbuck; lower, lower,—quick, quicker!” and he slid 
through the air to the deck. 

“He is heading straight to leeward, Sir,” cried Stubb, 
‘right away from us; cannot have seen the ship yet.” 

“Be dumb, man! Stand by the braces! Hard down 
the helm!—brace up! Shiver her!—shiver her! So; well 
that! Boats, boats!” 

Soon all the boats but Starbuck’s were dropped; all 
the boat-sails set—all the paddles plying; with rippling 
swiftness, shooting to leeward; and Ahab heading the 
onset. A pale, death-glimmer lit up Fedallah’s sunken 
eyes; a hideous motion gnawed his mouth.

Like noiseless nautilus shells, their light prows sped 
through the sea; but only slowly they neared the foe. 
As they neared him, the ocean grew still more smooth; 
seemed drawing a carpet over its waves; seemed a noon-
meadow, so serenely it spread. At length the breathless 
hunter came so nigh his seemingly unsuspecting prey, 
that his entire dazzling hump was distinctly visible, 
sliding along the sea as if an isolated thing, and con-
tinually set in a revolving ring of finest, f leecy, greenish 
foam. He saw the vast, involved wrinkles of the slightly 
projecting head beyond. Before it, far out on the soft 
Turkish- rugged waters, went the glistening white 
shadow from his broad, milky forehead, a musical rip-
pling playfully accompanying the shade; and behind, 
the blue waters interchangeably f lowed over into the 
moving valley of his steady wake; and on either hand 
bright bubbles arose and danced by his side. But these 
were broken again by the light toes of hundreds of gay 
fowl softly feathering the sea, alternate with their fit-

Chapter cxxxiii

The Chase—First Day

Masthead man aboard Sunbeam, 1904.
 — Clifford W. Ashley photograph, New Bedford Whaling Museum.
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ful f light; and like to some f lag-staff rising from the 
painted hull of an argosy, the tall but shattered pole of a 
recent lance projected from the white whale’s back; and 
at intervals one of the cloud of soft-toed fowls hovering, 
and to and fro skimming like a canopy over the fish, 
silently perched and rocked on this pole, the long tail 
feathers streaming like pennons.

A gentle joyousness—a mighty mildness of repose in 
swiftness, invested the gliding whale. Not Jove, not that 
great majesty Supreme! Did surpass the glorified White 
Whale as he so divinely swam.

And thus, through the serene tranquillities of the 
tropical sea, among waves whose hand-clappings were 
suspended by exceeding rapture, Moby Dick moved 
on, still withholding from sight the full terrors of his 
submerged trunk, entirely hiding the wrenched hideous-
ness of his jaw. But soon the fore part of him slowly rose 
from the water; for an instant his whole marbleized 
body formed a high arch, and warningly waving his ban-
nered flukes in the air, the grand god revealed himself, 
sounded, and went out of sight.

With oars apeak, and paddles down, the sheets 
of their sails adrift, the three boats now stilly f loated, 
awaiting Moby Dick’s reappearance. “An hour,” said 
Ahab, standing rooted in his boat’s stern; and he gazed 
beyond the whale’s place, towards the dim blue spaces 
and wide wooing vacancies to leeward. It was only an 
instant; for again his eyes seemed whirling round in 
his head as he swept the watery circle. The breeze now 
freshened; the sea began to swell.

But suddenly as he peered down and down into its 
depths, he profoundly saw a white living spot no bigger 
than a white weasel, with wonderful celerity uprising, 
and magnifying as it rose, till it turned, and then there 
were plainly revealed two long crooked rows of white, 
glistening teeth, f loating up from the undiscoverable bot-
tom. It was Moby Dick’s open mouth and scrolled jaw; 
his vast, shadowed bulk still half blending with the blue 
of the sea. The glittering mouth yawned beneath the 
boat like an open-doored marble tomb; and giving one 
side-long sweep with his steering oar, Ahab whirled the 
craft aside from this tremendous apparition.

But as if perceiving this strategem, Moby Dick, with 
that malicious intelligence ascribed to him, sidelingly 
transplanted himself, as it were, in an instant, shooting 
his pleated head lengthwise beneath the boat.

Through and through; through every plank and 
each rib, it thrilled for an instant, the whale obliquely 
lying on his back, in the manner of a biting shark, slowly 
and feelingly taking its bows full within his mouth, so 
that the long, narrow, scrolled lower jaw curled high up 
into the open air, and one of the teeth caught in a row-

lock. The bluish pearl-white of the inside of the jaw was 
within six inches of Ahab’s head, and reached higher 
than that. In this attitude the White Whale now shook 
the slight cedar as a mildly cruel cat her mouse. With 
unastonished eyes Fedallah gazed, and crossed his arms; 
but the tiger-yellow crew were tumbling over each other’s 
heads to gain the uttermost stern.

And now, while both elastic gunwales were spring-
ing in and out, as the whale dallied with the doomed 
craft in this devilish way; and from his body being sub-
merged beneath the boat, he could not be darted at from 
the bows, for the bows were almost inside of him, as it 
were; and while the other boats involuntarily paused, as 
before a quick crisis impossible to withstand, then it was 
that monomaniac Ahab, furious with this tantalizing 
vicinity of his foe, which placed him all alive and help-
less in the very jaws he hated; frenzied with all this, he 
seized the long bone with his naked hands, and wildly 
strove to wrench it from its gripe. As now he thus vainly 
strove, the jaw slipped from him; the frail gunwales bent 
in, collapsed, and snapped, as both jaws, like an enor-
mous shears, sliding further aft, bit the craft completely 

“Whale in a fury.” —Illustration by Rockwell Kent.

©1930 by R. R. Donnelly & Sons Co., with permission



201

in twain, and locked themselves fast again in the sea, 
midway between the two floating wrecks. These floated 
aside, the broken ends drooping, the crew at the stern-
wreck clinging to the gunwales, and striving to hold fast 
to the oars to lash them across.

At that preluding moment, ere the boat was yet 
snapped, Ahab, the first to perceive the whale’s intent, by 
the crafty upraising of his head, a movement that loosed 
his hold for the time; at that moment his hand had made 
one final effort to push the boat out of the bite. But only 
slipping further into the whale’s mouth, and tilting over 
sideways as it slipped, the boat had shaken off his hold 
on the jaw; spilled him out of it, as he leaned to the push; 
and so he fell f lat-faced upon the sea.

Ripplingly withdrawing from his prey, Moby Dick 
now lay at a little distance, vertically thrusting his oblong 
white head up and down in the billows; and at the same 
time slowly revolving his whole spindled body; so that 

when his vast wrinkled forehead rose—some twenty or 
more feet out of the water—the now rising swells, with all 
their confluent waves, dazzlingly broke against it; vindic-
tively tossing their shivered spray still higher into the air. 

But soon resuming his horizontal attitude, Moby 
Dick swam swiftly round and round the wrecked crew; 
sideways churning the water in his vengeful wake, as 
if lashing himself up to still another and more deadly 

New Bedford Whaling Museum 

Stove Boat, circa 1840. This watercolor is one of four drawings on the 
same theme, done by an unknown whaleman, possibly aboard the ship 
Young Phoenix of New Bedford.  — Source: Kugler.  Companion art on page 109.

“Thrown into a whale’s mouth,” 1886.  — Engraving by W. Roberts, from Delano: Wanderings….
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But this intensity of his physical prostration did but 
so much the more abbreviate it.

“The harpoon,” said Ahab, half way rising, and 
draggingly leaning on one bended arm—“is it safe?”

“Aye, sir, for it was not darted; this is it,” said Stubb, 
showing it.

“Lay it before me;—any missing men?”
“One, two, three, four, five;—there were five oars, 

Sir, and here are five men.”
“That’s good.—Help me, man; I wish to stand. So, 

so, I see him! there! there! going to leeward still; what 
a leaping spout! Hands off from me! The eternal sap 
runs up in Ahab’s bones again! Set the sail; out oars; the 
helm!”

It is often the case that when a boat is stove, its 
crew, being picked up by another boat, help to work 
that second boat; and the chase is thus continued with 
what is called double-banked oars. It was thus now. But 
the added power of the boat did not equal the added 
power of the whale, for he seemed to have treble-banked 
his every fin; swimming with a velocity which plainly 
showed, that if now, under these circumstances, pushed 
on, the chase would prove an indefinitely prolonged, if 
not a hopeless one. The ship itself, then, as it sometimes 
happens, offered the most promising intermediate 
means of overtaking the chase. Accordingly, the boats 
now made for her, and were soon swayed up to their 
cranes—the two parts of the wrecked boat having been 
previously secured by her—and then hoisting everything 
to her side, and stacking her canvas high up, and side-
ways outstretching it with stun-sails; the Pequod bore 
down in the leeward wake of Moby Dick.

At the well known, methodic intervals, the whale’s 
glittering spout was announced from the manned mast-
heads; and when he would be reported as just gone 
down, Ahab would take the time, and then pacing the 
deck, binnacle-watch in hand, so soon as the last second 
of the allotted hour expired, his voice was heard.— “D’ye 
see him?” and if the reply was, “No, sir!” straightway he 
commanded them to lift him to his perch. In this way 
the day wore on; Ahab, now aloft and motionless; anon, 
unrestingly pacing the planks.

As he was thus walking, uttering no sound, except 
to hail the men aloft, or to bid them hoist a sail still 
higher, or to spread one to a still greater breadth—thus 
to and fro pacing, beneath his slouched hat, at every 
turn he passed his own wrecked boat, which had been 
dropped upon the quarter-deck, and lay there reversed; 
broken bow to shattered stern. At last he paused before 
it; and as in an already over-clouded sky fresh troops of 
clouds will sometimes sail across, so over the old man’s 
face there now stole some such added gloom as this.

assault. Meanwhile Ahab half smothered in the foam 
of the whale’s insolent tail, and too much of a cripple to 
swim,—though he could still keep afloat, even in the 
heart of such a whirlpool as that; helpless Ahab’s head 
was seen, like a tossed bubble which the least chance 
shock might burst. From the boat’s fragmentary stern, 
Fedallah incuriously and mildly eyed him; the clinging 
crew, at the other drifting end, could not succor him; 
more than enough was it for them to look to themselves. 
For so revolvingly appalling was the White Whale’s 
aspect, and so planetarily swift the ever-contracting 
circles he made, that he seemed horizontally swooping 
upon them. And though the other boats, unharmed, still 
hovered hard by; still they dared not pull into the eddy 
to strike, lest that should be the signal for the instant 
destruction of the jeopardized castaways, Ahab and all; 
nor in that case could they themselves hope to escape. 
With straining eyes, then, they remained on the outer 
edge of the direful zone, whose centre had now become 
the old man’s head.

Meantime, from the beginning all this had been 
descried from the ship’s mast heads; and squaring her 
yards, she had borne down upon the scene; and was now 
so nigh, that Ahab in the water hailed her,—“Sail on the 
whale!—Drive him off!”

The Pequod’s prows were pointed; and breaking 
up the charmed circle, she effectually parted the White 
Whale from his victim. As he sullenly swam off, the 
boats f lew to the rescue.

Dragged into Stubb’s boat with blood-shot, blinded 
eyes, the white brine caking in his wrinkles; the long 
tension of Ahab’s bodily strength did crack, and help-
lessly he yielded to his body’s doom: for a time, lying all 
crushed in the bottom of Stubb’s boat, like one trodden 
under foot of herds of elephants.

“A Stove Boat,” 1874.  — From Davis: Nimrod of the Sea.
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Stubb saw him pause; and perhaps intending, not 
vainly, though, to evince his own unabated fortitude, and 
thus keep up a valiant place in his Captain’s mind, he 
advanced, and eyeing the wreck exclaimed—“The thistle 
the ass refused; it pricked his mouth too keenly, sir; ha! ha!”

“What soulless thing is this that laughs before a 
wreck? Man, man! Groan nor laugh should be heard 
before a wreck.”

“Aye, sir,” said Starbuck drawing near, “’tis a solemn 
sight; an omen, and an ill one.”

“Omen? omen?—the dictionary! If the gods think 
to speak outright to man, they will honorably speak 
outright; not shake their heads, and give an old wives’ 
darkling hint.—Begone! Ye two are the opposite poles 
of one thing; Starbuck is Stubb reversed, and Stubb is 
Starbuck; and ye two are all mankind; and Ahab stands 
alone among the millions of the peopled earth, nor gods 
nor men his neighbors! Aloft there! D’ye see him? Sing 
out for every spout, though he spout ten times a second!”

The day was nearly done; only the hem of his golden 
robe was rustling. Soon, it was almost dark, but the look-
out men still remained unset.

“Can’t see the spout now, sir;—too dark”—cried a 
voice from the air.

“How heading when last seen?”
“As before, sir,—straight to leeward.”
“Good! he will travel slower now ‘tis night. Down 

royals and top-gallant stun-sails, Mr. Starbuck. We must 
not run over him before morning; he’s making a passage 
now, and may heave-to a while. Helm there! keep her full 
before the wind!—Aloft! come down!—Mr. Stubb, send 
a fresh hand to the fore-mast head, and see it manned till 
morning.”

And so saying, he placed himself half way within 
the scuttle, and slouching his hat, stood there till dawn, 
except when at intervals rousing himself to see how the 
night wore on.

“The Chase,” 2001.  “On each soft side—coincident with the parted swell, that but once leaving him, then flowed so wide away—on each bright side, 
the whale shed off enticings. No wonder there had been some among the hunters who namelessly transported and allured by all this serenity, had 
ventured to assail it; but had fatally found that quietude but the vesture of tornadoes. Yet calm, enticing calm, oh, whale! thou glidest on, to all who for 
the first time eye thee, no matter how many in that same way thou may’st have bejuggled and destroyed before.”  — Chapter 133.  Oil painting by Arthur Moniz.
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worked them bubblingly up, like old wine worked anew. 
Whatever pale fears and forebodings some of them might 
have felt before; these were not only now kept out of sight 
through the growing awe of Ahab, but they were broken 
up, and on all sides routed, as timid prairie hares that 
scatter before the bounding bison. The wind that made 
great bellies of their sails, and rushed the vessel on by 
arms invisible as irresistible; this seemed the symbol of 
that unseen agency which so enslaved them to the race.

They were one man, not thirty. For as the one ship 
that held them all; though it was put together of all con-
trasting things—oak, and maple, and pine wood; iron, 
and pitch, and hemp—yet all these ran into each other 
in the one concrete hull, which shot on its way, both 
balanced and directed by the long central keel; even so, 
all the individualities of the crew, this man’s valor, that 
man’s fear; guilt and guiltiness, all varieties were welded 
into oneness, and were all directed to that fatal goal 
which Ahab their one lord and keel did point to.

The rigging lived. The mast-heads, like the tops of 
tall palms, were outspreadingly tufted with arms and legs. 
Clinging to a spar with one hand, some reached forth the 
other with impatient wavings; others, shading their eyes 
from the vivid sunlight, sat far out on the rocking yards; 
all the spars in full bearing of mortals, ready and ripe for 
their fate. Ah! how they still strove through that infinite 
blueness to seek out the thing that might destroy them!

“Why sing ye not out for him, if ye see him?” cried 
Ahab, when, after the lapse of some minutes since the 
first cry, no more had been heard. “Sway me up, men; 
ye have been deceived; not Moby Dick casts one odd jet 
that way, and then disappears.”

It was even so; in their headlong eagerness, the men 
had mistaken some other thing for the whale-spout, as 

Chapter cxxxiv

The Chase—Second Day

At day-break, the three mast-heads were 
punctually manned afresh.

“D’ye see him?” cried Ahab, after allowing a little 
space for the light to spread.

“See nothing, Sir.”
“Turn up all hands and make sail! he travels faster 

than I thought for;—the top-gallant sails!—aye, they 
should have been kept on her all night. But no mat-
ter—’tis but resting for the rush.”

Here be it said, that this pertinacious pursuit of 
one particular whale, continued through day into night, 
and through night into day, is a thing by no means 
unprecedented in the South sea fishery. For such is the 
wonderful skill, prescience of experience, and invincible 
confidence acquired by some great natural geniuses 
among the Nantucket commanders; that from the 
simple observation of a whale when last descried, they 
will, under certain given circumstances, pretty accurately 
foretell both the direction in which he will continue to 
swim for a time, while out of sight, as well as his probable 
rate of progression during that period. So that to this 
hunter’s wondrous skill, the proverbial evanescence of a 
thing writ in water, a wake, is to all desired purposes well 
nigh as reliable as the steadfast land. There are occasions 
when these Nantucketers time that other Leviathan 
of the deep, according to the observed humor of his 
speed; and say to themselves, so many hours hence this 
whale will have gone two hundred miles, will have about 
reached this or that degree of latitude or longitude. But 
to render this acuteness at all successful in the end, the 
wind and the sea must be the whaleman’s allies; for of 
what present avail to the becalmed or windbound mari-
ner is the skill that assures him he is exactly ninety-three 
leagues and a quarter from his port?

The ship tore on; leaving such a furrow in the sea 
as when a cannon-ball, missent, becomes a plough-share 
and turns up the level field.

“There she blows—she blows!—she blows!—right 
ahead!” was now the mast-head cry.

“Aye, aye!” cried Stubb. “I knew it—ye can’t 
escape—blow on and split your spout, O whale! the mad 
fiend himself is after ye! blow your trump—blister your 
lungs!—Ahab will dam off your blood, as a miller shuts 
his water-gate upon the stream!”

And Stubb did but speak out for well nigh all 
that crew. The frenzies of the chase had by this time 

“There she breaches!”  — From Moby-Dick, 
published by Charles Scribners and Sons, 1899.
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the event itself soon proved; for hardly had Ahab reached 
his perch; hardly was the rope belayed to its pin on deck, 
when he struck the key-note to an orchestra, that made 
the air vibrate as with the combined discharges of rifles. 
The triumphant halloo of thirty buckskin lungs was 
heard, as—much nearer to the ship than the place of the 
imaginary jet, less than a mile ahead—Moby Dick bodily 
burst into view! For not by any calm and indolent spout-
ings; not by the peaceable gush of that mystic fountain in 
his head, did the White Whale now reveal his vicinity; 
but by the far more wondrous phenomenon of breaching. 
Rising with his utmost velocity from the furthest depths, 
the Sperm Whale thus booms his entire bulk into the 
pure element of air, and piling up a mountain of dazzling 
foam, shows his place to the distance of seven miles and 
more. In those moments, the torn, enraged waves he 
shakes off, seem his mane; in some cases, this breaching is 
his act of defiance.

“There she breaches! there she breaches!” was the cry.
“Aye, breach your last to the sun, Moby Dick!” cried 

Ahab, “thy hour and thy harpoon are at hand!—Down! 
down all of ye, but one man at the fore. The boats!—
stand by!” 

Unmindful of the tedious rope-ladders of the 
shrouds, the men, like shooting stars, slid to the deck, 
by the isolated back-stays and halyards; while Ahab, less 
dartingly, but still rapidly was dropped from his perch.

“Lower away,” he cried, so soon as he had reached his 
boat—a spare one, rigged the afternoon previous. “Mr. 
Starbuck, the ship is thine—keep away from the boats, 
but keep near them. Lower, all!”

As if to strike a quick terror into them, by this time 
being the first assailant himself, Moby Dick had turned, 

and was now coming for the three crews. Ahab’s boat was 
central; and cheering his men, he told them he would take 
the whale head-and-head,—that is, pull straight up to 
his forehead,—a not uncommon thing; for when within 
a certain limit, such a course excludes the coming onset 
from the whale’s sidelong vision. But ere that close limit 
was gained, and while yet all three boats were plain as the 
ship’s three masts to his eye; the White Whale churning 
himself into furious speed, almost in an instant as it were, 
rushing among the boats with open jaws, and a lashing 
tail, offered appalling battle on every side; and heedless 
of the irons darted at him from every boat, seemed only 
intent on annihilating each separate plank of which those 
boats were made. But skilfully manoeuvred, incessantly 
wheeling like trained chargers in the field; the boats for 
a while eluded him; though, at times, but by a plank’s 
breadth; while all the time, Ahab’s unearthly slogan tore 
every other cry but his to shreds.

But at last in his untraceable evolutions, the White 
Whale so crossed and recrossed, and in a thousand ways 
entangled the slack of the three lines now fast to him, 
that they foreshortened, and, of themselves, warped 
the devoted boats towards the planted irons in him; 
though now for a moment the whale drew aside a little, 
as if to rally for a more tremendous charge. Seizing that 
opportunity, Ahab first paid out more line: and then was 
rapidly hauling and jerking in upon it again—hoping 
that way to disencumber it of some snarls—when lo!—a 
sight more savage than the embattled teeth of sharks!

Caught and twisted—corkscrewed in the mazes 
of the line, loose harpoons and lances, with all their 
bristling barbs and points, came flashing and dripping 
up to the chocks in the bows of Ahab’s boat. Only one 

“The Flurry,” 1859.  Not long after 
Moby-Dick was published, a story 
entitled “Whaling Adventures,”   
accompanied by four engrav-
ings, appeared in Frank Leslie’s 
Illustrated Newspaper. The writer, 
Peter L. Dumont, like Melville, was 
a young  greenhand from New 
York state. He told of an aggres-
sive sperm whale waging battle 
with his predators. “His tail [was] 
extended in the air and striking 
out in every direction, as if bent 
on revenge for the injuries we had 
inflicted on him. He came rapidly 
onward towards the captain’s 
boat, throwing huge sheets of 
water on the crew at every sweep 
of his gigantic tail, and filling it to 
the very brim.” —  Engraving (digitally 

altered) by Granville Perkins.  Source: Ingalls.
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thing could be done. Seizing the boat-knife, he critically 
reached within—through—and then, without—the rays 
of steel; dragged in the line beyond, passed it, inboard, to 
the bowsman, and then, twice sundering the rope near 
the chocks—dropped the intercepted fagot of steel into 
the sea; and was all fast again. That instant, the White 
Whale made a sudden rush among the remaining tangles 
of the other lines; by so doing, irresistibly dragged the 
more involved boats of Stubb and Flask towards his 
f lukes; dashed them together like two rolling husks on 
a surf-beaten beach, and then, diving down into the sea, 
disappeared in a boiling maelstrom, in which, for a space, 
the odorous cedar chips of the wrecks danced round and 
round.

While the two crews were yet circling in the waters, 
reaching out after the revolving line-tubs, oars, and other 
floating furniture, while aslope little Flask bobbed up 
and down like an empty vial, twitching his legs upwards 
to escape the dreaded jaws of sharks; and Stubb was lust-
ily singing out for some one to ladle him up; and while 
the old man’s line—now parting—admitted of his pull-
ing into the creamy pool to rescue whom he could;—in 
that wild simultaneousness of a thousand concreted 
perils,—Ahab’s yet unstricken boat seemed drawn up 
towards Heaven by invisible wires,—as, arrow-like, 
shooting perpendicularly from the sea, the White Whale 
dashed his broad forehead against its bottom, and sent it, 
turning over and over, into the air; till it fell again—gun-
wale downwards—and Ahab and his men struggled out 
from under it, like seals from a seaside cave.

The first uprising momentum of the 
whale—modifying its direction as he struck the sur-
face— involuntarily launched him along it, to a little 
distance from the centre of the destruction he had made; 
and with his back to it, he now lay for a moment slowly 
feeling with his f lukes from side to side; and whenever 
a stray oar, bit of plank, the least chip or crumb of the 
boats touched his skin, his tail swiftly drew back, and 

came sideways smiting the sea. But soon, as if satisfied 
that his work for that time was done, he pushed his 
pleated forehead through the ocean, and trailing after 
him the intertangled lines, continued his leeward way at 
a traveller’s methodic pace.

As before, the attentive ship having descried the 
whole fight, again came bearing down to the rescue, and 
dropping a boat, picked up the floating mariners, tubs, 
oars and whatever else could be caught at, and safely 
landed them on her decks. Some sprained shoulders, 
wrists, and ankles; livid contusions; wrenched harpoons 
and lances; inextricable intricacies of rope; shattered oars 
and planks; all these were there; but no fatal or even seri-
ous ill seemed to have befallen any one. As with Fedallah 
the day before, so Ahab was now found grimly clinging 
to his boat’s broken half, which afforded a comparatively 
easy float; nor did it so exhaust him as the previous day’s 
mishap.

But when he was helped to the deck, all eyes were 
fastened upon him; as instead of standing by himself he 
still half-hung upon the shoulder of Starbuck, who had 
thus far been the foremost to assist him. His ivory leg had 
been snapped off, leaving but one short sharp splinter.

“Aye, aye,” Starbuck, ”’tis sweet to lean sometimes, be 
the leaner who he will; and would old Ahab had leaned 
oftener than he has.”

“The ferrule has not stood, sir,” said the carpenter, 
now coming up; “I put good work into that leg.”

“But no bones broken, sir, I hope,” said Stubb with 
true concern.

“Aye! and all splintered to pieces, Stubb!—d’ye 
see it.—But even with a broken bone, old Ahab is 
untouched; and I account no living bone of mine one 
jot more me, than this dead one that’s lost. Nor White 
Whale, nor man, nor fiend, can so much as graze old 
Ahab in his own proper and inaccessible being.—Aloft 
there! which way?”

“Dead to leeward, sir.”

“Stove Boat,” 1846.  
— llustration by Alonzo Hartwell.  From Delano: Wanderings and Adventures… .

“The Perils of the Whale Fishery,” 1840. 
— From a German travel narrative.  Kendall Collection, NBWM.
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“Up helm, then; pile on the sail again, ship keep-
ers! down the rest of the spare boats and rig them—Mr. 
Starbuck away, and muster the boat’s crews.”

“Let me first help thee towards the bulwarks, sir.”
“Oh, oh, oh! how this splinter gores me now! 

Accursed fate! that the unconquerable captain in the 
soul should have such a craven mate!”

“Sir?”
“My body, man, not thee. Give me something for 

a cane—there, that shivered lance will do. Muster the 
men. Surely I have not seen him yet. By heaven it cannot 
be!—missing?—quick! call them all.”

The old man’s hinted thought was true. Upon mus-
tering the company, the Parsee was not there.

“The Parsee!” cried Stubb—“he must have been 
caught in—”

“The black vomit wrench thee!—run all of ye above, 
alow, cabin, forecastle—find him—not gone—not gone!”

But quickly they returned to him with the tidings 
that the Parsee was nowhere to be found.

“Aye, sir,” said Stubb— “caught among the tangles of 
your line—I thought I saw him dragging under.”

“My line! my line? Gone?—gone? What means 
that little word?—What death-knell rings in it, that 
old Ahab shakes as if he were the belfry. The harpoon, 
too!—toss over the litter there,—d’ye see it?—the forged 
iron, men, the White Whale’s—no, no, no,—blistered 
fool; this hand did dart it!—’tis in the fish!—Aloft 
there! keep him nailed—quick!—all hands to the rigging 
of the boats—collect the oars—harpooneers! the irons, 
the irons!—hoist the royals higher—a pull on all the 
sheets!—helm there! steady, steady for your life! I’ll ten 
times girdle the unmeasured globe; yea and dive straight 
through it, but I’ll slay him yet!”

“Great God! but for one single instant show thyself,” 
cried Starbuck; “never, never wilt thou capture him, old 
man—In Jesus’ name no more of this, that’s worse than 
devil’s madness. Two days chased; twice stove to splinters; 
thy very leg once more snatched from under thee; thy evil 
shadow gone—all good angels mobbing thee with warn-
ings:—what more wouldst thou have?—Shall we keep 
chasing this murderous fish till he swamps the last man? 
Shall we be dragged by him to the bottom of the sea? Oh, 
oh,—Impiety and blasphemy to hunt him more!”

“Starbuck, of late I’ve felt strangely moved to thee; 
ever since that hour we both saw—thou know’st what, 
in one another’s eyes. But in this matter of the whale, be 
the front of thy face to me as the palm of this hand—a 
lipless, unfeatured blank. Ahab is for ever Ahab, man. 
This whole act’s immutably decreed. ’Twas rehearsed by 
thee and me a billion years before this ocean rolled. Fool! 
I am the Fates’ lieutenant; I act under orders. Look thou, 

underling! that thou obeyest mine.—Stand round me, 
men. Ye see an old man cut down to the stump; leaning 
on a shivered lance; propped up on a lonely foot. ‘Tis 
Ahab—his body’s part; but Ahab’s soul’s a centipede, 
that moves upon a hundred legs. I feel strained, half 
stranded, as ropes that tow dismasted frigates in a gale; 
and I may look so. But ere I break, ye’ll hear me crack; 
and till ye hear that, know that Ahab’s hawser tows his 
purpose yet. Believe ye, men, in the things called omens? 
Then laugh aloud, and cry encore! For ere they drown, 
drowning things will twice rise to the surface; then rise 
again, to sink for evermore. So with Moby Dick—two 
days he’s f loated—to-morrow will be the third. Aye, 
men, he’ll rise once more,—but only to spout his last! 
D’ye feel brave men, brave?”

“As fearless fire,” cried Stubb.
“And as mechanical,” muttered Ahab. Then as the 

men went forward, he muttered on:—“The things called 
omens! And yesterday I talked the same to Starbuck 
there, concerning my broken boat. Oh! how valiantly I 
seek to drive out of others’ hearts what’s clinched so fast 
in mine!—The Parsee—the Parsee!—gone, gone? and 
he was to go before:—but still was to be seen again ere I 
could perish—How’s that?—There’s a riddle now might 
baffle all the lawyers backed by the ghosts of the whole 
line of judges:—like a hawk’s beak it pecks my brain. I’ll, 
I’ll solve it, though!”

When dusk descended, the whale was still in sight 
to leeward.

So once more the sail was shortened, and everything 
passed nearly as on the previous night; only, the sound 
of hammers, and the hum of the grindstone was heard 
till nearly daylight, as the men toiled by lanterns in the 
complete and careful rigging of the spare boats and sharp-
ening their fresh weapons for the morrow. Meantime, 
of the broken keel of Ahab’s wrecked craft the carpenter 
made him another leg; while still as on the night before, 
slouched Ahab stood fixed within his scuttle; his hid, 
heliotrope glance anticipatingly gone backward on its dial; 
sat due eastward for the earliest sun.

Capsized, 1843.  “…The whale up flukes and capsized the boat in the 
same instant and thus they were…thrown in the sea without a moments 
notice.”  — From the journal of Joseph Bogart Hershey, Schooner Esquimaux of Provincetown.
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The morning of the third day dawned fair and 
fresh, and once more the solitary night-man at the 
fore-mast-head was relieved by crowds of the daylight 
look-outs, who dotted every mast and almost every spar.

“D’ye see him?” cried Ahab; but the whale was not 
yet in sight.

“In his infallible wake, though; but follow that wake, 
that’s all. Helm there; steady, as thou goest, and hast 
been going. What a lovely day again! were it a new-made 
world, and made for a summer-house to the angels, and 
this morning the first of its throwing open to them, a 
fairer day could not dawn upon that world. Here’s food 
for thought, had Ahab time to think; but Ahab never 
thinks; he only feels, feels, feels; that’s tingling enough for 
mortal man! to think’s audacity. God only has that right 
and privilege. Were I the wind, I’d blow no more on such 
a wicked, miserable world. I’d crawl somewhere to a cave, 
and slink there. And yet, ’tis a noble and heroic thing, 
the wind! who ever conquered it? Run tilting at it, and 
you but run through it. Ha! a coward wind that strikes 
stark naked men, but will not stand to receive a single 

Chapter cxxxv

The Chase—Third Day

blow. And yet, I say again, and swear it now, that there’s 
something all glorious and gracious in the wind. And by 
the eternal Poles! these same Trades that so directly blow 
my good ship on; these Trades, or something like them—
something so unchangeable, and full as strong, blow my 
keeled soul along! To it! Aloft there! What d’ye see?”

“Nothing, sir.”
“Nothing! and noon at hand! The doubloon goes 

a-begging! See the sun! Aye, aye, it must be so. I’ve over-
sailed him. How, got the start? Aye, he’s chasing me now; 

Ship Niger of New Bedford, circa 1880.  — William Bradford photograph

 Ship James Arnold at sea, 1893.  ”…How the wild winds blow it (hair); they whip it about me as the torn shreds of split sails lash the tossed ship 
they cling to. A vile wind that has no doubt blown ere this through prison corridors and cells, and wards of hospitals, and ventilated them, and now 
comes blowing hither as innocent as fleeces. Out upon it!—it’s tainted.”  —  Ahab: Chapter 135.  Joseph G. Tirrell photograph.

William R. Hegarty Collection



209

not I, him—that’s bad; I might have known it, too. Fool! 
the lines—the harpoons he’s towing. Aye, aye, I have run 
him by last night. About! about! Come down, all of ye, 
but the regular look outs! Man the braces!”

Steering as she had done, the wind had been some-
what on the Pequod’s quarter, so that now being pointed in 
the reverse direction, the braced ship sailed hard upon the 
breeze as she rechurned the cream in her own white wake.

“Against the wind he now steers for the open jaw,” 
murmured Starbuck to himself, as he coiled the new-
hauled main-brace upon the rail. “God keep us, but 
already my bones feel damp within me, and from the 
inside wet my flesh. I misdoubt me that I disobey my 
God in obeying him!”

“Stand by to sway me up!” cried Ahab, advancing to 
the hempen basket. “We should meet him soon.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” and straightway Starbuck did Ahab’s 
bidding, and once more Ahab swung on high.

A whole hour now passed; gold-beaten out to ages. 
Time itself now held long breaths with keen suspense. 
But at last, some three points off the weather bow, Ahab 
descried the spout again, and instantly from the three 
mast-heads three shrieks went up as if the tongues of fire 
had voiced it.

“Forehead to forehead I meet thee, this third time, 
Moby Dick! On deck there!—brace sharper up; crowd 
her into the wind’s eye. He’s too far off to lower yet, 
Mr. Starbuck! So, so; he travels fast, and I must down. 
But let me have one more good round look aloft here at 
the sea; there’s time for that. An old, old sight, and yet 
somehow so young; aye, and not changed a wink since 
I first saw it, a boy, from the sand-hills of Nantucket! 
The same!—the same!—the same to Noah as to me. 
There’s a soft shower to leeward. Such lovely leeward-
ings! Leeward! the White Whale goes that way; look to 
windward, then; the better if the bitterer quarter. But 
good bye, good bye, old mast-head! What’s this?—green? 
aye, tiny mosses in these warped cracks. No such green 
weather stains on Ahab’s head! There’s the difference 
now between man’s old age and matter’s. But aye, old 
mast, we both grow old together; sound in our hulls, 
though, are we not, my ship? Aye, minus a leg, that’s all. 
What’s that he said? he should still go before me, my 
pilot; and yet to be seen again? But where? Will I have 
eyes at the bottom of the sea, supposing I descend those 
endless stairs? and all night I’ve been sailing from him, 
wherever he did sink to. Aye, aye, like many more thou 
told’st direful truth as touching thyself, O Parsee; but, 
Ahab, there thy shot fell short. Good by, mast-head—
keep a good eye upon the whale, the while I’m gone. 
We’ll talk to-morrow, nay, to-night, when the White 
Whale lies down there, tied by head and tail.”

He gave the word; and still gazing round him, was 
steadily lowered through the cloven blue air to the deck.

In due time the boats were lowered, but as standing 
in his shallop’s stern, Ahab just hovered upon the point 
of the descent, he waved to the mate,—who held one of 
the tackle-ropes on deck—and bade him pause.

“Starbuck!”
“Sir?”
“For the third time my soul’s ship starts upon this 

voyage, Starbuck.”
“Aye, sir, thou wilt have it so.”
“Some ships sail from their ports, and ever after-

wards are missing, Starbuck!” 
“Truth, Sir: saddest truth.” 
“Some men die at ebb tide; some at low water; some 

at the full of the flood;—and I feel now like a billow 
that’s all one crested comb, Starbuck. I am old;—shake 
hands with me, man.”

Their hands met; their eyes fastened; Starbuck’s 
tears the glue.

“Oh, my captain, my captain!—noble heart—go 
not—go not!—see, it’s a brave man that weeps; how 
great the agony of the persuasion then!”

“Lower away!”—cried Ahab, tossing the mate’s arm 
from him. “Stand by the crew!”

In an instant the boat was pulling round close under 
the stern.

“The sharks! the sharks!” cried a voice from the low 
cabin-window there; “O master, my master, come back!”

But Ahab heard nothing; for his own voice was 
high-lifted then; and the boat leaped on.

Yet the voice spake true; for scarce had he pushed 
from the ship, when numbers of sharks, seemingly rising 
from out the dark waters beneath the hull, maliciously 
snapped at the blades of the oars, every time they dipped 

Kendall Collection, NBWM

Lowering away, circa 1857.  The ship Chili of New Bedford lowers for  
sperm whales in the Indian Ocean.  — From the journal of Rodolphus W. Dexter.
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in the water; and in this way accompanied the boat with 
their bites. It is a thing not uncommonly happening to 
the whale-boats in those swarming seas; the sharks at 
times apparently following them in the same prescient 
way that vultures hover over the banners of marching 
regiments in the east. But these were the first sharks 
that had been observed by the Pequod since the White 
Whale had been first descried; and whether it was 
that Ahab’s crew were all such tiger-yellow barbarians, 
and therefore their f lesh more musky to the senses of 
the sharks—a matter sometimes well known to affect 
them,—however it was, they seemed to follow that one 
boat without molesting the others.

“Heart of wrought steel!” murmured Starbuck gaz-
ing over the side, and following with his eyes the receding 
boat—“canst thou yet ring boldly to that sight?—lower-
ing thy keel among ravening sharks, and followed by 
them, open-mouthed to the chase; and this the critical 
third day?—For when three days flow together in one 
continuous intense pursuit; be sure the first is the morn-
ing, the second the noon, and the third the evening and 
the end of that thing—be that end what it may. Oh! my 
God! what is this that shoots through me, and leaves 
me so deadly calm, yet expectant,—fixed at the top of 
a shudder! Future things swim before me, as in empty 
outlines and skeletons; all the past is somehow grown 
dim. Is my journey’s end coming? My legs feel faint; like 
his who has footed it all day. Feel thy heart,—beats it 
yet?—Stir thyself, Starbuck!—stave it off—move, move! 
speak aloud!—Mast-head there! See ye my boy’s hand 
on the hill?—Crazed;—aloft there!—keep thy keen-
est eye upon the boats:—mark well the whale!—Ho! 
again!—drive off that hawk! see! he pecks—he tears 
the vane”—pointing to the red flag flying at the main-
truck—“Ha! he soars away with it!—Where’s the old 
man now? sees’t thou that sight, oh Ahab!—shudder, 
shudder!”

The boats had not gone very far, when by a signal 
from the mast-heads—a downward pointed arm, Ahab 
knew that the whale had sounded; but intending to be 
near him at the next rising, he held on his way a little 
sideways from the vessel; the becharmed crew main-
taining the profoundest silence, as the head-beat waves 
hammered and hammered against the opposing bow.

“Drive, drive in your nails, oh ye waves! to their 
uttermost heads, drive them in! ye but strike a thing 
without a lid; and no coffin and no hearse can be mine:
—and hemp only can kill me! Ha! ha!”

Suddenly the waters around them slowly swelled 
in broad circles; then quickly upheaved, as if sideways 
sliding from a submerged berg of ice, swiftly rising to the 
surface. A low rumbling sound was heard; a subterrane-

ous hum; and then all held their breaths; as bedraggled 
with trailing ropes, and harpoons, and lances, a vast form 
shot lengthwise, but obliquely from the sea. Shrouded in 
a thin drooping veil of mist, it hovered for a moment in 
the rainbowed air; and then fell swamping back into the 
deep. Crushed thirty feet upwards, the waters f lashed 
for an instant like heaps of fountains, then brokenly sank 
in a shower of f lakes, leaving the circling surface creamed 
like new milk round the marble trunk of the whale. 

“Give way!” cried Ahab to the oarsmen, and the boats 
darted forward to the attack; but maddened by yesterday’s 
fresh irons that corroded in him, Moby Dick seemed 
combinedly possessed by all the angels that fell from 
heaven. The wide tiers of welded tendons overspreading 
his broad white forehead, beneath the transparent skin, 
looked knitted together; as head on, he came churning his 
tail among the boats; and once more flailed them apart; 
spilling out the irons and lances from the two mates’ 
boats, and dashing in one side of the upper part of their 
bows, but leaving Ahab’s almost without a scar. 

While Daggoo and Queequeg were stopping the 
strained planks; and as the whale swimming out from 
them, turned, and showed one entire flank as he shot by 
them again; at that moment a quick cry went up. Lashed 
round and round to the fish’s back; pinioned in the turns 
upon turns in which, during the past night, the whale had 
reeled the involutions of the lines around him, the half 
torn body of the Parsee was seen; his sable raiment frayed 
to shreds; his distended eyes turned full upon old Ahab.

The harpoon dropped from his hand. 
“Befooled, befooled!”—drawing in a long lean 

breath—“Aye, Parsee! I see thee again.—Aye, and thou 
goest before; and this, this then is the hearse that thou 
didst promise. But I hold thee to the last letter of thy 

“Moby Dick Transcendent,” 1930.  — Illustration by Rockwell Kent.  
©1930 by R. R. Donnelly & Sons Co., with permission.
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word. Where is the second hearse? Away, mates, to the 
ship! those boats are useless now; repair them if ye can 
in time, and return to me; if not, Ahab is enough to 
die—Down, men! the first thing that but offers to jump 
from this boat I stand in, that thing I harpoon. Ye are 
not other men, but my arms and my legs; and so obey 
me.—Where’s the whale? gone down again?”

But he looked too nigh the boat; for as if bent upon 
escaping with the corpse he bore, and as if the particular 
place of the last encounter had been but a stage in his 
leeward voyage, Moby Dick was now again steadily swim-
ming forward; and had almost passed the ship,—which 
thus far had been sailing in the contrary direction to him, 
though for the present her headway had been stopped. He 
seemed swimming with his utmost velocity, and now only 
intent upon pursuing his own straight path in the sea.

“Oh! Ahab,” cried Starbuck, “not too late is it, even 
now, the third day, to desist. See! Moby Dick seeks thee 
not. It is thou, thou, that madly seekest him!”

Setting sail to the rising wind, the lonely boat was 
swiftly impelled to leeward, by both oars and canvas. 
And at last when Ahab was sliding by the vessel, so near 
as plainly to distinguish Starbuck’s face as he leaned 
over the rail, he hailed him to turn the vessel about, 
and follow him, not too swiftly, at a judicious interval. 
Glancing upwards, he saw Tashtego, Queequeg, and 
Daggoo, eagerly mounting to the three mast-heads; while 
the oarsmen were rocking in the two staved boats which 
had but just been hoisted to the side, and were busily at 
work in repairing them. One after the other, through 
the portholes, as he sped, he also caught flying glimpses 
of Stubb and Flask, busying themselves on deck among 
bundles of new irons and lances. As he saw all this; as he 
heard the hammers in the broken boats; far other ham-
mers seemed driving a nail into his heart. But he rallied. 
And now marking that the vane or flag was gone from 
the main-mast-head, he shouted to Tashtego, who had 
just gained that perch, to descend again for another flag, 
and a hammer and nails, and so nail it to the mast.

Whether fagged by the three days’ running chase, 
and the resistance to his swimming in the knotted 

hamper he bore; or whether it was some latent deceitful-
ness and malice in him: whichever was true, the White 
Whale’s way now began to abate, as it seemed, from the 
boat so rapidly nearing him once more. And still as Ahab 
glided over the waves the unpitying sharks accompanied 
him; and so pertinaciously stuck to the boat; and so 
continually bit at the plying oars, that the blades became 
jagged and crunched, and left small splinters in the sea, 
at almost every dip.

“Heed them not! those teeth but give new rowlocks 
to your oars. Pull on! ’tis the better rest, the shark’s jaw 
than the yielding water.”

“But at every bite, Sir, the thin blades grow smaller 
and smaller!”

“They will last long enough! pull on!—But who can 
tell”—he muttered—“whether these sharks swim to feast 
on the whale or on Ahab?—But pull on! Aye, all alive, 
now—we near him. The helm! take the helm; let me 
pass,”—and so saying, two of the oarsmen helped him 
forward to the bows of the still f lying boat.

At length as the craft was cast to one side, and 
ran ranging along with the White Whale’s f lank, he 
seemed strangely oblivious of its advance—as the whale 
sometimes will—and Ahab was fairly within the smoky 
mountain mist, which, thrown off from the whale’s 
spout, curled round his great, Monadnock hump; he was 
even thus close to him; when, with body arched back, 
and both arms lengthwise high-lifted to the poise, he 
darted his fierce iron, and his far fiercer curse into the 
hated whale. As both steel and curse sank to the socket, 
as if sucked into a morass, Moby Dick sideways writhed; 
spasmodically rolled his nigh flank against the bow, 
and, without staving a hole in it, so suddenly canted the 
boat over, that had it not been for the elevated part of 
the gunwale to which he then clung, Ahab would once 
more have been tossed into the sea. As it was, three of 
the oarsmen—who foreknew not the precise instant of 
the dart, and were therefore unprepared for its effects—
these were flung out; but so fell, that, in an instant two 
of them clutched the gunwale again, and rising to its level 
on a combing wave, hurled themselves bodily inboard 
again; the third man helplessly dropping astern, but still 
afloat and swimming.

Almost simultaneously the White Whale darted 
through the weltering sea. But when Ahab cried out to 
the steersman to take new turns with the line, and hold 
it so; and commanded the crew to turn round on their 
seats, and tow the boat up to the mark; the moment 
the treacherous line felt that double strain and tug, it 
snapped in the empty air!

“What breaks in me? Some sinew cracks!—’tis 
whole again; oars! oars! Burst in upon him!”

The hearse, 1930.  — Illustration by Rockwell Kent.  
©1930 by R. R. Donnelly & Sons Co., with permission.
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Hearing the tremendous rush of the sea-crashing 
boat, the whale wheeled round to present his blank 
forehead at bay; but in that evolution, catching sight of 
the nearing black hull of the ship; seemingly seeing in it 
the source of all his persecutions; bethinking it—it may 
be—a larger and nobler foe; of a sudden, he bore down 
upon its advancing prow, smiting his jaws amid fiery 
showers of foam.

Ahab staggered; his hand smote his forehead. “I 
grow blind; hands! stretch out before me that I may yet 
grope my way. Is’t night?”

“The whale! The ship!” cried the cringing oarsmen.
“Oars! Oars! Dash on, my men! Will ye not save my 

ship?”
But as the oarsmen violently forced their boat 

through the sledge-hammering seas, the before whale-
smitten bow-ends of two planks burst through, and in an 
instant almost, the temporarily disabled boat lay nearly 
level with the waves; its half-wading, splashing crew, try-
ing hard to stop the gap and bail out the pouring water.

Meantime, for that one beholding instant, 
Tashtego’s mast-head hammer remained suspended in 
his hand; while Starbuck and Stubb, standing upon 
the bowsprit beneath, caught sight of the down-coming 
monster just as soon as he.

“The whale, the whale! Up helm, up helm! Oh, all ye 
sweet powers of air, now hug me close! Let not Starbuck 

die, if die he must, in a woman’s fainting fit. Up helm, 
I say—ye fools, the jaw! the jaw! Is this the end of all my 
bursting prayers? all my life-long fidelities? Oh, Ahab, Ahab, 
lo, thy work. Steady! helmsman, steady. Nay, nay! Up 
helm again! He turns to meet us! My God, stand by me 
now!”

“Stand not by me, but stand under me, whoever 
you are that will now help Stubb; for Stubb, too, sticks 
here. I grin at thee, thou grinning whale! Look ye, sun, 
moon, and stars! I call ye assassins of as good a fellow as 
ever spouted up his ghost. For all that, I would yet ring 
glasses with ye, would ye but hand the cup! Oh, oh! oh, 
oh! thou grinning whale, but there’ll be plenty of gulping 
soon! Why fly ye not, O Ahab! For me, off shoes and 
jacket to it; let Stubb die in his drawers! A most mouldy 
and over-salted death, though;—cherries! cherries! cher-
ries! Oh, Flask, for one red cherry ere we die!”

“Cherries? I only wish that we were where they grow. 
Oh, Stubb, I hope my poor mother’s drawn my part-pay 
ere this; if not, few coppers will now come to her, for the 
voyage is up.”

From the ship’s bows, nearly all the seamen now 
hung inactive; hammers, bits of plank, lances, and har-
poons, mechanically retained in their hands, just as they 
had darted from their various employments; all their 
enchanted eyes intent upon the whale. Retribution, swift 
vengeance, eternal malice were in his whole aspect, and 

New Bedford Whaling Museum 

“Whale attack,” 1845.  Russell and Purrington’s panorama includes this depiction of the murderous sperm whale that broadsided and sank the 
Nantucket whaleship Essex. Well known to the public at the time, the story of the Essex was the first such record of a whale deliberately ramming 
a ship, an event that greatly impressed and influenced Melville.
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spite of all that mortal man could do, the solid white but-
tress of his forehead smote the ship’s starboard bow, till 
men and timbers reeled. Some fell flat upon their faces. 
Like dislodged trucks, the heads of the harpooneers aloft 
shook on their bull-like necks. Through the breach, they 
heard the waters pour, as mountain torrents down a flume.

“The ship! The hearse!—the second hearse!” cried 
Ahab from the boat; “its wood could only be American!”

Diving beneath the settling ship, the whale ran quiver-
ing along its keel; but turning under water, swiftly shot to 
the surface again, far off the other bow, but within a few 
yards of Ahab’s boat, where, for a time, he lay quiescent.

“I turn my body from the sun. What ho, Tashtego! 
Let me hear thy hammer. Oh!—death-glorious ship! 
Must ye then perish, and without me? Am I cut off from 
the last fond pride of meanest shipwrecked captains? Oh, 
lonely death on lonely life! Oh, now I feel my topmost 
greatness lies in my topmost grief. Towards thee I roll, 

thou all-destroying but unconquering whale; to the last 
I grapple with thee; from hell’s heart I stab at thee; for 
hate’s sake I spit my last breath at thee. Sink all coffins 
and all hearses to one common pool! and since neither 
can be mine, let me then tow to pieces, while still chasing 
thee, though tied to thee, thou damned whale! Thus, I 
give up the spear!”

The harpoon was darted; the stricken whale flew 
forward; with igniting velocity the line ran through the 
groove;—ran foul. Ahab stooped to clear it; he did clear 
it; but the flying turn caught him round the neck and he 
was shot out of the boat, ere the crew knew he was gone. 
Next instant, the heavy eye-splice in the rope’s final end 
flew out of the stark-empty tub, knocked down an oars-
man, and smiting the sea, disappeared in its depths.

For an instant, the tranced boat’s crew stood still; 
then turned. “The ship? Great God, where is the ship?” 
Soon they through dim, bewildering mediums saw her 
sidelong fading phantom, only the uppermost masts out 
of water; while fixed by infatuation, or fidelity, or fate, 
to their once lofty perches, the pagan harpooneers still 
maintained their sinking lookouts on the sea. And now, 
concentric circles seized the lone boat itself, and all its 
crew, and each floating oar, and every lance-pole, and 
spinning, animate and inanimate, all round and round in 
one vortex, carried the smallest chip of the Pequod out 
of sight.

But as the last whelmings intermixingly poured 
themselves over the sunken head of the Indian at the 
mainmast, leaving a few inches of the erect spar yet visi-
ble, together with long streaming yards of the flag, which 
calmly undulated, with ironical coincidings, over the 
destroying billows they almost touched;—at that instant, 
a red arm and a hammer hovered backwardly uplifted 
in the open air, in the act of nailing the flag faster and 
yet faster to the subsiding spar. A sky-hawk that taunt-
ingly had followed the main-truck downwards from its 
natural home among the stars, pecking at the flag, and 
incommoding Tashtego there; this bird now chanced to 
intercept its broad fluttering wing between the hammer 
and the wood; and simultaneously feeling that ethereal 
thrill, the submerged savage beneath, in his death-gasp, 
kept his hammer frozen there; and so the bird of heaven, 
with archangelic shrieks, and his imperial beak thrust 
upwards, and his whole captive form folded in the flag 
of Ahab, went down with his ship, which, like Satan, 
would not sink to hell till she had dragged a living part of 
heaven along with her, and helmeted herself with it.

Now small fowls f lew screaming over the yet yawn-
ing gulf; a sullen white surf beat against its steep sides; 
then all collapsed, and the great shroud of the sea rolled 
on as it rolled five thousand years ago.

Kendall Collection, NBWM

Ahab meets Moby Dick. “…To the last I grapple with thee; from hell’s 
heart I stab at thee; for hate’s sake I spit my last breath at thee.… Let 
me then tow to pieces, while still chasing thee, though tied to thee, thou 
damned whale! Thus, I give up the spear!” — Chapter 135.  Oil painting by Isaac 

Walton. Taber for Moby-Dick frontispiece; published by Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1899.
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Bark Wanderer, circa 1920.  Built in 
Mattapoisett in 1878, Wanderer was the last 
square-rigged whaleship to leave New Bedford.  
She made 23 voyages from New Bedford 
and San Francisco before being wrecked off 
Cuttyhunk Island in 1924.
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Epilogue

“AND I ONLY AM ESCAPED ALONE TO TELL THEE.” Job.

The Drama’s Done. Why then here does any one step forth?—Because 
one did survive the wreck.

It so chanced, that after the Parsee’s disappearance, I was he whom the Fates 
ordained to take the place of Ahab’s bowsman, when that bowsman assumed the 
vacant post; the same, who, when on the last day the three men were tossed from 
out the rocking boat, was dropped astern. So, f loating on the margin of the ensuing 
scene, and in full sight of it, when the half-spent suction of the sunk ship reached me, 
I was then, but slowly, drawn towards the closing vortex. When I reached it, it had 
subsided to a creamy pool. Round and round, then, and ever contracting towards 
the button-like black bubble at the axis of that slowly wheeling circle, like another 
ixion I did revolve, till gaining that vital centre, the black bubble upward burst; and 
now, liberated by reason of its cunning spring, and owing to its great buoyancy, ris-
ing with great force, the coffin-like buoy shot lengthwise from the sea, fell over, and 
floated by my side. Buoyed up by that coffin, for almost one whole day and night, 
I f loated on a soft and dirge-like main. The unharming sharks, they glided by as 
if with padlocks on their mouths; the savage sea-hawks sailed with sheathed beaks. 
On the second day, a sail drew near, nearer, and picked me up at last. It was the 
devious-cruising Rachel, that in her retracing search after her missing children, only 
found another orphan.

Finis.

New Bedford Whaling Museum 




