1851 Whale Chart: Background Information
The importance of the mid-19th-century American whaling industry, which was
dominated by ports in southern New England, especially New Bedford,
Massachusetts, is documented by this innovative thematic map. It was prepared
by Matthew Fontaine Maury, an American naval officer and oceanographer who
served as the Superintendent of the U.S. Navy Depot of Charts and Instruments
(later the U.S. Naval Observatory) from 1842 to 1861. Because of his
contributions to oceanography including a series of wind and current charts for
the world oceans, Maury is recognized as the father of the science of
oceanography.
Collecting data from various sources including logs from whaling ships, he
compiled this map showing the distribution of several different species of whales,
identifying each with a combination of color and pictorial symbols. For example,
the occurrence of the sperm whale, which provided the basis of the New England
whaling trade, was identified with a pink color and a small diagram of a whale
with one spout. Seasonal variations were indicated by the letters w (winter), v
(spring), s (summer), a (autumn), and all (all months).
In constructing this map, Maury used a Mercator projection centered on the
Pacific Ocean. While this projection was probably not the best choice for a single
thematic topic, because it exaggerates the spatial extent of the southern and
northern oceans, it was the commonly used projection for navigational purposes
during the 19th century. By centering the map on the Pacific Ocean, however,
Maury showed that the primary habitat of whales was the Pacific arena rather
than the Atlantic, where the whale resources had been terribly depleted.
Interestingly, the sperm whale distribution was heavily concentrated in the central
Pacific. This includes the area between Hawaii and the California coast,
appearing just to the right of the map's center, where New England whalers
focused their efforts.
Courtesy, Norman B. Levanthal Map Center, Boston Public Library
http://maps.bpl.org/id/M8753/
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