
•

Robert McGuire is a teacherand
freelance writer in Milwaukee.

drafts af histary do.n't do. as well
as Philbrick do.es to. clarify re­
spo.nsibility far such chaices •.

Most interesting, Philbrick sit­
uates the disaster· in .a larger
co.ntext.

"In the Heart o.fthe Sea" isn't
so. much abaut 20 shipwrecked
sailo.rs as it is abo.ut the tight­
knit whaling cammunity they
were struggling to. get hame to..
The frame o.fthe sto.ry is the so.­
called "Natio.n af Nantucket,"
the independent-minded island
where the peculiar business and
industry af hunting sperm
whales was perfected.

The decisio.ns made by differ­
ent characters, what kind o.f
characters they are, the ability o.f
same to. survive while athers
didn't - Philbrick describes all
this as a way to. describe the
character af Nantucket itself.

"In the Heart o.f the Sea" is a
well-crafted, . tho.raughly re­
searched and so.metimes engag­
ing b0C!k,_and fans of rr.ue-~ife I
adventure taleSsho.uld ~nJRYIt.:;; .

But with 'Philbrick's saurces
made available at the same
time, ane can't help butnatice
that we might depend to.o.much
an histo.rians fo.raur histo.ry.

Far pure drama and a sense o.f
what that emo.tio.nal mament
might have been like, "The Lass
o.f the Ship Essex, Sunk by a
Whale" is a rare treasure.

less fascinated with tales o.fdis­
aster and survival than we are.
Herman Melville was taken with
the wrathful sperm whale part
o.f the sto.ry and made it the ba­
sis o.fMo.byDick.

The gro.SS-o.utpart o.fthe sto.ry
was the beginning o.fan unsavo.­
ry media fascinatio.n with canni­
balism that lingers to.this day.

Two. o.f the survivo.rs pub­
lished their acco.unts o.f the dis­

~ aster, and Philbrick has co.l­
lected tho.se and o.ther histo.rical
documents into. "The Lass af the
ShipEssex, Sunk by a Whale," a
seemingly stuffy and academic
callectio.n fram Penguin Clas­
sics. But when it carnes to. grip­
ping suspense, the histarical
so.urces can't be beaten.

The headstro.ng first mate and
the navice teenage cabin bay
who. eventually put their ac­
caunts an paper give presence
as well asartyo.ne to. their des­
perate hunger and terrifying
salitude.

What Philbrick can do. in "In
the Heart af the Sea," thaugh, is
shine the light af mo.dern sci-.
ence and psycho.lagy o.n the sto.­
ry to.illuminate the gaps.

Between his paraphrasing o.f
the ariginal accaunts are quick
lessans an the nature o.f para­
naia, the bialo.gy af starvatian
and the theary and practice o.f.
aceanic navigatian.· .

And Philbrick's acco.unt also.
gets claser to. the literal truth o.f
the sto.ry.

Far example, Tahiti was o.nlya
few days' sail away fram the
wreck, but, misguided by tall
tales and xeno.pho.bia, same o.f
the crew feared being eaten by
cannibals there and insisted an
steering far Sauth America, sev­
eral tho.usands af miles further
away~
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Old, new accounts

tell shipwreck story

When we read po.pul<:).thista­
ries, it's easy to. farget that the
ariginal dacument~ that ~ist?­
rians draw an are mteresting In
their own right.

The simultaneaus publicatio.n
af two. bo.aks abo.ut a o.nce-Ieg­
endary and naw-fargatten shi~­
wreck is an excellent o.ppo.rtum­
ty to.make that'co.mparisan.

Nathaniel Philbrick has edited'
a co.llectian o.f .raw histarical
narratives abo.utthe tragedy and
written his own accaunt that
jains the' current cammercial,
craze far suspenseful nan-fic­
tian bao.ks o.f disaster and sur­
vival.

The two. bo.o.ks tell haw, in
1820: the whaleship Essex was
attacked by a sperm wh,.ale and
sunk in the mast desalate and
unchai'tl:id part of the Pacific.
The 20 men abo.ard managed to.
scramble to. three flimsy whal­
ingbaats.

They were 90 days' sail fro.m
the Sauth American caast with
abaut 70 days o.ffaad.

A grueso.me arithmetic pro.b­
lem fallawed wherein eight o.f
the sailars dwindled to. skin and
banes while the rest wo.und up
anly as banes.

If that saunds familiar it's be­
cause the 19th century was no.

The Loss of the Ship Essex.
, Sunk by a Whale: First-Per­
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