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"Carry On, Mr. Bowditch" is a beloved children's novel written by Jean Lee Latham, published in 1955. The book
tells the inspiring story of Nathaniel Bowditch, an 18th-century American mathematician, navigator, and
author of "The New American Practical Navigator." This study guide aims to provide an in-depth analysis of
the novel, exploring its themes, characters, and historical context, as well as offering discussion questions
and activities to enhance understanding and appreciation of the text.

Overview of the Novel

"Carry On, Mr. Bowditch" chronicles the life of Nathaniel Bowditch, who rises from humble beginnings in Salem,
Massachusetts, to become a prominent figure in navigation and mathematics. The story is set against the
backdrop of the early American maritime industry, highlighting the challenges faced by sailors and the
importance of accurate navigation.

Plot Summary

The novel begins with Nathaniel’s childhood in Salem, where he is the son of a poor shipwright. Despite his
family's financial difficulties, Nathaniel shows an early aptitude for learning, particularly in mathematics.
Encouraged by his mother and a kind-hearted teacher, he pursues his education ardently.

As Nathaniel matures, he faces numerous obstacles, including the death of his father and the need to help
support his family. He eventually becomes an apprentice to a local merchant ship captain, where he learns the
intricacies of navigation and shipbuilding. His insatiable curiosity and thirst for knowledge lead him to study
mathematics and astronomy independently.

The turning point in Nathaniel's life occurs when he is entrusted with the responsibility of navigating a ship on a
long voyage. Despite facing numerous challenges at sea, including storms and navigational errors, Nathaniel’s
ingenuity allows him to overcome these hurdles. His experiences at sea culminate in the publication of "The New
American Practical Navigator," a landmark work that revolutionizes navigation practices.

Characters

1. Nathaniel Bowditch: The protagonist of the story, a brilliant mathematician who overcomes adversity to
achieve greatness.
2. Mr. Bowditch (Nathaniel's Father): A shipwright whose death significantly impacts Nathaniel's life and
motivation.
3. Mrs. Bowditch (Nathaniel's Mother): A supportive figure who encourages Nathaniel to pursue his education.
4. Captain: Nathaniel’s mentor during his apprenticeship who teaches him about the maritime industry.
5. Various Crew Members: Represent the different aspects of life at sea and the challenges navigators face.

Themes

"Carry On, Mr. Bowditch" delves into several profound themes that resonate with readers of all ages.



Perseverance and Determination

Nathaniel Bowditch exemplifies the spirit of perseverance. Throughout the novel, he encounters numerous
setbacks, including financial struggles and personal losses. However, Nathaniel remains steadfast in his pursuit
of knowledge and excellence. This theme encourages readers to persist in the face of adversity and to embrace
challenges as opportunities for growth.

- Resilience: Nathaniel’s ability to bounce back from failures is a central message of the narrative.
- Hard Work: The importance of diligence and commitment to one’s goals is highlighted throughout his journey.

The Value of Education

Education plays a pivotal role in Nathaniel's life. His thirst for knowledge drives him to teach himself advanced
mathematics and navigation despite limited formal schooling. The novel underscores the notion that self-
education and lifelong learning are crucial for personal and professional development.

- Self-Directed Learning: Nathaniel's journey illustrates the power of taking initiative in one’s education.
- Mentorship: The influence of teachers and mentors in shaping one’s path is also a recurring theme.

Innovation and Problem-Solving

Nathaniel's success is attributed to his innovative thinking and problem-solving skills. His ability to devise new
methods for navigation and his contributions to maritime safety reflect the importance of creativity in
overcoming challenges.

- Adaptability: Nathaniel’s ability to adapt to changing circumstances at sea demonstrates the necessity of
flexibility in problem-solving.
- Scientific Contributions: The novel highlights the significance of scientific inquiry and its practical
applications.

Historical Context

Understanding the historical context of "Carry On, Mr. Bowditch" is essential for appreciating the significance
of Nathaniel Bowditch's contributions to mathematics and navigation.

Life in 18th Century America

The story is set during a time when America was still establishing its identity and infrastructure. The maritime
industry was crucial for trade and communication, making effective navigation vital for economic growth.

- Economic Growth: The rise of commerce and trade in New England led to increased demand for skilled
navigators.
- Role of the Sea: The ocean served as both a pathway for exploration and a source of livelihood for many
families.

Navigational Advancements

Nathaniel Bowditch's work significantly impacted maritime navigation. Before his contributions, many



navigators relied on outdated methods and inaccurate charts.

- The New American Practical Navigator: Bowditch’s publication provided sailors with accurate calculations
and methods, revolutionizing navigation practices.
- Legacy: His work has influenced generations of navigators and remains a foundational resource in the field.

Discussion Questions

To foster deeper understanding and critical thinking about the novel, consider the following discussion
questions:

1. How does Nathaniel's early life influence his character development throughout the story?
2. In what ways does the theme of perseverance manifest in Nathaniel’s experiences?
3. Discuss the significance of mentorship in Nathaniel’s journey. How do his relationships shape his success?
4. How does the novel portray the challenges faced by sailors during the 18th century?
5. What lessons can modern readers learn from Nathaniel Bowditch’s approach to education and problem-
solving?

Activities

Engaging with the text through activities can enhance comprehension and retention of the material.

1. Create a Timeline: Students can create a timeline of Nathaniel Bowditch’s life, marking key events and
contributions.
2. Research Project: Assign students to research other historical figures in mathematics or navigation and
present their findings.
3. Creative Writing: Encourage students to write a diary entry from Nathaniel’s perspective during a pivotal
moment in the story.
4. Group Discussion: Organize a group discussion to explore the relevance of the themes in today’s world.

Conclusion

"Carry On, Mr. Bowditch" is more than just a historical novel; it is a testament to the power of determination,
education, and innovation. Through the journey of Nathaniel Bowditch, readers are inspired to embrace their
challenges and pursue their passions relentlessly. This study guide serves as a valuable tool for educators,
students, and anyone seeking to delve deeper into the life and achievements of one of America's great
navigators.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary theme of 'Carry On, Mr. Bowditch'?

The primary theme of 'Carry On, Mr. Bowditch' is perseverance and the pursuit of knowledge, highlighting the
importance of education and self-determination in overcoming life's challenges.

Who is the main character in 'Carry On, Mr. Bowditch'?

The main character in 'Carry On, Mr. Bowditch' is Nathaniel Bowditch, a real historical figure known for his
contributions to navigation and mathematics.



What historical period does 'Carry On, Mr. Bowditch' take place in?

The story takes place in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, during a time of significant maritime
exploration and scientific advancement.

What challenges does Nathaniel Bowditch face in the story?

Nathaniel Bowditch faces numerous challenges including poverty, the death of his parents, limited educational
opportunities, and societal expectations, all of which he overcomes through determination and hard work.

How does 'Carry On, Mr. Bowditch' portray the importance of education?

The book portrays education as a vital tool for personal and professional success, illustrating how
Nathaniel teaches himself advanced mathematical concepts to improve navigation at sea.

What role does family play in Nathaniel Bowditch's life?

Family plays a significant role in Bowditch's life; his early loss of parents motivates him to support his
siblings and strive for a better future, reflecting the importance of familial bonds.

What impact did Nathaniel Bowditch have on navigation?

Nathaniel Bowditch made significant contributions to navigation, most notably through his work 'The New
American Practical Navigator', which became an essential reference for sailors.

What is the significance of the title 'Carry On, Mr. Bowditch'?

The title 'Carry On, Mr. Bowditch' signifies resilience and the idea of continuing on despite obstacles, mirroring
Nathaniel's journey and determination throughout the narrative.

How can educators use 'Carry On, Mr. Bowditch' in the classroom?

Educators can use 'Carry On, Mr. Bowditch' to teach themes of perseverance, the importance of education, and
historical context, as well as to inspire discussions about self-directed learning and goal-setting.
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