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"Carry On, Mr. Bowditch" is a historical novel written by Jean Lee Latham, aimed at middle-grade readers
and published in 1955. The book revolves around the life of Nathaniel Bowditch, a young boy who rises
from humble beginnings in Salem, Massachusetts, to become a renowned navigator and mathematician.
This study guide provides insights into the themes, characters, and important events within the novel,
along with questions and activities designed to enhance understanding and encourage deeper thinking.

Overview of the Novel

"Carry On, Mr. Bowditch" takes readers back to the late 18th and early 19th centuries, chronicling the life
of Nat Bowditch. The narrative not only illustrates Nat's personal growth and struggles but also provides a
glimpse into the world of maritime navigation during a time when such skills were crucial for trade and
exploration.



Plot Summary

The story begins with Nat's childhood in Salem, where he is introduced to the world of mathematics
through his father's trade. Despite facing numerous challenges, including the death of his mother and
financial difficulties, Nat's passion for learning prevails. Key events in the plot include:

1. Nat's Early Years: Nat showcases an aptitude for mathematics, which his father encourages despite their
modest means.
2. Education and Self-Teaching: Lacking formal schooling due to family obligations, Nat becomes a self-
taught scholar, reading books on navigation and astronomy.
3. Life at Sea: Nat embarks on a maritime career, where he faces the realities of life aboard a ship, including
harsh conditions and the need for precise navigation.
4. The Creation of the Bowditch Navigation Book: Nat's groundbreaking work, "The New American
Practical Navigator," revolutionizes navigation and solidifies his legacy.
5. Personal Growth and Challenges: Nat faces personal losses, including the death of loved ones, yet remains
steadfast in his commitment to his work and family.

Character Analysis

Understanding the characters in "Carry On, Mr. Bowditch" is essential for grasping the novel's themes and
messages.

Nathaniel Bowditch

- Traits: Intelligent, determined, resourceful, and passionate about mathematics and navigation.
- Role: The protagonist who overcomes adversity and becomes a pivotal figure in maritime navigation.
- Development: Throughout the novel, Nat transitions from a boy burdened with responsibilities to a
confident navigator and scholar.

Nat's Family

- Mr. Bowditch: Nat's father, who instills a love for learning in Nat despite the family's hardships.
- Mrs. Bowditch: Nat's nurturing mother, whose early death profoundly impacts him.
- Siblings: Nat's siblings represent different responses to family challenges and societal expectations.



Supporting Characters

- Captain: Represents the traditional maritime authority figures and challenges Nat's innovative ideas.
- Friends and Mentors: Various characters throughout Nat’s life who support and challenge him, helping to
shape his journey.

Themes

Several prominent themes underscore the narrative of "Carry On, Mr. Bowditch," each contributing to the
novel's depth and resonance.

Perseverance and Determination

Nat's journey illustrates the importance of perseverance in the face of adversity. Despite numerous
challenges, including financial struggles and personal losses, Nat's determination to pursue his passion for
navigation drives him to succeed.

The Value of Education

The novel emphasizes self-education and the importance of knowledge. Nat's commitment to learning,
even without formal schooling, highlights the idea that education can come from various sources, including
books and life experiences.

Innovation and Progress

Nat's contributions to navigation through his book reveal the theme of innovation. His work not only
improves maritime practices but also reflects the broader spirit of progress that characterized the age of
exploration.

The Impact of Family and Community

The novel showcases the importance of family support and community in shaping an individual's path.
Nat's relationships with his family and friends provide a foundation that enables him to pursue his dreams.



Discussion Questions

Engaging with the text through discussion questions can enhance comprehension and critical thinking
skills.

1. How does Nat's family background influence his character and choices?
2. What role does perseverance play in Nat's journey? Provide specific examples from the text.
3. In what ways does the novel reflect the historical context of the late 18th and early 19th centuries?
4. How does Nat's approach to learning differ from that of his peers?
5. What are the challenges Nat faces at sea, and how does he overcome them?
6. Discuss the significance of Nat's relationships with mentors and friends. How do they impact his
development?

Activities and Projects

To further explore the themes and characters of "Carry On, Mr. Bowditch," consider the following
activities:

Creative Writing Exercise

- Write a diary entry from Nat's perspective after a significant event in his life, such as his first voyage at
sea or the completion of his navigation book.

Research Project

- Investigate the historical context of maritime navigation during Nat's time. Present findings on the tools
and techniques used in navigation, comparing them to modern practices.

Character Sketches

- Create character sketches for key figures in the novel, including Nat, his family, and mentors. Highlight
their roles and significance within the story.



Group Discussion

- Organize a group discussion to debate the challenges and triumphs faced by Nat. Explore how these
experiences shape his character and impact his future.

Conclusion

"Carry On, Mr. Bowditch" is not just a biographical account of a remarkable individual but also a rich
narrative that explores themes of perseverance, education, and innovation. Through Nat Bowditch's
journey, readers are inspired to pursue their passions and overcome obstacles in their own lives. This study
guide serves as a tool to deepen understanding and appreciation of the novel, encouraging readers to
engage thoughtfully with its characters and themes. Whether used in a classroom setting or for personal
exploration, this guide aims to illuminate the enduring legacy of Nathaniel Bowditch and the timeless
lessons found within his story.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Carry On, Mr. Bowditch'?
The main theme of 'Carry On, Mr. Bowditch' is perseverance and the importance of education,
highlighting how Nathaniel Bowditch overcame obstacles to achieve his dreams and contribute to
navigation.

What role does Nathaniel Bowditch's background play in the story?
Nathaniel Bowditch's background as a son of a poor New England shipwright influences his determination
to succeed against the odds, showcasing the challenges faced by individuals from humble beginnings.

How does 'Carry On, Mr. Bowditch' illustrate the impact of mentorship?
The book illustrates the impact of mentorship through the relationships Nathaniel forms with various
figures who guide and support him, emphasizing the importance of guidance in personal and professional
development.

What are some key historical events mentioned in 'Carry On, Mr.
Bowditch'?
Key historical events include Nathaniel Bowditch's experiences during the Age of Sail, his contributions to
maritime navigation, and references to the early 19th-century American shipping industry.



Why is 'Carry On, Mr. Bowditch' considered a valuable educational
resource?
The book is considered a valuable educational resource because it combines an engaging narrative with
factual historical context, making it suitable for teaching themes of resilience, science, and American
history.
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