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GROUP 1:  B.C.E. 
 

Year Event 

4000 B.C.E. 
Egyptians build the first sailing ships.  These boats were most likely used 
only in the eastern Mediterranean Sea near the mouth of the Nile River to 
protect Egyptian territory. 

2700 B.C.E. The Ancient Chinese develop medicinal uses for seaweed.   

700 B.C.E. –  
400 A.D. Wealthy Romans go fishing for sport.   

700 B.C.E. 
A famous Greek author, Homer, writes The Odyssey, an epic poem that 
tells the story of a man traveling by boat for twenty years.  It is one of the 
oldest and most famous poems in history.    

500-200 B.C.E. Greeks establish trade routes throughout the Mediterranean Sea region.   

400 B.C.E. ‘Aquaculture’ begins with the farming of carp fish in China. 

450 B.C.E. Herodotus, a Greek cartographer, draws the first known accurate map of 
the Mediterranean Sea. 

325 B.C.E. 

Pytheas, a Greek astronomer and geographer, sails from the Mediterranean 
Sea region to England and possibly Iceland and Norway.  He was the first 
to use the North Star to identify latitude, and he theorized that tides are 
related to phases of the moon. 

100 B.C.E. Greeks use seaweeds as medicine. 

36 B.C.E. Swimming was a highly valued skill in Japan.  The first known swimming 
races were organized by Emperor Suigui.   
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GROUP 2:  0-1500 
 

Year Event 

200 A.D. Peruvian vases dated back to this time period show fishermen wearing 
goggles for diving underwater. 

350-750 Polynesians travel from Tahiti to Hawaii in voyaging canoes and develop a 
navigational system based on the stars. 

500  
Inuit peoples of the Arctic regions begin to hunt whales, walruses, and 
seals for food, oil, and other products.  They also did artwork on walruses’ 
tusks. 

900 The Vikings explore Greenland, Iceland, and Newfoundland.  They use the 
North Star as a means of measuring latitude.   

1405-1433   China sends out seven voyages in hundreds of large, advanced ships.  The 
voyages were primarily made to impress neighboring countries. 

1492 Christopher Columbus ‘discovers’ the Americas while looking for a sea 
route to Asia. 

1498  
Vasco de Gama completes the first sea voyage from Europe to India and 
back.  He sailed around the Cape of Good Hope, Africa and establishes 
this as an important new trade route. 

1500 

Native Americans are already using wampum.  Wampum is a string of 
white shell beads woven together to tell a story without using a specific 
tribe’s language.  Wampum was later used as a form of money, even by 
European settlers and colonists.   
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GROUP 3:  1501 - 1799 
 

Year Event 

1519-1522 A.D.   Ferdinand Magellan's ships sail around the world.  Unfortunately, 
Magellan dies during the voyage 

1535 
Italian inventor Guglielmo de Lorena creates the diving bell, an apparatus 
that contains enough air for a person to breathe underwater.  De Lorena is 
reported to have completed a one-hour dive. 

1624 Galileo Galilei of Italy puts forward a theory of tides. 

1682 

William Penn, the founder of Pennsylvania, forms a treaty with the local 
Native Americans.  The Native Americans give Penn a gift of a piece of 
wampum (beaded shells used as a form of money) that shows two men 
shaking hands. 

1700-1800 

The ‘triangular trade’ becomes popular.  Europeans shipped copper, 
textiles, rum, and weapons to Africa.  The ships were emptied and refilled 
with slaves and sent from Africa to the Americas.  In return America sent 
to sugar, tobacco and cotton to Europe. 

1700-1900 Seaweed is used as a natural fertilizer in Ireland to grow potatoes.   

1768-1780  James Cook searches for Antarctica by exploring the Southern Ocean.   

1789 
The United States Coast Guard is established in New York.  The Coast 
Guard still exists today to protect our coastlines and help boaters in 
distress. 
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GROUP 4:  1800 - 1850 
 

Year Event 

1800 The first submarine, the Nautilus, is built of wood and iron.  The design 
of the submarine’s steering system is still used today.   

1818 The Savannah is the first steamship (powered by steam) to cross the 
Atlantic.   

1830-1840 
It is the height of whaling in the United States particularly in the 
northeast.  Whales are hunted primarily for their oil, which was used for 
heating and lighting. 

1831-1836  
Charles Darwin, a very important biologist, explores the Galapagos 
Islands off the coast of Ecuador.  Darwin finds interesting animals that 
help him to develop new scientific theories.  

1837 
The diving suit is redesigned to allow divers to move around more easily 
under water.  This suit is used for over 100 years before scuba diving is 
invented.   

1839 The first cruise ship sails between England and North America. 

1849 The need for whale oil begins to decline in popularity with the discovery 
of petroleum.  By 1920, the whaling industry ceases in the United States. 
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GROUP 5: 1851 - 1899 
 

Year Event 

1851 Herman Melville writes Moby Dick, a famous novel describing the 
adventures of a sailing crew on the hunt for a great whale.   

1857 The first telegraph cable, an early phone line, is laid on the ocean floor 
across the Atlantic.  The cable breaks on the first day. 

1869 Life is discovered as deep as 4,800 meters.  Before this discovery, it was 
believed that nothing lived in the deep ocean. 

1870 Jules Verne’s book 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea is a big hit.  The story is 
about a team of scientists who chase a mysterious sea monster. 

1871 
The Fish Commission is established.  The agency is devoted to the 
protection, study, management, and restoration of fish.  This is the United 
States’ first agency for conservation and protecting ecosystems. 

1872-1876  

Voyage of the H.M.S Challenger – a four-year voyage around the world.  
This voyage is considered the foundation of modern ocean study.  
Scientists collect data on temperature, salinity, density of seawater, 
currents, sediment and meteorology.  Underwater mountains are 
discovered and many new species are collected for study. 

1875 
The discovery of the Northeast Sea Route, connecting the Atlantic and 
Pacific Oceans.  The route is between the Russian regions of the Far East 
and Siberia, and it is covered in ice most of the year.   

1875 
Captain Matthew Webb becomes the first to swim the English Channel, 
which flows between southern England and northern France.  The swim 
took him less than 22 hours. 
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GROUP 6:  1900 - 1950 
 

Year Event 

1912 
On April 15, the Titanic sinks after striking an iceberg in the North 
Atlantic Ocean.  This leads to scientists searching to find a way to use 
sound to detect objects in the water that are in front of moving ships. 

1914 The Panama Canal, which connects the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, is 
completed in Central America. 

1916 
The first pearl culture process is perfected at Tokyo University in Japan.   
Pearl culturing is a way to make oysters produce more pearls which are 
used for jewelry. 

1917-1919 World War I invigorates ocean research programs with the goal of 
detecting enemy submarines. 

1919 

The United States Bureau of Fisheries declares that studies “in the methods 
or preservation of fishery products" are necessary.  The report applies to 
fish, turtles, mammals and other animals in the sea, which are being used 
for food, decoration, clothing, etc. 

1931 
NOAA scientists begin tagging marine animals for research.  The first tags 
included metal tags that were put in the bellies of salmon.  They are 
recovered using magnets at fish processing plants. 

1934 
Ocean explorer Edward Beebe is lowered to a depth of 923 meters (~3,028 
feet) in an early submersible.  A submersible is a small vehicle used for 
underwater studies.  This is the beginning of manned ocean exploration. 

1937 The Golden Gate Bridge opens in San Francisco, California.   

1938 The coelacanth (pronounced: SEE-lah-kanth), a fish thought to be extinct 
for thousands of years, is discovered alive off the coast of Madagascar 

1938 An international agreement is signed to regulate whaling. 

1941 A United States Navy base in Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, is attacked, killing 
over 2,000 Americans. 



© U.S. Satellite Laboratory 

GROUP 7:  1951 - 1999 
 

Year Event 

1960 
The United States Navy begins training dolphins and beluga whales for 
military purposes including finding explosive devices.  Animals are used 
for these purposes during the Vietnam and Gulf Wars. 

1979 
Dr. Sylvia Earle leads an all-female expedition in which 5 women 
scientists lived underwater for 2 weeks in a special underwater habitat off 
of the United States Virgin Islands. 

1972 
The British Whitbread company agrees to sponsor an ‘around the world’ 
yacht race.  The 45,000 kilometer (~28,000 miles) race is still held every 
four years.   

1972 

The National Marine Sanctuaries Act is established.  The purpose of this 
Act is to prevent "unregulated dumping of material into the oceans, 
coastal, and other waters" that endanger "human health, welfare, and 
amenities, and the marine environment, ecological systems and economic 
potentialities."  

1972 
The Marine Mammal Protection Act is established to protect whales, 
dolphins, seals, sea lions, polar bears and other marine mammals from 
human activities. 

1975 Scientists begin using horseshoe crab blood in human medical tests.   
1975 The movie Jaws is a hit at the box office. 

1977  
Hydrothermal vents are discovered.  These ‘black smokers’ on the deep 
seafloor spew superheated water and chemicals.  These chemicals allow 
some organisms to survive without energy from the Sun.   

1985  A team led by Dr. Robert Ballard uses a submersible to discover the 
Titanic, the most famous shipwreck in modern history.   

1987 Lynne Cox swims the Bering Strait, the sea between Alaska and Russia. 

1994 
The Channel Tunnel, or “Chunnel” between England and France is 
completed.  It is the longest undersea road tunnel in the world.  The 
Chunnel allows people to drive between England and France. 

1994 Scientists report that since 1950, commercial fishers have increased their 
catch by 400% to keep up with the growing demand for seafood. 

1999 
NOAA bans the use of ‘drift nets’ in the Atlantic swordfish fishery 
because the nets are accidentally catching too many marine mammals 
(whales, dolphins and seals) as well as sea turtles. 
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2000 - Present 
 

Year Event 

2001 The marine invertebrate, Bugula neritina is discovered to produce a chemical that can be 
used to treat cancer.   

2002 Scientists report that high tech fishing is emptying the world’s ocean of fish. 

2003 The movie Finding Nemo is a big hit at the box office. 

2003 
The REMUS, or Remote Environmental Monitoring UnitS, which includes underwater 
listening devices and other technologies, is used to help clear explosive mines from an Iraqi 
port.   

2006  The Papahānaumokuākea Marine National Monument is established in the Northwest 
Hawaiian Islands.   

2006 
Shipping lanes, specific areas where large ships carry goods to and from ports, in the 
northeastern United States and Eastern Canada are changed to accommodate the migratory 
paths of the Northern Right Whale, a highly endangered species. 

2006 
The Conference on Ocean Literacy (CoOL) takes place in Washington, D.C.  CoOL is a 
two-day meeting to discuss efforts to educate the public on making informed, responsible 
decisions about the ocean and its resources.   

2007 

A 50-ton bowhead whale is caught off of the coast of Alaska and is found to have a 115-
130 year old bomb fragment stuck in its neck. The bomb fragment gives scientists clear 
insight into the whale’s age.  The whale was caught during a whale hunt conducted by 
Alaska Natives, who are allowed to take 255 whales from the ocean each year as it is an 
important traditional food source.   

2009 

Dr. Jane Lubchencho, a marine ecologist, becomes the first woman to lead the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA).  NOAA is a diverse organization, 
divisions of which assess ocean health, predict weather and climate patterns, and protect 
important coastal ecosystems.   

2010 
The 10 year long Census of Marine Life project is completed.  This scientific investigation 
to better understand marine life involved thousands of scientists from 80 countries around 
the world.   

2010 Largest oil spill in history takes place due to an explosion of an oil rig in the Gulf of 
Mexico. 

 


