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February 21, 2017
Dear AASLH Award of Merit Committee,

I am pleased to have the opportunity to evaluate A Picture History of New Bedford,
Volume Two, 1925-1980, the second in a series of three volumes developed by Spinner
Publications, for an Award of Merit. Specializing in the history and sociology of
immigration, race and ethnicity in the United States with particular expertise on
immigrants of African descent and the ethnic history of Massachusetts, I have written
extensively on the Cape Verdean-American experience, much of which has transpired
in the South Coast region, particularly New Bedford, the historical hub of the Cape
Verdean community. I also have much experience with the methodology of oral history,
having conducted fieldwork interviews as a key component of almost all of my research
projects, as well as provided training over the years in gathering oral history through
workshops for students and community members. Thus, I am well positioned to assess
the efficacy of both the content and the approach of this book. In addition to my
scholarly background, I have resided in the greater New Bedford area myself for nearly
four decades and, consequently, have a personal window of experience through which
to peer as I have conducted my review.

A Picture History of New Bedford, Vol 1l represents an impressive example of the
complementary use of photographic evidence, archival research and first-person voices
to tell local history that has been the hallmark of Spinner Publications since its
inception. Highly accessible and such an inviting read, I was not at all surprised to learn
that it has been a best seller for Spinner. Furthermore, the potential audience includes
numbers of people still alive who can remember the decades covered in the volume
and, thus, have the chance to gain insight into and a context for their own individual
life histories.

The best and most meaningful local history situates the events and developments at a
particular geographic site within broader regional, national or global circumstances.
This book’s treatment of New Bedford’s history exemplifies this approach well, in
almost every section, demonstrating how the local reflects or departs from the larger,
unfolding historical context. For example, the material on the textile strike of 1928 (pp.
10-15) features all the central elements that make A Picture History such a success. The



piece richly combines oral history interviews and documentary evidence, including not
only vivid photographs but lyrics from the strike songs and headlines from newspaper
accounts, to present the devastating arc of this labor dispute from the point of view of
New Bedford’s striking workers and their families but with an eye to signaling the
reader that this incident marked the beginning of the demise of a once burgeoning
regional textile industry and foreshadowed the impending economic collapse of the
Great Depression that gripped the entire nation.

I was also struck by the originality of much of the material presented on these pages.
For instance, although the rise and fall of New Bedford’s textile mills has been
addressed in other publications, little has been written about the transition from textile
to apparel manufacturing and the needle trades after World War II and through the
1970s. A Picture History notably adds to the historical record by devoting several pages
to recounting the largely untold story of how industry leaders drew apparel companies
from New York and Pennsylvania to New Bedford, effectively revitalizing the city’s
factory employment base, especially for women (pp. 172-173; 306-307). And while
others have discussed the history and impact of the Cape Verdean diaspora on the
music scene in New Bedford (including myself in Between Race and Ethnicity and on
Afropop Worldwide), to my knowledge, no one had yet examined the contribution of
legendary Cape Verdean jazz musician Paul Gonsalves until this volume (p. 242).
Indeed, overall, the decision to give considerable attention throughout the book to
tracing the ways that music has shaped New Bedford’s history stands as one of this
publication’s greatest strengths. The inclusion of the history of breweries (p.180),
luncheonettes (pp. 204-207) and bakeries (pp. 210-213) as well as the section on scrap
collection as part of the World War Il homefront salvage campaign, among other topics,
also represent new contributions to local knowledge that are most welcome additions to
the literature on the city.

Making a diverse array of actors the subjects of the history revealed here is so intrinsic
to the fabric of this endeavor that it would not do the book justice to single out one or
two instances of inclusivity. It's on every page and not by way of a formulaic “add and
stir” methodology. Women and men from a wide variety of ethno-racial backgrounds,
working at all rungs of the socio-economic ladder, play leading roles in this telling of
New Bedford’s narrative past, including the accounts of their pivotal participation in
the city’s contested history from labor activism to anti-war and Civil Rights protests.

Finally, I was delighted by the choice of the dynamic 1979 photograph of runners at the
start line of the New Bedford Half Marathon as the last illustration in the book — getting
ready and set to race into the future. As with so much of the compelling text found in A
Picture History, the authors and editors linked past and present, comparing the winning
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times of the runners that year to where they would have placed if they had competed in
the 2015 edition of the race. This splendid final image of diverse multitudes on the
move also offers the perfect segue to A Picture History of New Bedford, Volume Three,
1980-Present, now in progress at Spinner and after devouring Volume Two, a
publication that more than ever, I eagerly await.

Yours,
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Marilyn Halter
Professor Emerita of History and American Studies
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