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P R E F A C E

Ranger chats with 

visitors before a 

walking tour.

In April 2014, the Consensus Building 
Institute was contracted to complete 
a Long Range Interpretive Plan 
(LRIP) for the New Bedford Whaling 
National Historical Park (NBWNHP), 
along with a review and update of the 
Partner Strategic Action Plan. A 2-day 
scoping visit, 3 days of workshops, and 
supplemental surveys and interviews with 
park staff and partners were conducted 
to gather input for the planning process 
and publications. The result is the 
publication in hand, designed to be both 
useful and used as a living document that 
sets priorities and steers actions. 

The LRIP provides a framework for 
interpretive activities and priorities for 
NBWNHP and partners that draw on 

the missions, strengths, resources, and 
opportunities of each. Forward-thinking 
and incorporating all of the new and 
planned development of the park and its 
partners, it is creative yet realistic about 
human capacity and financial resource 
constraints.

While ambitious in these goals and 
objectives, we confidently provide this 
planning document to the NBWNHP, its 
partner agencies and organizations, and 
the National Park Service and we thank 
you for the opportunity to contribute to 
this important effort.

Consensus Building Institute
The Binder Group, Inc

Cambridge, Mass.
2015
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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

In many ways, 

NBWNHP 

exemplifies a 

national park 

paradigm for the 

future. 

NBWNHP is a nexus of partners and 
programs that comprise a particularly 
collaborative urban park model. Planning 
efforts synchronize multiple agencies 
and organizations to flexibly craft visitor 
experiences. With its diversity of park 
partners, planning is particularly essential 
to success here.

This LRIP specifies how the NBWNHP 
intends to tell the stories that visitors 
can relate to in multiple ways, guided by 
their own interests. The LRIP is roadmap 
to guide the park, its partners, and 
supporting organizations in expressing 
interpretive themes that articulate the 
reasons for caring about and caring 
for the resource. The staff, programs, 
media, and activities of the park use the 
themes to show visitors the meaning 
of the park resources and that its 
preservation matters i. The foundation 
elements herein fulfill the National Park 
Service Centennial Call to Actionii and
Urban Agenda: Call to Action Initiativeiii, 
as well as the NBWNHP Long-Range 

Interpretive Plan of 2000iv, the General 
Management Plan of 2000v. While the 
intended audience is NPS personnel and 
partners, its pages provide any reader 
with a sense of the long-range thinking 
and commitment needed to preserve 
this special park and the lessons of its 
historical setting.

This document provides a distinctive 
plan for a distinctive place. In many ways, 
NBWNHP exemplifies a national park 
paradigm for the future. It is not a park 
based on federal ownership of expansive 
landscapes, but rather a cityscape reliant 
on a diverse partnership of public and 
private agencies and organizations.

As the National Park Service focuses on 
the future, it is determined to create more 
interactive and meaningful experiences, 
particularly in urban parks. The vision of 
the agency’s future is now seen through 
the lens of the visitor.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Purpose and Context of the Plan

A relatively new unit of the National Park 
System, NBWNHP was established in 
1996 just in time to fulfill the Northeast 
Region Interpretation and Education 
Strategy of 1997vi. This approach 
combines planning for interpretive 
media, personal interpretive services, 
and educational programs. Specific 
goals are to discover untold stories, 
open new doors to learning, invest 
in children, develop the workforce, 
make connections, and get wired to 
the world. Responsibility for creating 
the localized interpretive plan lies with 
each park’s superintendent, building 
on the foundations established through 
development of its General Management 
Plan.

The LRIP defines the overall vision and 
long-term interpretive goals of a park. 
It provides realistic approaches and 
actions that work toward achievement 
of the interpretive goals. The LRIP 
features three sections: The Foundation 
articulates the mission, purpose and 
significance, and includes an overview 
of existing conditions. The second part 
of the LRIP builds upon that foundation 
with an exploration of the park today 
and over the next five years, including 
interpretative themes and key audiences. 
A third section of the LRIP is devoted to 
recommendations and implementation of 
the plan regarding interpretive services, 
media, and strategic partnerships for the 
park. 

Park Designation

In 1996, NBWNHP was established, 
representing the new, multi-dimensional 
concept of what constitutes a national 
park. The nation’s iconic landscapes 
have been ably preserved by the National 
Park Service (NPS), which now turns 
its attention to a new model—national 
historical parks arising from inspirational 
cityscapes. In New Bedford, an extensive 
and diverse cooperative of resources 
preserves the locality’s history and tells 
its remarkable story. 

The enabling legislation (Public Law 104-
333, Section 511)vii (see Appendix) called 
for preservation of “certain districts, 
structures, and relics located in New 
Bedford, Massachusetts, and associated 
with the history of whaling and related 
social and economic themes in America.” 
The park mission statement (below) 
advances this directive. 

Mission Statement

New Bedford Whaling National 
Historical Park helps to preserve, 
protect, and interpret certain districts, 
structures, and artifacts located in 
New Bedford, Massachusetts, that 
are associated with the history of 
whaling and related social, economic, 
and environmental themes for the 
benefit and inspiration of this and 
future generations. These efforts will 
be undertaken in partnership with the 
city of New Bedford, local and regional 
institutions, and the Iñupiat Heritage 
Center in Barrow, Alaska.



8    2020 Vision: Long-Range Interpretive Plan  

Description of the Park

New Bedford is a maritime city located 
on Buzzard’s Bay in southeastern 
Massachusetts. Despite the collapse of 
the whaling industry after the Civil War, 
New Bedford continues to symbolize this 
by-gone era in the popular imagination, 
and provide a magnet for today’s eco-
tourists eager to learn the lessons of 
sustainability of the earth’s largest, most 
magnificent creatures. 

New Bedford retains the infrastructure 
of a large-scale commercial fishing 
operation. The city is now a thriving 
commercial fishery and the global center 
for scalloping. Other industries are also 
emerging including installation and 
servicing of off-shore wind farming. 

Amid its hustle and bustle, the park has 
limited property and works collaboratively 
with other institutions to achieve resource 
protection while meeting public use 
mandates. The park district delineated in 
the enabling legislation covers 32 acres 
within 13 city blocks. 

Within the park are more than 70 
properties, most of which are historic 
structures under private ownership. 
But some are owned and operated by 
government agencies at all levels. For 
instance, the City of New Bedford 
owns the Elm Street Garage, the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts owns 
the schooner Ernestina-Morrissey, and 
the federal government General Services 
Administration owns the U.S. Custom 
House.  

Specifically, the NBWNHP includes the 
area within the New Bedford Historic 
District (a National Historic Landmark 
District), also known as the Bedford 
Landing Waterfront Historic District, 
listed in the National Register of Historic 

Places and in the Massachusetts State 
Register of Historic Places. The District 
includes numerous interpretive venues 
within the Historic District. The National 
Historic Landmark schooner Ernestina-
Morrissey, with its home port in New 
Bedford, is also considered to be within 
the park by virtue of the park’s enabling 
legislation. The boundaries include 
the land along the eastern boundary 
of the New Bedford National Historic 
Landmark District over the east side 
of MacArthur Drive from the Route 6 
overpass on the north to an extension of 
School Street on the south; and the land 
north of Elm Street in New Bedford, 
bounded by Acushnet Avenue on the 
west, Route 6 (ramps) on the north, 
MacArthur Drive on the east, and Elm 
Street on the south. (See map.)

Within the park boundary reside a 
number of historic and interpretative 
venues. In addition to the NBWNHP 
Visitor Center, these include the 
Seamen’s Bethel, dedicated as a non-
denominational church in 1832 and 
inspiration for the Whaleman’s Chapel 
in Herman Melville’s Moby Dick, and 
the historic Mariner’s Home, which is 
set to be restored and partially opened 
to the public. A major attraction for 
park visitors is the private, non-profit 
New Bedford Whaling Museum with its 
Lagoda half-size whaling ship model, 
international gallery, special exhibits 
and programs, and breath-taking whale 
skeletons. The museum recently opened 
its new Wattles Jacobs Education 
Center which more than quadruples 
the classroom space and dramatically 
expand programs for students, educators, 
scholars, and enthusiasts.

In addition to the designated district 
and sites noted above, per the enabling 
legislation, interpretation and preservation 

Within the park 

boundary reside a 

number of historic 

and interpretative 

venues. 



New Bedford Whaling National Historical Park   |   National Park Service    9

also extend to sites outside park 
boundaries. These include the southwest 
corner of the State Pier; Waterfront Park, 
immediately south of land adjacent to the 
State Pier; the Rotch-Jones-Duff House 
and Garden Museum, located at 396 
County Street; the Wharfinger Building, 
located on Piers 3 and 4; and the Bourne 
Counting House, located on Merrill’s 
Wharf. Other nearby venues include the 
New Bedford Art Museum, the public 
spaces of the Buzzards Bay Coalition, the 
Nathan and Polly Johnson House, and the 
Zeiterion Theatre.

The waterfront properties are within a 
designated port area (DPA) and subject 
to local and state land-use regulations, 
including DPA provisions to preserve 
and promote maritime industry. State 
Pier and Waterfront Park are owned and 
maintained by the Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts. The U.S. Coast Guard 

berths at State Pier, which also supports 
warehouses and a city-operated freight 
ferry terminal. The city’s Office of 
Marketing and Tourism manages the 
Wharfinger Building as a waterfront 
visitor center. (The facility is staffed by 
NBWNHP in the summer and houses its 
exhibits.) The Bourne Counting House is 
privately owned.

NBWNHP also extends beyond its own 
shores. To recognize the contribution of 
Alaska Natives to the history of whaling 
in the U.S., NBWNHP has established 
links to the North Slope Borough Cultural 
Center, located in Barrow, Alaska.

It is clear that the park management must 
follow a purposeful plan to coordinate 
this great diversity of owners and venues 
within and around it. In this unique 
historical park setting, goals and themes 
are particularly important to ensure a 
seamless visitor experience. 

Student interns 

demonstrate water 

testing to young 

summer campers.
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PART ONE:  
Foundation for NBWNHP’s Interpretive Program
Park Mission Goals Related to 
Interpretation

In addition to its founding legislation 
and mission, the management direction 
for the park is guided by seven broad 
goals. These guiding principles, from the 
General Management Planviii for the park 
and its partners, help define interpretive 
themes and set operational priorities.

1. Through partnerships with local, 
regional and national institutions, 
organizations, and communities, 
NBWNHP supports the preservation 
of the historic landscapes, structures, 
and museum and archival collections in 
New Bedford that are associated with 
the history of whaling.

2. The park contributes to the 
accumulation of knowledge and 
understanding of historic resources 
related to the social, economic, and 
environmental history of whaling and 
their associated themes, and fosters the 
stewardship of these resources through 
a network of private and public 
partners.

3. NBWNHP collaborates with a wide 
range of institutions within the City 
of New Bedford and beyond to 
promote the delivery of high-quality, 
comprehensive, interpretive, cultural, 
and educational programming to the 
general public.

4. At NBWNHP, visitors understand the 
global dimensions of the city’s whaling 
industry and maritime trades (past, 
present, and future), including their 
social, economic, and environmental 
history, the diversity of cultures 
associated with the industry, and its 
relationship to arctic exploration and 
Native Alaskan cultures.

5. Visitor pathways to destinations within 
the city are safe and easy to navigate. 
Virtual pathways guide visitors to 
well-designated and well-developed 
destinations on the Internet that are 
easy to find and use.

6. The park and its partners achieve these 
goals in a flexible, cost-effective, and 
responsive manner.

7. The National Park Service recognizes 
that NBWNHP is a source of 
community identity and pride, and 
that positive, local participation 
in support of the park will yield 
success. NBWNHP fosters a climate 
in which community initiatives and 
collaborations are encouraged.
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Park Purpose

The park is devoted to an industry that 
is gone but not forgotten. In its day, 
whaling had great economic importance. 
Its importance persists today, not in 
economic terms of course, but in terms 
of education. While the park’s stated 
mission is focused on the importance 
of whaling, that means more than just 
demonstrating what whaling meant in 
the 19th century; it also means bringing 
the lessons of whaling to the 21st 
century. This suggests themes, concepts, 
ideas and stories that allow visitors to 
explore nature, wildlife, economics, 
environmental stewardship, global 
warming, natural resource conservation, 
globalization, immigration, and other 
current, even controversial topics. 

Offering interpretation of not only 
historical activity but also the modern 
relevance of whaling, brings NBWNHP 
into the present day. Relevance to the 
visitor is central to the NPS Centennial 
Call to Action, and its Urban Agenda. In 
this sense, NBWNHP is in a powerful 
position to exemplify the NPS role in 
the future. New Bedford is poised to 
become a center for learning about the 
complex and ever-changing relationship 
between science, human values and the 
natural world. There may be no greater 
accomplishment for an institution in the 
public trust.

Enthusiastic park 

ranger excited to 

begin a walking  

tour.
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Park Significance

 “The town itself is perhaps the dearest 
place to live in, in all New England…
nowhere in all America will you find more 
patrician-like houses, parks and gardens 
more opulent, than in New Bedford. 
Whence came they?....Yes; all these brave 
houses and flowery gardens came from the 
Atlantic, Pacific, and Indian oceans. One 
and all, they were harpooned and dragged 
up hither from the bottom of the sea….” 
 Herman Melville, Moby-Dick;  
 or The Whale, 1851

According to the General Management 
Plan, NBWNHP commemorates the city 
of New Bedford’s heritage as the world’s 
pre-eminent whaling port during the 19th 
century. It is the only national park unit 
that focuses on the whaling industry’s 
historic role in American and world 
culture. An extensive assemblage of 
cultural resources—cultural landscapes, 
historic buildings, museum collections, 
and archives—preserves this history and 
collectively gives form to the stories of 
this remarkable era. 

Whaling, a leading 19th century 
enterprise, contributed to America’s 
economic and political vitality, both 
domestically and abroad. A complex 
business network of maritime industries 
operated by whaling merchants in New 
Bedford supported the industry. The 
cultural diversity of the whaling fleet’s 
crewmembers enriched New Bedford 
with a cosmopolitan influence that 
continues today. The park was created 
to preserve and interpret New Bedford’s 
whaling legacy—its districts, structures, 
and artifacts—and its related social and 
economic themes for public benefit 
and inspiration. (The park’s enabling 

legislation is Section 511 of P.L. 104-333, 
the Omnibus Parks and Public Lands 
Management Act of 1996, as amended.)

It is impossible to overstate the 
importance of whaling in American 
history, industry, culture; and growth as 
a nation and world power. Before the 
world turned to fossil fuel and electricity 
and for its energy reserves, there was 
whaling. Before industries developed 
materials that were tough and flexible 
for infinite new applications, there was 
whaling. Before the Internet connected 
people across the globe, whaling vessels 
provided a network for trade as well 
as communication and cross-cultural 
connection.

Whaling was a leading 19th-century 
enterprise that contributed to America’s 
economic and political vitality, and 
the center of whaling in America 
and worldwide was New Bedford, 
Massachusetts. The deep harbor and 
ocean access made the city ideal for 
this maritime enterprise. Through the 
early 1800s the town grew rapidly to 
displace Nantucket as the epicenter of 
the industry. New Bedford’s global reach 
transformed the cultural mosaic of the 
city, region, and nation.

As unpleasant as it seems to some 
today, whales were hunted for their oil; 
spermaceti wax used in candle making; 
baleen and whalebone, used in corsets 
and clothing; buggy whips, and many 
other extinct products. All were once of 
enormous value until replaced with more 
modern alternatives, tastes and trends. 

The eventual decline of commercially 
valuable whale stocks led to more 
extended and intensive pursuits of them, 

Whaling was a 

leading 19th-

century enterprise 

that contributed 

to America’s 

economic and 

political vitality, 

and the center 

of whaling in 

America and 

worldwide was 

New Bedford, 

Massachusetts. 
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even far into the Arctic. The discovery 
of petroleum in Pennsylvania in 1859 
signaled the beginning of the end. 
Kerosene quickly replaced the need for 
whale oil as fuel. Ultimately, a dwindling 
market for whale products and other 
demographic, economic, environmental 
and technological factors all sunk New 
Bedford’s signature industry.

In subsequent years, textile 
manufacturing, fishing, and tourism 
supplanted whaling as the chief engines 
of economic sustenance for New 
Bedford. Like whaling, those industries 
also spurred population growth and 
further ethnic diversity. 

As economics shifted, the waterfront 
declined until efforts began in the 1960s 
to preserve and restore it. This work has 
resulted in a number of preservation 
initiatives, partnerships, and incentives, 
including the national historical park 
designation. 

New Bedford is a study in the evolution 
of one of America’s iconic working-
class towns, with rich, diverse layers 
of community and cultural life, as well 
as important historical touchstones. 
Adaptations to new economics in 
New Bedford, like whaling itself, also 
provide interpretive content with broad 
implications and relevance today. 
The expedience of industry, human 
impact on the environment, the need 
for sustainability, the value of new 
energy reserves, innovations in product 
development, vagaries of consumer 
tastes, and consequences of different 
peoples living together are just a few of 
the lessons learned, and now taught, in 
New Bedford. 

Integration of Three NPS Parks

NBWNHP is now one of three parks 
under a single superintendent; the two 
other parks are Roger Williams National 
Memorial in Providence, R.I. and 
Blackstone River Valley National Historic 
Park. Together, these three parks and 
their partners raise the opportunities 
for linking a rich and diverse experience 
of southern New England including 
recreational and cultural opportunities 
for visitors and residents of the region. 

Consolidation also creates new 
managerial and administrative challenges 
that need to be considered in planning. 
On the management side, personnel and 
resource allocation take on a broader 
scope. Administratively, staff recruitment, 
cross-training, and scheduling grow 
more complex in order to take advantage 
of the inter-park synergies. With a 
bigger picture in mind, communication 
and interpretive planning are more 
far reaching with opportunities to 
build visitor experiences among the 
parks. In this sense, the new model for 
the park service integrates not only 
diverse partners within each park, but 
partnerships among parks themselves. 
NBWNHP is a pioneer in its long-range 
planning efforts to link the large and 
small organizations and partners that 
comprise its venues and offerings.
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Above: Map of 

New Bedford, 

Massachusetts.

Left: Map indicating 
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PART TWO:  
The Park Today and In the Next Five Years

2A: THE PARK TODAY

Visitor Profile

Understanding visitor base is fundamental 
to planning; ensuring that this plan exceeds 
the expectations of current visitors to the 
park while also appealing to new groups 
including youth and minorities was 
central to recommendations included 
in section 3. Drawing on Visitor Card 
data reports from 2012 and 2013, and a 
comprehensive visitor study in 20101, the 
following section profiles what is known 
about the demographics and interests of 
current visitors to the NBWNHP.

According to the 2010 study, the typical 
visitor to NBWNHP is educated, white 
(94%), older, traveling with family by car 
and staying less than 3 hours on average. 
The average age was 55 – with 11-20% 
of respondents (depending on the year) 
over 70, and 19% under sixteen. Two-
thirds of visitors are female. Forty-six 
percent of visitor groups consisted of 
two people and 18% were in groups of 
three. Seventy-one percent of visitor 
groups consisted of family groups. Half 
of visitors come from the surrounding  
region but only a small percentage resides 
within a 10 mile radius. Over a third of 
visitors are from Massachusetts. 
1 The study profiles a systematic random sample of 
NBWNHP visitors during July 25 - August 8, 2010. 
A total of 597 questionnaires were distributed to 
visitor groups. Nussbaum, K. E., M. F. Manni, M. 
A. Schuett, S. J. Hollenhorst. 2011. New Bedford 
Whaling National Historical Park: Summer 2010. 
Natural Resource Report NPS/NRSS/SSD/NRR— 
2011/497/107704. National Park Service, Fort 
Collins, Colorado. NPS 497

Usage rates of services provided in and 
around the Park were relatively low: 
about half of visitors said they used the 
NPS visitor center, local restaurants, the 
NPS visitor center exhibits and street 
parking while a third (33%) said they 
used the book store sales items and the 
NPS visitor center movie. Over a quarter 
used the shops in New Bedford (28%) 
and the waterfront visitor Center (27%). 
Only 11% said they used hotels/motels. 

Among those who used these services, 
the quality ratings were high: 97% for 
the NPS Visitor Center overall followed 
by NPS visitor center movie (93%), and 
NPS exhibits (92%). Eighty-five percent 
rated the bookstore good or very good, 
Restaurants were rated the same way 
by 82%, as were hotels and motels. The 
waterfront visitor center overall had 81% 
saying good or very good with its exhibits 
rated at 78%. Seventy-seven percent 
rated New Bedford’s shops highly while 
74% said this about garage parking and 
72% for street parking. Importance 
ratings were also high: 94% Hotels/
motels, 82% NPS Visitor Center (overall), 
81% Restaurants, 81% NPS Visitor 
Center movie. 

Quality ratings on a 1-5 scale were high 
for all information service/facilities 
used. The highest scores were assistance 
from NPS staff (95%), NBWM (93%), 
Underground Railroad information 
(91%), NPS guided walking tour (91%). 
The service/facility receiving the lowest 
rating was the Schooner Ernestina with 
4% of those who used this facility saying 
it was “very poor”. 

Among those 

who used these 

services, the 

quality ratings 

were high. 
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Overall, in 2010, visitor satisfaction was 
rated at 95%. By 2012, 99% of visitors 
reported a high satisfaction with their 
experience, with an average evaluation 
score of 4.8 (out of 5). In 2013, the results 
were even higher, with a satisfaction 
measure of 100% and an average 
evaluation score of 4.9. 

Visitors most often use the New Bedford 
Whaling Museum and assistance from 
Park staff to obtain information. Only 
half use the Park brochure. The Park will 
focus on providing online information for 
visitors as nearly 2/3rds of visitors said 
they would use the park website to obtain 
information for a future trip. The online 
information should also help increase 
awareness of the park and the diversity 
of offerings so that dwell times and 
repeat visitation increase. By providing 
enriching experiences for visitors and 
residents, length of stay should also 
increase. 

The online information should also 
be used to increase the percentage of 
visitors for whom visiting the Park was the 
primary reason for their trip. At the same 
time, because of the Park location, with 
many travelers passing through the area to 
their final destination, more information 
should be available en route, either using 
mobile apps or messaging to alert these 
travelers to the Park and its offerings.

Assets, Partners and Programs 

The NBWNHP is built on a foundation 
of collaboration and partnership with 
a wide range of local, regional, and 
national institutions, organizations, and 
communities. Successful interpretive and 
strategic planning for the park therefore 
requires a robust, skilled, and efficient 
collaborative process that engages park 
staff and partners around core questions 
and goals, and builds agreements that can 
be sustained and implemented.

Partners and their Missions

The park has a wide, broad, and 
deep array of partner institutions, 
organizations, and assets that share park 
boundaries, common or overlapping 
missions, common interpretive programs 
or activities, and/or other collaborative 
relationships. NBWNHP works with its 
partners to fulfill its mission and goals of 
the enabling legislation. Partners range 
in size and scope enabling the park to 
diversify its programming and broaden 
the experience for residents and visitors. 

AHA! (Art, History, and Architecture) 
New Bedford 
 AHA! (Art, History & Architecture) 
is New Bedford’s free Downtown 
Cultural Night and collaborative cultural 
organization with over 60 downtown 
venue partners. The AHA!’s mission is 
to be a cooperative venture dedicated to 
invigorating the downtown New Bedford 
cultural scene, by offering free cultural 
nights on the second Thursday of each 
month, inviting local and regional artists, 
cultural groups and educators to present 
what they do, spearheading cooperative 
marketing, being a forum for the AHA! 
Partners to convene around shared 
topics, and contributing to the City’s 
Creative Economy initiatives.
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Buzzards Bay Coalition 
The Buzzards Bay Coalition is a 
membership-supported nonprofit 
organization dedicated to the restoration, 
protection, and sustainable use and 
enjoyment of our irreplaceable Bay and 
its watershed. The Coalition works to 
improve the health of the Bay ecosystem 
for all through education, conservation, 
research, and advocacy. The Buzzards 
Bay Center is located about one block 
from NBWNHP. The facility serves as a 
learning center, a community resource, 
and a vision for sustainable design. 

City of New Bedford 
The Park interfaces with several 
departments within city government 
including tourism, economic 
development, traffic and sanitation, 
and education. The City provides 
comprehensive visitor marketing and 
consolidated information about the many 
activities available. The Park and the 
City also share the mission of improving 
the quality of life and enrichment of the 
residents of the city.  

Iñupiat Heritage Center 
Named as a partner to the park in 
its enabling legislation, the Iñupiat 
Heritage Center is a museum in Barrow 
Alaska, focused on the contributions 
of Alaska Natives to the history of 
whaling. The Iñupiat Heritage Center 
(IHC) brings people together to 
promote and perpetuate Iñupiat history, 
language and culture. This dynamic 
interaction between the Iñupiat and 
their environment fosters the awareness, 
understanding and appreciation of the 
Iñupiat way of life from generation to 
generation. It houses exhibits, artifact 
collections, a library, a gift shop, and a 
traditional room where traditional crafts 
are demonstrated and taught. The North 
Slope Borough owns and manages the 

Heritage Center on behalf of the  
whaling villages of the North Slope.  

New Bedford Art Museum/ArtWorks! 
The New Bedford Art Museum/
ArtWorks! is dedicated to engaging a 
diverse audience in relevant exhibitions, 
exemplary education and creative 
experiences as a vital innovative center 
for the arts. Located in the historic 
downtown, NBAM / ArtWorks! offers 
continuously changing exhibitions that 
showcase contemporary and historic art, 
and interactive educational programming 
to serve the community and make arts 
accessible to everyone. 

New Bedford Economic Development 
Council 
The NBEDC is a nonprofit organization 
comprised of 250 successful leaders in 
business, education and government led 
by a nine-member Board of Directors. In 
conjunction with the Mayor’s Office, the 
Council sets the agenda for the city’s key 
strategic economic development areas. 
The Executive Director of the NBEDC, 
with a staff of seven, is responsible for the 
coordination and implementation of the 
organization’s programs and initiatives.  
Its mission is to create the environment 
that encourages private sector investment 
and job creation. And then work tirelessly 
to execute complex projects with a host 
of private and public sector partners 
that advance the City’s vision of itself--a 
vibrant seaport community.

New Bedford Fishing Heritage Center/
WWF 
Presently a virtual center, their mission 
is to educate the public about the 
history and culture of New Bedford’s 
commercial fishing industry by engaging 
them in authentic experiences, to 
document that culture and history for 
future generations, and to honor and 

The NBWNHP 

is built on a 

foundation of 

collaboration and 

partnership with 

a wide range of 

local, regional, 

and national 

institutions, 

organizations,  

and communities.
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support the men and women who make 
their living from the sea.

New Bedford Historical Society  
The New Bedford Historical Society 
is a non-profit, grassroots community 
organization that preserves and 
celebrates the history and heritage of 
African Americans, Cape Verdeans, 
Native Americans, West Indians and 
other people of color in New Bedford, 
Massachusetts. Primarily an educational 
organization, the NBHS restored 
and operates the Nathan and Polly 
Johnson House, a NR listed property.  
Nathan and Polly Johnson, prominent 
African American abolitionists in New 
Bedford, sheltered escaped slaves in this 
Underground Railroad ‘station.’ It was 
here, in September 1838, that Frederick 
( Augustus Washington Bailey) Douglass 
found freedom, a new name, and with his 
wife Anna, his first home in freedom.

New Bedford Port Society (Seamen’s 
Bethel and Mariner’s House) 
Founded in 1830, this institution 
maintains the historic Seamen’s Bethel 
and Mariner’s Home located on the top of 

Johnny Cake Hill in the NBWNHP.  The 
Bethel is a popular visitor site, and plans 
are currently underway to renovate the 
Mariner’s House to open it for visitation.

The Old Dartmouth Historical Society 
(New Bedford Whaling Museum) 
The Old Dartmouth Historic Society 
aims to educate and interest all the public 
in the historic interaction worldwide of 
humans with whales; in history of Old 
Dartmouth and adjacent communities; 
and in regional maritime activity. To 
accomplish this, the Society collects, 
preserves and interprets the artifacts 
and documentary evidence of these 
endeavors; maintains a whaling, maritime 
and local history museum, maintains 
a library; promotes and disseminates 
historical research; and accepts historic 
sites where appropriate.

Rotch-Jones-Duff House and Garden 
Museum 
Built by shipwrights in 1834 for whaling 
merchant William Rotch Jr., the Rotch-
Jones-Duff (RJD) House and Garden 
Museum epitomizes the “brave houses 
and flowery gardens” described by 

Rotch-Jones-Duff 

House, an 1831 

whale merchant’s 

home.
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Herman Melville in Moby-Dick. Greek 
Revival in style, it was designed by 
architect Richard Upjohn, a founder 
and first president of the American 
Institute of Architects. The property 
encompasses a full city block of gardens 
which include a boxwood parterre rose 
garden, a boxwood specimen garden, a 
woodland garden and a cutting garden. 
It is the only whaling mansion open to 
the public in New England that retains 
its original configuration of grounds and 
outbuildings.

Schooner Ernestina Commission (SEC)  
The SEC has responsibility for oversight 
and management of Schooner Ernestina-
Morrissey, a 120+ year old Gloucester 
Schooner with illustrious North 
American as well as Cape Verdean 
history which was a “gift to the people 
of the United States” from the newly-
independent Republic of Cape Verde in 
late 1970’s.

Schooner Ernestina-Morrissey 
Association, Inc. (SEMA) 
is a 501c(3) not-for-profit corporation 
with the purpose of raising funds to 
provide for the maintenance, equipment, 
manning, programming and operation 
of the Schooner Ernestina ex Effie M. 
Morrissey as a sail training vessel, school 
ship, and educational enterprise.

Third EyE 
Third EyE’s mission is to engage and 
empower youth to become leaders to 
positively transform their community; 
to build a movement to improve the 
community, centered around the 
principles of economic and social equality, 
with young people being an instrumental 
part of that movement in roles of 
leadership and action; to increase levels 
of understanding, awareness, confidence, 
self-esteem, and hope in youth through 

providing opportunities, mentoring, 
creative outlets, and resources. 

Waterfront Historic Area LeaguE 
(WHALE) 
WHALE’s mission is to foster historic 
preservation and continued use of 
the city’s architectural heritage to 
enhance community and economic 
vitality in New Bedford; to rehabilitate 
and reuse historic structures for the 
economic and community development 
of New Bedford, including providing 
decent housing affordable to low-and 
moderate-income persons, commercial 
development, and reuse that promotes 
arts and culture; and to educate on 
the importance of the historic and 
architectural culture of New Bedford’s 
diverse people.

Whaling History Alliance 
As a “friends group”, the mission of the 
WHA is to support and promote the New 
Bedford Whaling Historical Park. The 
WHA trains volunteers to staff the park 
Visitor Center, sponsors events such as 
the Annual Volunteer Cleanup Day & 
All American Cookout, and helps fund 
special programs and initiatives involving 
the park and partners.

Zeiterion Theater 
An historic theater located in downtown 
New Bedford, the Mission of the Zeiterion 
Theater, Inc. (The Z) is to provide New 
Bedford and the region with performing 
arts programming of excellence that 
inspires, educates, engages and entertains. 
We seek to bring the community 
together in shared experience and imbue 
everything we do with positive energy. 
We believe a performing arts center has 
the ability to galvanize and transform a 
community and are committed to serving 
as a catalyst that energizes the city, its 
citizens and the region.
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Additional venues include, but are not 
limited to the following sites:

• Baker/Robinson Whale Oil Refinery 
Building (c. 1845): Part of a larger 
complex that refined whale oil and 
manufactured spermaceti candles.

• Benjamin Rodman house (c.1825): 
Exemplifies in its substantial but 
tastefully restrained architecture the 
wealth spawned by whaling.

• Bourne Counting House (1847–1848): 
The office of Jonathon Bourne, the 
most important owner of whaling 
ships in his day and an early investor in 
textiles. 

• Corson Block Building: A Victorian 
structure destroyed by fire in 1997 
and refurbished in 2008 as the Corson 
Maritime Learning Center.

• Double Bank Building (1831–1833): 
Designed in the Greek Revival Ionic 
temple style, it retains much of its 
original character.

• Kendall Institute: The academic studies 
and publications division of the New 
Bedford Whaling Museum.

• New Bedford Institution for Savings 
(1850s): A brownstone that now serves 
as the park visitor center.

• New Bedford Preservation Society: 
Commemorates the city’s architecture 
and gardens through special events 
and activities.

• New Bedford Free Public Library: 
Provides class tours, workshops, 
exhibits, presentations.

• Rodman Candleworks (1810–1820): 
The city’s first candle factory.

• Spring Street Friends Meeting House: 
The Quakers were among the earliest 
settlers of New Bedford.

• Sundial Building (1820): A restored 
Federal-style structure. 

• Underground Railroad: Several 
structures in New Bedford have been 
identified as possible safe houses used 
by escaping slaves on the Underground 
Railroad. 

• United States Custom House (1836): 
Symbolizes the economic importance 
of New Bedford at its peak and 
whaling’s contribution to government 
revenues.

• Wharfinger Building (1934): Built as a 
WPA project, it now houses the city’s 
Waterfront Visitor Center and Office of 
Tourism. 

Current Visitor Experiences: 
The park and its partners currently offer 
a wide array of programs and experiences 
for visitors. In addition, as noted above, 
many structures, venues and programs 
are unaffiliated with partners yet 
greatly add to the visitors’ interpretive 
experiences. These include maritime 
demonstrations of historical crafts and 
activities; storytelling, music, and other 
live performances; and art, educational 
and cultural programs. Special events 
and festivals include AHA nights, the 
Maritime Heritage Festival and Thursday 
Evenings in the Park Series, sponsored 
by the NPS; and Summerfest and the 
popular Fourth of July celebration. 

...Many structures, 

venues and 

programs are 

unaffiliated 

with partners 

yet greatly add 

to the visitors’ 

interpretive 

experiences. 
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2B: THE PARK IN  
THE NEXT 5 YEARS

Target Audiences

Shifting the visitor profile at NBWNHP 
is a primary goal over the next five 
years. Not only is there the possibility of 
increasing the number of visitors from 
within the immediate vicinity through 
robust outreach (only 15% came from 
within 10 miles), there is potential to 
attract a more representative range of 
visitors from further than the surrounding 
region. The park will actively work to 
increase the diversity of visitors in terms of 
age, ethnicity and educational background 
to be more in line with regional and 
national demographics.  Through the 
new integration of the three parks, repeat 
visitation will also be a focus. 

The visitors to the park in the future 
should be reflective of regional and 
national demographics including 

ethnicity, age, and education level. The 
park will ensure that its programs appeal 
to a broad range of visitor types and 
enable a range of stay-lengths.  

The park will attempt to undertake a 
detailed visitor study in FY16 to obtain 
trending information. To measure the 
results of changes in programming and 
organizational structure, the park will 
consider doing the study again in FY19 
or FY20. The following are measurable 
goals and actions which pertain 
specifically to the 2010 study and where 
areas of improvement are needed. They 
are woven into the recommendations 
provided in Section 3 of the report. 

• Increase minority visitation to be  
more reflective of the census 
population regionally and nationally

• Increase average length of stay to half 
day at NBWNHP 

• Increase regional length of stay by 
combining visits to ROWI and BLRV

A ranger plants 

seeds with young 

visitors.
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• Increase repeat visitation

• Decrease average age of visitors

• Increase usage of NPS interpretive 
programs.

• Increase awareness and usage of 
UGRR facilities

• Increase usage of NPS website and 
social media.

• Increase awareness of NBWNHP and 
that it contains multiple sites

• Improve mean scores of importance 
and quality ratings of visitor services 
and facilities

• Raise awareness of Junior Ranger 
program, RJD, and Preservation 
Society self-guided tours

Additionally, in the FY16 study, the park 
will attempt to gather and analyze data on 
the impact on visitors of combining the 
management of Roger Williams National 
Memorial, Blackstone River Valley 
National Historical Park and NBWNHP. 
Key metrics will be determined to 
understand and best plan for integrating 
the interpretive aspects of the 3 units 
to optimize staffing, management and 
overall visitor experience. 

Interpretive Themes

During the workshops and following 
discussion with staff, new themes for 
interpretation emerged. These themes are 
completely consistent with the enabling 
legislation, park significance and purpose 
while also updated to increase relevancy 
and broaden appeal. 

While its mission is focused on the 
importance of whaling, that means more 
than demonstrating what whaling meant 

in the 19th century; it means bringing 
the lessons of whaling to the 21st 
century. These suggest themes, concepts, 
ideas and stories that allow visitors to 
explore of nature, wildlife, economics, 
environmental stewardship, global 
warming, natural resource conservation, 
globalization, immigration, and other 
current, even controversial topics. 

This new purpose of the park is one 
that brings not only whaling into the 
present day relevantly but the park 
itself becomes more relevant as it serves 
as the visitor’s portal or gateway into 
conversations, investigations, interactions 
and explorations of interest unique to 
each visitor. 

• Whales, once viewed as a commodity 
and now as a species needing 
protection, highlight the complex and 
ever-changing relationship between 
science, human values, and the natural 
world.

• For reasons as diverse as its 
population, New Bedford has always 
been a city filled with travelers, 
immigrants, and risk-takers who made 
it their home, resulting in a remarkable 
city full of history, culture, and 
progressive values.

• For the past two centuries, New 
Bedford’s port has been the economic 
center of the town. To survive that long 
the maritime commerce it supports has 
been forced to adapt to meet changing 
demands and preferences of people 
around the world.

• The physical artifacts of the City of 
New Bedford including its unique 
architecture, impressive art collection, 
and historic records, serve as evidence 
of the city’s rich cultural heritage. 
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• As one of more than 400 units of the 
National Park Service, NBWNHP and 
its urban setting serve as a venue for 
locals and visitors alike to discover, 
engage in, and help shape the history 
of our nation. 

• NBWNHP, founded on the principles 
of partnership and community 
collaboration, has become a model 
for the National Park Service and will 
influence how parks are managed in 
the agency’s second century. 

Visitor Experiences

Recommendations are focused 
on enhancing visitor and resident 
experience, maximizing the park’s 
physical and non-personal resources 
to benefit the local community through 
education and outreach, and creating 
memorable visits for travelers. Today 
there are a range of programs run directly 
by the park and in collaboration with the 
partners. Visitor experiences need to vary 
in length from the present average of 3 
hours to several days. The experiences 
need to demonstrate the relevance of 
whaling today and its significance in 
the past; they need to be immersive and 
engaging. On-site and online interpretive 
tools that work together seamlessly will 
provide a rich experience for visitors 
while providing residents with pride and 
understanding of the wealth of history 
and culture on their doorstep.

Staffing

It is most possible that staffing at 
NBNWHP will change dramatically over 
the coming years as a new model for 
shared management of the three parks is 
developed. At present, the staffing is as 
follows:

GS-12 Chief of Interpretation and 
Education (Joshua Boles) Permanent Full 
Time

GS-9 Supervisory Park Ranger (Vacant) 
Permanent Subject to Furlough

GS-9 Park Ranger (Emily Prigot) 
Permanent Full Time

GS-5 Park Guide (Rufai Shardow) 
Permanent Full Time

GS-7/9 Visual Information Specialist 
(Cara Pearson) Permanent Full Time 
(Shared with ROWI/BLRV)

GS-5 Seasonal Park Ranger (Filled) 1039 
Hours

GS-5 Seasonal Park Ranger (Filled) 1039 
Hours

GS-5 Seasonal Park Ranger (Filled) 1039 
Hours

GS-5 Seasonal Park Ranger (Filled) 1039 
Hours

GS-5 Seasonal Park Ranger (Vacant) 1039 
Hours

GS-5 Seasonal Park Ranger (Vacant) 1039 
Hours

GS-3 Student Trainee (Vacant) Part Time/
Intermittent

GS-3 Student Trainee (Vacant) Part Time/
Intermittent

The GS-9 Supervisory Park Ranger 
position will be filled by the end of 2015 
as will the two Student Trainee positions.
It is unlikely that staff levels will increase 
in 2016 placing a greater need to find and 
train volunteers. 
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Spring in 

New Bedford.

Photo: Tim Grafft-Massachusetts Office of Travel & Tourism
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PART THREE:  
Recommendations and Implementation

The following section describes a 
set of objectives and actions that 
the Park and its partners will take 
over the next 1-5 years to meet its 
interpretive and educational goals. These 
recommendations were drawn from 
the conversations with and among Park 
staff and partners during the planning 
process. These recommendations are 
responsive to needs and opportunities 
identified by the park and partners, as 
well as to the intentions underpinning the 
Call to Action and the Urban Agenda. 

1. Increase role in community outreach 
and civic engagement

The NPS Call to Action and the Urban 
Agenda both emphasize the need for 
National Parks to increase the connection 
between the preservation of historic 
places and the needs and issues of today’s 
population, and make its themes and 
programs relevant and meaningful. The 
park and its partners all highlighted 
the importance of linking the park and 
district’s resources to critical needs and 
issue of today.

Develop a Civic Engagement Plan to 
identify and prioritize opportunities 
the park and its partners have to foster 
dialog and civic engagement by relating 
the relevance of the park’s themes 
(whaling, immigration, underground 
railroad, etc.) to current national and 
international issues. These issues include 
social justice, public health, and climate 
change. NBWNHP is fortunate to be 
able to piggy-back on the strong activities 

of others and be part of their events. 
Implementation of the plan should begin 
by FY17.

• Identify and participate in a greater 
diversity of local, regional, and partner 
sponsored events to increase the 
profile of the park and its activities. 

• Include possible community outreach 
and civic engagement usages in the 
design and construction of new 
exhibits on the second floor of the 
Corson Building.

2. Develop and enhance youth 
programming

Effective youth engagement is an essential 
component of the mission of the Park 
Service. The NBWNHP recognizes the 
need to create a new long-term youth 
engagement strategy as among its highest 
priorities.

• Create a new long-term youth 
engagement strategy in FY16, with 
a goal of optimizing inclusion and 
ensuring programs build long-term 
ladders of engagement across a 
multitude of disciplines including 
the environmental sciences, 
conservation, cultural resource 
management, historic preservation, 
and sustainability. This strategy could 
include the following:

 o Leverage existing relationships 
between partners and young people 
in the community and surrounding 
area. 
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 o Build on successful partnerships 
and programs with local 
organizations such as YAP (3rd 
Eye) and SOCO Blueways (BBC), 
in order to work with existing 
youth groups to craft a vision going 
forward.  

 o Provide connections especially 
for youth and underserved 
populations between the park and 
the community to enrich the lives 
of those on the park doorstep and 
create an open handed invitation for 
all to participate. 

 o Create interactive social media 
platform to attract youth locally and 
nationally.

 o Based on visitor survey data 
obtained, devise programs to 
increase youth and family visitation 
and explore opportunities to attract 
minorities to the park including 
African Americans and Latino 
visitors. 

 o Develop with partners an 
internship program for local 
youth, to increase development of 
stewardship for the next generation. 

3. Better integrate partner resources

On an organizational level, participants 
saw the opportunity to strengthen the 
communication, coordination, and 
relationships between the partners, 
drawing more explicitly on the strengths 
and resources of each and rebuilding 
structures to foster on-going integration.

• Reestablish a relationship with the 
Iñupiat Heritage Center in Barrow, 
Alaska in FY16 and create mutually 
beneficial programming to be 

implemented by FY17.  

• Within the next two years, create a 
new partnership strategy that shifts the 
Park’s role from primary partner to 
collaborator

• Create management working groups 
among partner organizations and 
agencies and meet regularly beginning 
in FY16.

  Implementation Ideas:

 o Hold monthly or quarterly meeting 
of partner executive directors to 
share information, collaborate on 
partner activities, and troubleshoot 
challenges

 o Develop thematic or program-
based working groups with clear 
roles and responsibilities to work 
toward shared goals. (e.g., education 
directors meet to update and 
implement education plans)

• During FY16, evaluate all partners/
programs in NB and the strategic 
role of the park with them to spot 
opportunities to divest educational and 
interpretive obligations where other 
partners are best suited to fulfill them. 

 Implementation Ideas:

 o Conduct comprehensive audit of 
programs going on in the city and 
determine which fit best with the 
National Park Service outreach 
and profile to achieve synergies 
and enhance the image of the park 
among residents and visitors.

 o Conduct a comprehensive audit 
of all interpretive programs under 
NBWNHP leadership and among 
partners. 
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 o Conduct an assessment of the 
physical space of NBWNHP and 
partners, interior and exterior, 
to create and plan interpretive 
opportunities.

• Expand the role and build capacity of 
volunteers in NBWHP and at different 
partner organizations to communicate 
more effectively about the whole New 
Bedford experience. 

 Implementation Ideas

 o Develop a comprehensive plan for 
the park and partners to expand the 
role of volunteers.

 o Develop and offer coordinated 
volunteer orientation training for all 
park and partner volunteers 

 o Rotate volunteers across venues 
and partner organizations

4. Unify the visitor experience of the 
park and partners

Given the geographic and organizational 
diversity of the venues and programs, 
participants noted the need for greater 
unification of the venues, assets, 
and interpretive and experiential 
opportunities for visitors. For example, 
while the institutional distinctions 
between the NBWNHP and the Port 
Society are clear to those on the inside, 
the visitor experiences the Visitor Center 
and the Seamen’s Bethel simply as two 
sites within the historic setting. Similarly, 
while the assets of any given partner 
may be small, visitors benefit from the 
connection of those assets to the larger 
stories of whaling and historic New 
Bedford.

• Develop and define a coherent set 
of symbols that unifies the park and 
partner resources along thematic lines. 
These icons can then be used as touch 
points for interpretive messages, tours, 
hotspots, and programs. Work on this 
recommendation should begin by 
FY18.

 Implementation:

 o Develop a graphically-linked set 
of icons/symbols to represent the 
park’s themes, and use to brand 
venues, programs, and activities in 
park and partner publications and 
media 

 o Create physical markers with these 
icons that can be integrated into 
visitor experience activities (e.g., 
walking tours, stone-rubbings, 
photo scavenger hunts, etc.)

• In FY 16, expand range of walking 
tours, and other programming, to draw 
on a broader set of interpretive themes.

 Implementation:

 o Create new interpretive 
programming such as Garden Talks 
to reach those visitors that don’t 
have an hour to spare for a walking 
tour.

 o Create a set of walking tours that 
examine each of the park’s themes 
in more detail

 o Work with partners to identify 
venues best suited to interpreting 
different aspects of the themes.

• Work with partners and the city in 
FY16 and FY17 to strengthen on-
line presence for the public that 
consolidates information about the NB 
visitor experience.
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Possible Implementation Ideas:

 o Weekly/monthly uploads by park 
and partners of visitor programs 
and activities to the Destination 
New Bedford website

 o Weekly/monthly uploads by park 
and partners of visitor and resident 
programs and activities to the City 
of New Bedford calendar

 o Links on park and partner sites to 
DNB and City of NB calendars

 o Links on park and partner sites 
to other partners or activities, as 
appropriate

 o Use social medial as a platform(s) to 
drive virtual visitors to interpretive 
messages, park information, and 
partnership events.

5. Develop self-guided experiences 
that broaden audience appeal and 
increase relevance of messages

Changing demographics and 
expectations of a diverse range of 
visitors highlights the need to provide 
a wide range of interpretive modalities 
and messages. Self-guided experiences 
that draw on or incorporate user-held 
technology are particularly in demand by 
more technologically- savvy visitors of 
all backgrounds. Such experiences allow 
visitors to tailor their experiences to their 
substantive interests as well as their time 
constraints.

• Develop and link physical and digital 
media, platforms and technology to tell 
the multi-dimensional, multi-media 
stories of New Bedford beginning in 
FY17.

Possible Implementation Ideas:

 o Create self-guided experiences that 
direct visitors to physical venues 
with links to digital resources to 
further explore stories relevant to 
those venues. For example: since 
the Schooner Ernestina will be 
under repair, visitors could link to 
information about the progress of 
the restoration and about the history 
of the ship. This may be achieved 
by digitizing historic photos and 
postcards, live feeds, audio feeds 
and or short clips.

 o Update and increase content in 
a portal that allows the distance 
learner or potential visitor to build 
their own NBWNHP experience 
based on their interests, length of 
stay, and audience characteristics 
(e.g., families, mobility-restricted).

 o Create character-based experience 
that allows visitors to step into the 
shoes of a historical NB personality 
with a “guide and the ghosts” 
approach. Visitors (in situ or on 
line) can choose a character to guide 
them through the city and learn 
about the different experiences 
of these groups. Examples might 
include a ship captain, Portuguese 
immigrant, runaway slave, 
fisherman’s wife. This story telling 
device can be created digitally and/
or with more traditional signage 
and graphic panels. Produce multi-
media opportunities to animate, 
engage, dialog with others who are 
like-minded. 

 o Connect past to present through 
augmented reality at specific 
locations where historic photos can 
be superimposed on present day 
POV. 
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 An excellent example of how this 
can be done is the Museum of 
London’s Street museum (http://
www.dailymail.co.uk/sciencetech/
article-2567739/Streetmuseum-
app-creates-hybrid-images-London.
html)

 o Develop opportunities for User 
Created Content, such as options 
within an app for visitors to upload 
a photo, select a phrase or word, etc, 
that then can be viewed by other 
visitors or compiled and posted.

• Develop a Social media strategy that 
will enable NBWNHP to communicate 
with young audiences, provide 
distance learning, engage visitors at 
home and school, and tie into regional, 
national, and global partners.

6. Work with partners to improve 
accessibility and relationship with 
local schools

Connecting with schools and education 
institutions is a critical component 
of educating and inspiring the next 
generation. For New Bedford, it is also a 
way of engaging with and responding to 
the needs of the local community. Given 
the wide range of programming available 
for local school groups through park 
partners, beginning in FY17, NBWNHP 
will act as a curriculum clearinghouse 
and work through its partners to meet 
educational objectives and serve the 
needs of school groups.

 Possible Implementation Ideas:

o Review and update the Partner 
Education Plan to maximize use of 
partners to meet educational objectives

o Support/facilitate partner 
relationships with primary and secondary 

school administrative leadership. 

o Collect, document, and publish 
existing curriculum and educational 
programs related to the park’s themes 
and act as curriculum clearinghouse for 
the park and partners, using the NPS 
Education portal or nps.gov website.

7. Engage in rigorous visitor survey 
and analysis of findings to measure 
increases in the numbers of visitors 
(including local residents), increases in 
length of visits, and diversification of 
the visitor population. 

Many of the recommendations above 
are designed to meet the target audience 
goals described in the Plan. NBWNHP 
will attempt to undertake a similar 
comprehensive visitor survey in FY16 
comparable to that done in 2010 to act 
as a benchmark for helping to track the 
effectiveness of this LRIP and update 
visitor profile. Measurable results may 
then be obtained by conducting the 
survey every 2 years. Important to this 
will be the ability to trend awareness, 
distances traveled, dwell times, topics of 
interest and the success of learning aids 
to be implemented in the next five years. 

A number of actions may be also taken 
to better analyze the 2010 visitor profile, 
and to use this as a benchmark against 
which 2016 data can be compared. 

Some potential analysis approaches:

• Create cross tabs based on residence, 
education, and number of visits per 
year to establish benchmarks

• Create cross tabs based on visitor 
experience and preferences

• Perform conversion analysis based on 
current visitor frequency
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• Perform gap analysis of importance 
and quality of information services and 
facilities to establish benchmarks

• Perform gap analysis of importance 
and quality of visitor services and 
facilities to establish benchmarks

• Undertake comprehensive review of 
regional and national media outlets 

• Create sample thematic itineraries for 
NBWNHP including ROWI and BLRV

• Create collateral materials that can be 
disseminated at conferences and on 
MOT website

• Create outreach program targeted at 
youth and minorities

• Create self guided walking tours for 
NBWNHP, ROWI and BLRV

iInterpretive Themes by David L. Larsen, National Park Service, Interpretive Development Program
iiCentennial Call to Action, National Park Service, 2014, http://www.nps.gov/calltoaction/
iiiUrban Agenda: Call to Action Initiative, NPS, 2014
ivLong-Range Interpretive Plan, New Bedford Whaling National Historical Park, October 2000, 
Department of the Interior, National Park Service, Harpers Ferry Center, Interpretive Planning
vCharting the Future: A Management Plan for New Bedford Whaling National Historical Park, summary of 
the final General Management Plan/Environmental Impact Statement for NBWNHP, approved Sept. 3, 
2001.
viThe Road Ahead: A Strategy for Achieving Excellence in Interpretation and Education in the National Park 
Service, 1997.
viiPublic Law 104-333, Section 511. See also technical corrections PL 106-176, March 2000.
viiiCharting the Future, 2001



New Bedford Whaling National Historical Park   |   National Park Service    33

A P P E N D I X  A   

P.L. 104-333: Omnibus Parks and 
Public Lands Management Act of 1996 
SEC. 511. NEW BEDFORD NATIONAL 
HISTORIC LANDMARK DISTRICT. 

 
(a) Findings and Purposes. 

(1) Findings. 

The Congress finds that— 

 (A) the New Bedford National 
Historic Landmark District and 
associated historic sites as described 
in subsection (c)(2), including the 
Schooner Ernestina, are National 
Historic Landmarks and are listed on the 
National Register of Historic Places as 
historic sites associated with the history 
of whaling in the United States; 

 (B) the city of New Bedford was 
the 19th century capital of the world’s 
whaling industry and retains significant 
architectural features, archival materials, 
and museum collections illustrative of 
this period; 

 (C) New Bedford’s historic resources 
provide unique opportunities for 
illustrating and interpreting the whaling 
industry’s contribution to the economic, 
social, and environmental history of the 
United States and provide opportunities 
for public use and enjoyment; and 

 (D) during the nineteenth century, 
over two thousand whaling voyages sailed 
out of New Bedford to the Arctic region 
of Alaska, and joined Alaska Natives 
from Barrow, Alaska and other areas in 
the Arctic region in subsistence whaling 
activities; and 

(E) the National Park System presently 
contains no sites commemorating 
whaling and its contribution to American 
history. 

(2) Purposes. The purposes of this 
section are— 

 (A) to help preserve, protect, and 
interpret the resources within the areas 
described in subsection (c)(2), including 
architecture, setting, and associated 
archival and museum collections; 

 (B) to collaborate with the city 
of New Bedford and with associated 
historical, cultural,and preservation 
organizations to further the purposes of 
the park established under this section; 
and 

 (C) to provide opportunities for the 
inspirational benefit and education of the 
American people. 

(b) Definitions. 

For the purposes of this section— 

(1) the term “park” means the New Bed 
ford Whaling National Historical Park 
established by subsection (c); and 

(2) the term “Secretary’’ means the 
Secretary of the Interior. 

(c) New Bedford Whaling National 
Historical Park. 

(1) Establishment. In order to preserve 
for the benefit and inspiration of the 
people of the United States as a national 
historical park certain districts structures, 
and relics located in New Bedford, 



34    2020 Vision: Long-Range Interpretive Plan  

Massachusetts, and associated with the 
history of whaling and related social and 
economic themes in America, there is 
established the New Bedford Whaling 
National Historical Park. 

(2) Boundaries. 

 (A) The boundaries of the park shall 
be those generally depicted on the map 
numbered NAR-P49-80,000-4 and dated 
June 1994. Such map shall be on file and 
available for public inspection in the 
appropriate offices of the National Park 
Service. 

In case of any conflict between the 
descriptions set forth in clauses (i) 
through (iv) and such map, such map 
shall govern. The park shall include the 
following: 

(i)  The area included with the New 
Bedford National Historic Landmark 
District , known as the Bedford 
Landing Waterfront Historic 
District, as listed within the National 
Register of Historic Places and in 
the Massachusetts State Register of 
Historic Places. 

(ii) The National Historic Landmark 
Schooner Ernestina, with its home 
port in New Bedford. 

(iii) The land along the eastern boundary 
of the New Bedford National Historic 
Landmark District over the east side 
of MacArthur Drive from the Route 6 
overpass on the north to an extension 
of School Street on the south. 

(iv) The land north of Elm Street in 
New Bedford, bounded by Acushnet 
Avenue on the west, Route 6 (ramps) 
on the north, MacArthur Drive on the 
east, and Elm Street on the south. 

 (B) In addition to the sites,areas,and 
relics referred to in subparagraph (A), the 
Secretary may assist in the interpretation 
and preservation of each of the following: 

(i) The southwest corner of the State 
Pier. 

(ii) Waterfront Park, immediately south 
of land adjacent to the State Pier. 

(iii) The Rotch-Jones-Duff House and 
Garden Museum, located at 396 
County Street. 

(iv) The Wharfinger Building, located on 
Piers 3 and 4. 

(v) The Bourne Counting House, located 
on Merrill’s Wharf. 

(d) Related Facilities. 

To ensure that the contribution of Alaska 
Natives to the history of whaling in the 
United States is fully recognized, the 
Secretary shall provide— 

(1) financial and other assistance to 
establish links between the New Bedford 
Whaling National Historical Park and the 
North Slope Borough Cultural Center, 
located in Barrow, Alaska; and 

(2) to provide appropriate assistance 
and funding for the North Slope Borough 
Cultural Center. 

(e) Administration of Park. 

(1) In general. The park shall be 
administered by the Secretary in 
accordance with this section and the 
provisions of law generally applicable 
to units of the National Park System, 
including the Act entitled “An Act to 
establish a National Park Service,and for 
other purposes’’, approved August 25, 
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1916 (39 Stat. 535; 16 U.S.C. 1, 2, 3, and 
4) and the Act of August 21, 1935 (49 Stat. 
666; 16 U.S.C. 461-467). 

(2) Cooperative agreements. 

 (A) The Secretary may consult 
and enter into cooperative agreements 
with interested entities and individuals 
to provide for the preservation, 
development,interpretation, and use of 
the park. 

 (B) Any payment made by the 
Secretary pursuant to a cooperative 
agreement under this paragraph shall be 
subject to an agreement hat conversion, 
use, or disposal of the project so assisted 
for purposes contrary to the purposes 
of this section, as determined by the 
Secretary, shall result in a right of the 
United States to reimbursement of all 
funds made available to such project 
or the proportion of the increased 
value of the project attributable to such 
funds as determined at the time of such 
conversion, use, or disposal, whichever is 
greater. 

(3) Non-federal matching 
requirements. 

 (A) Funds authorized to be 
appropriated to the Secretary for the 
purposes of— 

(i) cooperative agreements under 
paragraph (2) shall be expended in 
the ratio of one dollar of Federal 
funds for each four dollars of funds 
contributed by non-Federal sources; 
and 

(ii) construction, restoration, and 
rehabilitation of visitors and 
interpretive facilities (other than 
annual operation and maintenance 

costs) shall be expended in the ratio 
of one dollar of Federal funds for 
each one dollar of funds contributed 
by non-Federal sources. 

 (B) For the purposes of this 
paragraph, the Secretary is authorized to 
accept from non-Federal sources, and to 
utilize for purposes of this section, any 
money so contributed. With the approval 
of the Secretary, any donation of 
property, services, or goods from a non-
Federal source may be considered as a 
contribution of funds from a non-Federal 
source for the purposes of this paragraph. 

(4) Acquisition of real property. For the 
purposes of the park, the Secretary may 
acquire only by donation such lands, 
interests in lands, and improvements 
thereon within the park as are needed for 
essential visitor contact and interpretive 
facilities. 

(5) Other property, funds , and services. 
The Secretary may accept donated funds, 
property, and services to carry out this 
section. 

(e) General Management Plan. 

Not later than the end of the second 
fiscal year beginning after the date of 
enactment of this Act, the Secretary shall 
submit to the Committee on Resources 
of the House of Representatives and 
the Committee on Energy and Natural 
Resources of the Senate a general 
management plan for the park and 
shall implement such plan as soon as 
practically possible. The plan shall be 
prepared in accordance with section 
12(b) of the Act of August 18, 1970 (16 
U.S.C. 1a-7(b)) and other applicable law. 
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(f) Authorization of Appropriations. 

(1) In general. Except as provided in 
paragraph (2), there are authorized to 
be appropriated such sums as may be 
necessary to carry out annual operations 
and maintenance with respect to the 
park and to carry out the activities under 
section 3(D). 

(2) Exceptions. In carrying out this 
section— 

 (A) not more than $ 2,000,000 
may be appropriated for construction, 
restoration,and rehabilitation of visitor 
and interpretive facilities, and directional 
and visitor orientation signage; 

 (B) none of the funds authorized to 
be appropriated by this section may be 
used for the operation or maintenance of 
the Schooner Ernestina; and 

 (C) not more than $50,000 annually 
of Federal funds may be used for 
interpretive and education programs 
for the Schooner Ernestina pursuant to 
cooperative grants under subsection (d)
(2). 

PUBLIC LAW 106-176 106TH CONGRESS 
AN ACT 

To make technical corrections to the 
Omnibus Parks and Public Lands 
Management Act of 1996 and to other 
laws related to parks and public lands. 
Mar. 10, 2000  
[H.R. 149] 

114 STAT. 27 Public Law 106-176-MAR. 
10, 2000 

Sec. 111. NEW BEDFORD WHALING 
NATIONAL HISTORICAL PARK. 

(a) Section 511 of Division I of the 
Omnibus Parks Act (110 Stat. 4160; 16 
U.S.C. 410ddd) is amended as follows: 

(1) In the section heading, by striking 
“NATIONAL HISTORIC LANDMARK 
DISTRICT” and inserting “WHALING 
NATIONAL HISTORICAL PARK”. 

(2) In subsection (c) 

 (A) in paragraph (1) by striking 
“certain districts structures, and 
relics” and inserting “certain districts, 
structures, and relics”; and 

 (B) in paragraph (2)(A)(i) by striking 
“The area included with the New Bed 
ford National Historic Landmark 
District, known as the” and inserting 
“The area included within the New 
Bedford Historic District (a National 
Historic Landmark District), also known 
as the”. 

(3) In subsection (d) (2), by striking “to 
provide”. 

(4) By redesignating the second 
subsection (e) and subsection (f) as 
subsections (f) and (g), respectively. 

(5) In subsection (g) as so redesignated— 

 (A) in paragraph (1), by striking 
“section 3(D).” and inserting “subsection 
(d).”; and 

 (B) in paragraph (2)(C), by striking 
“cooperative grants under subsection 
(d)(2).” and inserting “cooperative 
agreements under subsection (e)(2).”.
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A P P E N D I X  B  

New Bedford National Park: Major 
Interpretive Themes 

 
Prepared by Mary Malloy,  
Sea Education Association 

1  New Bedford’s geographic location 
influenced its development into the 
world’s foremost whaling port in the 
nineteenth century. 

2  Whales provided important and 
valuable products, and the hunt for 
them fostered the development of 
highly specialized technologies, and 
supported the economic base of New 
Bedford and the nation. 

3  The nature of a whaling voyage, with 
long separation from home and family, 
contributed to the development of 
unique cultures on shipboard and 
ashore. 

4  In pursuit of whales, New Bedford’s 
fleet traveled the world’s oceans and 
brought large numbers of Americans 
into contact with other cultures; 
in the process they introduced 
materials, technology, plants, 
animals, and diseases which led to 
profound changes in the cultures and 
environments they visited. 

5  In the critical century following 
independence, when scientific 
institutions were being founded 
and U.S. policy was being formed, 
information collected by whalemen 
greatly expanded America’s knowledge 
of the world. 

6  Whale hunting led to a decline in 
whale populations worldwide and 

some species were endangered as a 
result of the hunt. 

7  Whaling had an impact on the 
American imagination and influenced 
American literature, painting, fashion, 
and folk art. 

8  New Bedford today reflects its heritage 
as the nineteenth-century whaling 
capital of the world. 

1 New Bedford’s geographic location 
influenced its development into the 
world’s foremost whaling port in the 
nineteenth century. 

The prevailing southwest winds of 
Buzzards Bay make it one of the best 
sailing destinations on the Atlantic 
seaboard. In 1602 Bartholomew Gosnold 
planted the first British settlement in 
New England on Cuttyhunk Island at the 
mouth of Buzzards Bay. The mainland 
across the Bay was pronounced to be 
beautiful, made up of “stately groves, 
flowering meadows, and running 
brooks.” The Wampanoag people who 
lived at “Acushnet” were “all courteous 
kindness” and quickly offered trade and 
friendship. 

Though the original settlement was 
abandoned, the advantages of Buzzards 
Bay for navigation were well known early 
in the colonial period. New Bedford 
would eventually grow on the Bay, built 
on the west shore of the Acushnet River 
where a large source of fresh water, a deep 
and commodious anchorage, and easy 
access out to the Atlantic Ocean combined 
all the elements of a successful port. 
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Though the land on which New 
Bedford sits today was purchased from 
Wampanoag people in 1652, there was 
no real settlement of English people on 
the site until after 1699, when Quakers 
built a meetinghouse there. The primary 
property owner was Joseph Russell, and 
by 1750 he had set up a try-works on 
the Acushnet’s west bank for rendering 
oil from whale blubber. In April 1761 
Russell sent the ship Manufacture on a 
whaling cruise from the port, then called 
Acushnet. In 1767 Joseph Rotch, an 
experienced whaleman from Nantucket 
purchased land from Russell and joined 
him in the fledgling business; he launched 
the Dartmouth that same year. With 
Rotch’s assistance, Joseph Russell and 
Isaac Howland built a spermaceti candle 
factory in 1768. 

It was Rotch who suggested that the name 
of the place be changed from Acushnet 
to Bedford, to honor Russell (who 
shared his surname with the Duke of 
Bedford). As they were the second city in 
Massachusetts to choose that name they 
were obliged to change it again, to New 
Bedford, in 1787. Despite the vicissitudes 
of the Revolution and the War of 1812, 
New Bedford steadily ascended as an 
important whaling center. 

In the eighteenth century, when whales 
were caught in near-shore waters,the 
island of Nantucket proved to have 
the greater advantage, in being nearer 
to the migratory routes. As voyages 
moved further and further off shore in 
the nineteenth century, however, the 
disadvantages of Nantucket’s more 
shallow harbor with its obstructing 
sandbar, and difficult access to the island 
through dangerous shoals led to a decline 
of that port. As voyages increasingly 
went beyond Cape Horn and the Cape of 
Good Hope in search of prey, the greater 

convenience of New Bedford led to a 
rapid escalation in the city’s involvement 
in the industry. 

In 1800, 17 ships left from Nantucket 
compared to seven from New Bedford; 
in 1815 Nantucket could boast 50 ships 
to New Bedford’s ten,and in 1820 
the island outnumbered the port on 
Buzzards Bay by 45 to 36, but the gap 
closed quickly thereafter. In 1823 New 
Bedford passed Nantucket in the number 
of ships departing annually on whaling 
voyages, and never gave up its lead. In 
1840 with the arrival of the railroad and 
easier access to markets in New York and 
Boston, the domination of the port was 
decisive. Even the sentimental Herman 
Melville was forced to admit in Moby-
Dick that “New Bedford has of late been 
gradually monopolizing the business 
of whaling, and in this matter poor old 
Nantucket is now much behind her.” 
And, while Ishmael made his voyage from 
Nantucket, Melville made his voyage in 
1840 from Fairhaven, on a vessel named 
Acushnet for the river on which New 
Bedford and Fairhaven were built. 

The port is still an important one 
today, with fishing having replaced 
whaling as the primary industry. Certain 
modifications have been made, including 
the construction of a hurricane barrier, 
completed in 1965, to protect the fishing 
fleet from the occasional surges that 
come when the wind turns to come 
from the south south-east. Ferries from 
New Bedford bring tourists to Martha’s 
Vineyard and the Elizabeth Islands. 
Yachtsmen consider the nearby ports 
of Mattapoisett and Marion among the 
most desirable in the country. 

Melville called New Bedford “a queer 
place.” Without whaling, he said, it would 
have been “in as howling condition as the 
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coast of Labrador.” But he could not have 
failed to see the natural advantages that 
made it the most logical site for a port to 
develop on Buzzards Bay. And he could 
not help but admit he found it “perhaps 
the dearest place to live in, in all New 
England.” 

2 Whales provided important and 
valuable products, and the hunt for 
them fostered the development of 
highly specialized technologies, and 
supported the economic base of New 
Bedford and the nation. 

2A: Whale Products  
2B: The Whale Hunt  
2C: The Whaling Business 

2A: Whale Products “New Bedford... is a 
land of oil, true enough.” Moby-Dick 

Occasionally whales come out of the sea 
and die onshore. In ancient times people 
discovered that the stranded carcasses 
of such animals had valuable oil, bone, 
meat, blubber and baleen. These products 
proved lucrative enough to inspire people 
on several continents to begin to hunt 
whales near their own shores. By the 
seventeenth century there were active 
whale hunts being prosecuted by people 
from Northern Europe, Asia, the Arctic, 
and the Pacific Coast of North America. 

In the Massachusetts colony, settlers 
quickly began to include fishing and 
whaling among other seasonal activities. 
Having brought the technology with 
them from Europe, the settlers of Cape 
Cod, Nantucket, and Long Island began 
to watch for whales alongshore and to 
send boats out to chase them when the 
opportunity arose. As whales moved 
farther offshore, New Englanders 
followed, eventually developing an 
industry with a remarkably well-adapted 
technology. 

Americans depended on candles and 
oil-filled lamps to light their homes in the 
years before electricity. Whales provided 
both the best oil and the best candle wax 
for home illumination. In addition, whale 
oil was used to lubricate fine machinery. 
Two kinds of oil came from whales, 
oil rendered from the blubber, and the 
higher-grade spermaceti oil. All whales 
have a thick layer of blubber that keeps 
their body temperature regulated as 
they travel through cold water; at a high 
enough temperature this blubber can be 
rendered into oil—a process whalemen 
referred to as “trying out.” Sperm 
whales have an additional source of oil 
in a cavity in their head. This waxy oil, 
called spermaceti, can be separated by 
pressing into the highest grade of oil and 
a superior candle wax. 

Some whales have a substance in their 
mouths called “baleen” which was also 
extremely valuable, especially in the 
nineteenth century. Baleen hangs in 
plates from the upper jaw of whales in 
the group known as Mysticeti and is 
used by them to strain their food out of 
seawater. Strong and flexible, these plates 
of baleen also proved useful to people. 
Many of the fashions of the last century 
would have been impossible without 
baleen. Sometimes called “whalebone” 
in the fashion industry, baleen was used 
to stiffen corsets and collars and to make 
the hooped frame on which skirts rode. 
Other products that utilized the flexible 
strength of baleen included umbrella ribs, 
riding crops, buggy whips, and hat brims. 

The third important product obtained 
from whales was “ambergris,” a 
substance produced occasionally in the 
stomachs of sperm whales. Ambergris 
was used in fine perfumes to keep the 
scent from changing and was occasionally 
added to wine as an aphrodisiac. 
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2B: The Whale Hunt “The Spermaceti 
Whale... is an active, fierce animal, and 
requires vast address and boldness in the 
fishermen.” —Thomas Jefferson 

From the mastheads of their vessels 
(ships, barks, and schooners, not usually 
exceeding 400 tons), whalemen watched 
for whales to come to the surface to 
breathe. If it was determined that the 
whale or whales in view was one of the 
species they hunted— animals which 
were not too fast to be pursued under 
sail or oar power, and which could be 
expected to float long enough to be 
towed and processed—then one or 
more whaleboats was lowered from the 
side of the vessel for the chase. In each 
whaleboat were six men: an officer, a 
harpooner (called a “boatsteerer”), 
and four oarsman. For the trip out to 
the whale the boatsteerer rowed at the 
bow oar and the officer steered with a 
steering oar; if conditions allowed, a mast 
and sail could be raised. When the boat 
reached the whale it was the job of the 
boatsteerer to thrust the harpoon. If the 
harpoon stuck, then the boat would be 
towed behind the whale by the line that 
was attached to it. When the whale tired 
from towing the boat and loss of blood, 
the men would pull themselves up to the 
whale’s back, the officer and boatsteerer 
would exchange places, and the officer 
would kill the whale by puncturing it’s 
lung with a long iron lance. The whale 
would then be towed back to the ship for 
processing. 

Americans developed the shipboard 
tryworks and cutting stage as voyages 
moved further offshore into the Atlantic. 
These allowed for whales to be processed 
while laying alongside a ship at sea. The 
cutting stage was lowered over the back 
of the whale to allow two or three officers 
or boatsteerers to stand over the whale 

outboard of the ship’s rail. The blubber 
was loosened with sharp long-handled 
spades and was hoisted with a winch and 
tackle onto the deck of the ship in a long 
strip called a “blanket piece.” That piece 
was subsequently cut into smaller pieces 
on deck or in a protected area just below 
the main deck, and the small pieces were 
conveyed to the two “trypots”—cast-iron 
kettles bricked into a furnace on deck 
called the “tryworks.” The blubber was 
reduced to oil which was conveyed, when 
cooled, into barrels assembled for the 
purpose by the ship’s cooper. 

In the 1840’s Lewis Temple, an African-
American blacksmith working in New 
Bedford, developed a harpoon with a 
toggling head which pulled out of the 
whale much less frequently than other 
kinds of harpoons and dramatically 
improved the success of the hunt as a 
consequence. Though steam power and 
explosive devices were introduced to 
increase efficiency, the technology of the 
whale hunt remained virtually unchanged 
during the whole period that New 
Bedforders were involved in it. 

2C: The Whaling Business Lucem 
Diffundo: “We light the world” (New 
Bedford City motto) 

When a ship departed from a New 
England port to begin a whaling voyage, 
the work of the owners and agent 
was already well advanced. It took a 
tremendous amount of planning to 
prepare a vessel for a long voyage. The 
officers and crew must be hired, their 
provisions purchased, and the vessel 
readied for hunting and processing 
whales with suitable gear and equipment. 
In the course of preparing a vessel, it was 
not unusual for an agent to be in contact 
with more than a hundred vendors of 
tools, boats, sails, rigging, navigating 
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instruments, food, gear, medical supplies, 
and trade goods. 

Most ships had a number of investors or 
owners and they generally employed an 
agent to oversee all of the details. (Often 
the agent held a share in the vessel as 
well.) During the course of the cruise the 
agent corresponded as well as he could 
with the captain, forwarding mail for the 
crew and making arrangements for them 
to ship barrels of oil back home, and to 
purchase supplies en route. At the end 
of the voyage, the agent’s job continued 
until the oil and baleen were sold and the 
investors, officers, and crew paid off. 

In the earliest years of New Bedford 
whaling there was a strong market for 
whale products in England, with whale 
oil and spermaceti candles making up 
half of the exports from New England 
to Old England in the five years before 
the Boston Tea Party. But whalemen 
were not always so lucky. The products 
brought back to New Bedford entered 
into a marketplace that was constantly 
fluctuating with competition from new 
technology, changes in fashion, the health 
of whale stocks, and the vagaries caused 
by the large number of vessels active at 
different times from numerous ports. By 
the second half of the nineteenth century, 
it took a long time for investors to see a 
return on their investment. 

As whaling declined, textiles were on 
the rise, and many investors moved 
their money from one industry into the 
other. Ports closer to the Pacific whale 
stocks rose to pick up much of the New 
Bedford’s slack—Lahaina and Honolulu 
in the Hawaiian Islands, and San Francisco 
took over the registry of many of New 
Bedford’s ships in the declining years. 

3 The nature of a whaling voyage, 
with long separation from home 
and family, contributed to the 
development of unique cultures on 
shipboard and ashore. 

The economy, society, and culture of 
New Bedford in the nineteenth century 
were influenced by the patterns of 
whaling voyages. Families were separated 
when men went to sea; women were 
relied upon to manage shops, farms, and 
families ashore; and the local population 
was personally connected to the native 
people who lived on the shores of the 
Pacific, Arctic, and Indian Oceans. The 
world of the ship was isolated, highly 
structured, racially integrated, and, by 
the middle of the century, increasingly 
populated by both genders, as wives 
and children joined captains on longer 
voyages. 

Whaling was not a romantic business 
and whalemen were not footloose 
adventurers. In the earliest years of the 
industry they were men from seafaring 
communities who were brought up to 
view the ship as their workplace. As New 
Bedford grew to become the world’s 
largest whaling port, the workforce 
was increasingly made up of men from 
farming and laboring backgrounds who 
sought to escape their fate by going to sea, 
men whose options on shore were limited 
because of their race or background, 
and immigrants who were often brought 
back to New Bedford on the very vessels 
on which they had served as crew. 
The community found aboard Yankee 
whaleships was not replicated anywhere 
else in America in the nineteenth century. 
Men of African ancestry and Native 
Americans served side-by-side with men 
whose families had originated in Europe. 
Pay was based on shipboard position, and 
opportunities for advancement based on 
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merit and experience were greater than 
any that existed on shore. 

By the middle of the nineteenth century, 
New Bedford whaling vessels did most 
of their hunting in the Pacific and Arctic 
Oceans. The length of time necessary 
to travel such vast distances, and the 
declining number of whales, meant 
that voyages became longer and longer. 
In 1851 the average length of a voyage 
was 46 months. Most of the men on 
shipboard were young and single, but 
for captains, almost all of whom were 
married, the separation from wives 
and children became a great hardship. 
Eventually, the vessel owners allowed 
captains to bring their families with 
them on long voyages, and by 1853 the 
Whaleman’s Shipping List could report 
that there was a captain’s wife on one of 
every five whaleships sailing from New 
England ports. 

The women who travelled with their 
captain-husbands were not, for the most 
part, extraordinary women. They were 
ordinary women who found themselves 
in extraordinary circumstances. Each 
tried to create a home for her family 
in the cabin of a ship, surrounded 
by men with whom she would never 
have associated on shore. Beyond the 
walls of the ship, they sought company 
from the wives of other captains in 
chance meetings at sea, when they 
could exchange information, books, 
and presents during “gams” between 
ships. On shore at exotic locales they 
encountered people, cultural practices, 
natural phenomena, animals and plants 
that most Americans could only read 
about. In some far-flung ports-of-call, 
like Lahaina on the island of Maui 
in the Hawaiian archipelago, and at 
Fremantle on the southwest coast of 
Australia, they attempted to recreate 

their New England world with Protestant 
churches, missionary activities, and shore 
communities where women mariners 
who were pregnant, ill, or yearning for 
female companionship, could live among 
others like themselves while the ships 
went into the high latitudes of the Arctic 
and Antarctic. 

Women who stayed home while their 
husbands went to sea were also thrust 
into situations unusual for American 
women of the day. In a letter written in 
November 1864 to the captain of the 
Erie, his young bride confessed that 
she did not think she understood much 
“about outdoor affairs,” though she was 
then responsible for all the business of 
the family farm. “I do not know how 
now,” she wrote, “but I think I shall learn, 
and I try very hard to do as I ought.” In 
fact, her husband and the community 
depended on her rapid adjustment 
and self-education in business and 
agricultural matters. J. Hector St. 
John de Crèvecoeur, a late-eighteenth 
century French observer of American 
ways observed of Nantucket whaling 
captains and their wives: “What would 
the men do without the agency of faithful 
mates?” The same question could have 
been asked of New Bedford in the next 
century. Women provided the necessary 
continuity that kept the community 
functioning as the business of whaling 
ebbed and flowed. 
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4 In pursuit of whales, New Bedford’s 
fleet traveled the world’s oceans and 
brought large numbers of Americans 
into contact with other cultures; 
in the process they introduced 
materials, technology, plants, 
animals, and diseases which led to 
profound changes in the cultures and 
environments they visited. 

Herman Melville claimed that there was 
no “single peaceful influence,” which 
had “operated more potentially upon the 
whole broad world” of the nineteenth 
century as “the high and mighty business 
of whaling.” Melville was referring 
especially to the rapidly expanding 
knowledge of the Pacific and Arctic 
Oceans, and to the impact that American 
whalemen had on the people who 
lived in those regions. In 1851, the year 
Moby-Dick was published, more than 
20,000 Americans were engaged in the 
whalefishery. On New Years Day of that 
year 474 New Bedford-registered ships 
were engaged in long voyages; 135 ships 
departed from the port that year. 

The impact of such a large influx of 
men on the indigenous people of the 
Pacific and on the native ecology of 
the islands was profound. Animals and 
organisms were dragged from one place 
to another by the ships, and diseases 
were inadvertently introduced through 
casual and sexual contact. American 
and European technology, materials, 
alcohol, and weapons were introduced 
through trade. When zealous missionary 
activity was added to the other factors, 
the changes that resulted were dramatic. 
In the Arctic, where the native population 
depended on the whales, walruses,and 
seals that were the target of the American 
hunt, the depletion of animal stocks was 
devastating in many communities. 

New Bedforders first entered the Pacific 
in 1793, when the Rebecca rounded 
Cape Horn. By 1820 they were on the 
“Japan Grounds” of the western Pacific, 
and were beginning to make Hawaii 
the preeminent Pacific port-of-call. In 
1852 more than 150 whale-ships made 
a stop at Honolulu. Contact between 
Yankee whalemen and native people 
was intense, sometimes violent, though 
usually productive for the trade of both 
parties. Several thousand Polynesian 
men signed aboard New Bedford 
ships, with some of them returning to 
New Bedford. According to Melville, 
“Feegeeans, Togatabooans,” and other 
Pacific Islanders could be seen around 
the port with their “wild specimens of 
the whaling-craft.” In 1874 the King of 
Hawaii visited New Bedford, the place 
where so many of his own visitors had 
originated. 

In their search for whales, American 
sailors eventually covered the entire 
globe, in the process charting seas which 
had previously been unknown to all but 
the indigenous navigators. In the course 
of these voyages they stopped at almost 
every island, looking to restock their 
supplies of food and fresh water, and 
even hiring new crew from the native 
population. They brought along goods 
to trade for provisions and occasionally 
bartered as well for souvenirs that 
would document their experiences 
when they returned home. Today the 
artifacts that were collected by sailors, 
and the descriptions and drawings that 
they entered into their journals, are 
valued as representations of cultural 
practices that, in many cases, are altered 
or extinct. Yankee whalemen were thus 
both documenting cultural changes and, 
unwittingly, contributing to them. 
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New Bedford’s nineteenth-century 
whaling technology survived where it was 
transplanted by foreign crewmen in the 
Azores the Caribbean island of Bequia 
long after it died out at home. 

5 In the critical century following 
independence, when scientific 
institutions were being founded 
and U.S. policy was being formed, 
information collected by whalemen 
greatly expanded America’s 
knowledge of the world. 

The notions of an independent America 
preached by Thomas Jefferson and 
Benjamin Franklin were not based 
only on a system of government. Like 
other influential men of their day, both 
Jefferson and Franklin were committed to 
the development of a scientific tradition 
in their emerging nation. Science could 
provide both theoretical and practical 
knowledge, and could help Americans 
understand the landscape in which they 
lived and the wider world beyond. A 
number of institutions were founded in 
the half century following independence 
to organize and disseminate scientific 
information. Franklin was one of the 
founders of the American Philosophical 
Society in Philadelphia in 1785, and a 
number of similar institutions sprang up 
soon after in Massachusetts. 

“Natural History,” the most prominent 
field of scientific study in the nineteenth 
century, depended on the observation 
and comparison of specimens from 
nature, a practice which required the 
accumulation of large collections of 
prepared plants, animals, rocks and 
minerals, and representations in two 
or three dimensions of geological 
formations and phenomena. Sailors had 
a long tradition of collecting souvenirs 
of their voyages, and a number of 

“cabinets of curiosities” with roots in 
the maritime trades had already become 
the nuclei of scientific collections. In the 
“Cabinet,” ethnological artifacts were 
exhibited side-by-side with rock and shell 
collections, mounted birds, butterflies, 
and small animals, and even items 
produced on shipboard by whalemen. 
“Natural Curiosities,” were distinguished 
from “Artificial Curiosities,” the latter 
being those things that were made by 
humans. 

Because whalemen traveled to distant 
and exotic locations in the course of 
a voyage, it was logical that interested 
individuals and institutions turned to 
them to help develop their collections. 
The American Museum of Natural 
History in New York City, for instance, 
actually published a broadside guide 
to making collections especially aimed 
at mariners. Captain Phillip Howland 
collected for the Boston Museum of 
Natural History, and Captain George 
Comer had a relationship with the 
Smithsonian and with the Anthropologist 
Franz Boas at Columbia University. 

In formation on distant locations was also 
brought back to a curious government, 
poised to make diplomatic connections 
to nations in the newly expanding 
world, and curious about the potential 
of expanding national borders across 
the continent. The American annexation 
of Hawaii, Alaska, and the Pacific coast 
states can be traced in large part to the 
whalemen and traders who were an 
active American presence in those places 
and in the adjacent waters long before an 
overland route to the west was feasible. 
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6 Whale hunting led to a decline in 
whale populations worldwide and 
some species were endangered as a 
result of the hunt. 

At the height of New Bedford’s 
participation in the industry, yankee 
whalemen hunted four primary species: 
right whales and sperm whales in all the 
oceans, grey whales on the west coast of 
America, and bowheads in the Arctic. 
Little was known about the size of whale 
stocks or the migratory patterns of the 
different species of whales that was not 
learned directly through the process of 
hunting them. 

Hand-held tools, sail and oar power, 
and the small-boat approach to the prey 
insured that many whales got away, but 
Yankee whalemen killed every whale 
they could, even if it meant killing a calf 
to take its mother. A four-year voyage 
could be counted a success that had 
taken and processed only fifty-some 
whales. Nonetheless, the large number 
of vessels active at mid-century, and the 
concentration of effort on specific species 
located in well-identified locations 
known as whaling “grounds,” meant that 
those grounds would inevitably see a 
dramatic decrease in population. 

In 1851 the hydrographer Matthew 
Fontaine Maury published a chart of 
whale populations derived from the 
logbooks of American whaling voyages, 
and by that time the North Atlantic 
Ocean was already stripped of sperm and 
right whales. The location of the breeding 
and calving grounds of grey whales in the 
shallow bays of Baja California in 1846 
led to a hunt that very nearly decimated 
the species in just a few decades. By 1900 
bowhead whales were almost extinct in 
the Arctic. 

To make a profit in the twentieth century, 
new technologies were required that 
would allow whale hunters to chase the 
faster, more sinkable species. Such a hunt, 
pioneered by the Norwegians, became 
popular in Antarctic waters beginning 
around 1920. New Bedforders were still 
involved in the hunt then, to a limited 
extent, and using the old technology, now 
an anachronism. The crewman of New 
Bedford’s final whaling vessels, many 
from the Azores and Cape Verde, found 
themselves facing competition from 
steam-powered vessels with harpoon 
cannons at the bow. These “catcher 
boats” were as large as or larger than 
the New Bed ford ships and schooners. 
They worked in company with factory 
ships large enough to drag a blue whale 
up onto the deck for processing. By 1930 
right whales were facing extinction and 
their hunt was banned worldwide. 

The new technology wreaked havoc on 
the species that New Bedforders had 
never successfully hunted commercially. 
By 1982 in the Southern Hemisphere, 
humpback whales were reduced to 2% 
of their original population; blue whales 
to 5%; and finbacks to 21%. In 1972 the 
United States congress passed the Marine 
Mammal Protection Act which banned 
the hunting of marine mammals or the 
trade in products made from them. The 
native people of Alaska, who had hunted 
bowhead whales for generations before 
New Englanders arrived, were granted an 
exception to the law. 
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7 Whaling had an impact on the 
American imagination and influenced 
American literature , painting, fashion, 
and folk art. 

It is accepted among literary scholars 
today that Herman Melville’s great 
whaling novel, Moby-Dick, is one of the 
most important and influential works of 
literature ever written by an American. 
Even after almost one hundred and 
fifty years, scholars and readers debate 
the “whiteness of the whale,” and the 
monomania of Captain Ahab as defining 
characteristics of American Literature. 

While it is easy to point to Moby-Dick 
as an influential literary by-product of 
the American whalefishery, it is by no 
means the only one. The poet Ralph 
Waldo Emerson was, for a time, a 
preacher in New Bedford and wrote of 
the whaling industry. Less well known, 
though sometimes as literate, are the 
private shipboard journals kept by many 
thousand young New Bedforders, some 
of which have been published. Several 
painters made their careers depicting the 
industry and all its hazards, most notably 
William Bradford, Robert Swain Gifford, 
Charles Raleigh, and Benjamin Russell. 

The lives of whalemen were filled with 
creative outlets on shipboard. Not all of 
the time on a whaling voyage was spent 
killing and processing whales. 

 In fact, most of the time was spent 
looking for whales, and it was possible 
to go for weeks or months without 
successfully catching one. After taking 
care of the required maintenance on their 
vessel, most whalemen had a number 
of leisure hours left in each day. Over 
the course of a voyage they developed 
activities to help them pass these often 
tedious and lonely hours between whales. 

Many whalemen kept a journal of their 
voyage in which they documented their 
life at sea. They sang songs and presented 
theatricals which are often described in 
shipboard journals. Sailors also practised 
a surprising number of handicrafts 
given the very limited range of materials 
that were available on shipboard. With 
the bones and teeth of whales, spare 
pieces of rope, and objects found on 
their occasional visits ashore (including 
coconut shells), seamen fashioned 
working tools, souvenirs of the voyage, 
and gifts for loved ones back home. 
The unique circumstances of a whaling 
voyage led to the development of unique 
artforms, the most important of which 
was scrimshaw, the decorative etching of 
pictures on whale bone and sperm whale 
teeth. Whalemen could see a heroism 
in their battle with the largest creature 
on the planet. Their own descriptions 
of their lives and the artifacts they left 
behind document both their discomforts 
and their attempts to overcome them 
and make a home and a community for 
themselves at sea. 

In direct contrast to the grease and 
grime of the whaling voyage, is the other 
industry which depended on the business 
in the nineteenth century. Some of the 
most fashionable of women’s dresses, 
with their tight waists and hooped skirts, 
would never have been possible had not 
baleen been available for the strong but 
flexible stays that held women in and 
skirts out. 
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8 New Bedford today reflects its 
heritage as the nineteenth-century 
whaling capital of the world. 

The preeminence of the whaling industry 
in the nineteenth century is still visible in 
the landscape of the town today, and in 
the diversity of its population. “Nowhere 
in America,” said Melville, “will you 
find more patrician-like houses, parks 
and gardens more opulent, than in New 
Bedford.” 

Whence came they? ... all these brave 
houses and flowery gardens came from 
the Atlantic, Pacific, and Indian oceans. 
One and all, they were harpooned and 
dragged up hither from the bottom of the 
sea. ... In summer time the town is sweet 
to see. 

The success of the whaling business is 
reflected in the homes along County 
Street and the parks designed by 
Frederick Olmstead. But the business is 
also reflected in the homes of immigrants 
and working people who not only 
populated the ships but worked ashore 
in the support industries. Whaling was a 
business that employed large numbers of 
African-Americans, Azoreans, and Cape 
Verdeans, and those communities still 
flourish in New Bedford today. 

Fortunately, whaling families were 
interested in preserving the history of 
the industry while it was still flourishing. 
Traces of New Bedford’s maritime 
heritage can be found in the shipboard 
documents of local captains and their 
wives, and the ethnological artifacts 
brought back by them as souvenirs of 
their voyages. The whaling museum, 
founded by whaling merchant Jonathan 

Bourne, preserves not only documents 
and artifacts of the voyages, but of the 
places visited. A National Park Service 
link between New Bedford and Barrow, 
Alaska, once again ties these two whaling 
places together. 

Even as attitudes about whales, and the 
relationship humans have with them, 
have been profoundly changing in recent 
years, the landscape and institutions 
of New Bedford allow us to preserve a 
historical perspective. In its time, whaling 
was the heart and soul of the city. Not 
just for wealthy owners, but for workers 
at every level of society, every rank on 
shipboard , and every neighborhood 
in town. As the whaling industry was 
replaced in local importance,first by 
cotton manufacturing, and then by 
fishing and a growing tourist economy, 
the knowledge of whaling in the city’s 
past was always preserved. 
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