BOSTON NATIONAL HISTORICAL PARK

SUMMARY OF 23 ORGANIZING THEMES PRESENTED BY SEVEN SCHOLARS
In their own words, here are the 2011-12 recommended approaches offered by 
Charlene Mires, Seth Bruggeman, Lois Brown, Don Hickey, Ed Moralda, Steve Lubar and Bill Cogar
Boston’s Revolutionary memory was forged during the nineteenth century.

The story that BNHP is best suited to tell concerns how successive generations of Americans, including our own, have variously remembered the nation’s Revolutionary beginnings.  Memory is the story in Boston.   Although BNHP does explore nineteenth-century themes, it has not fully recognized the extent to which the interpretive framework handed down to it is largely a nineteenth-century contrivance.  As Alfred Young suggests, the way we remember Boston’s iconic Revolutionary moments was invented for us by civic boosters and politicians who, during the nineteenth century, retooled them to serve any number of political, economic, and cultural ends.  In some ways, Boston’s culture brokers had no choice but to reinvent its past since so much of the city’s colonial footprint had succumbed to centuries of land engineering, urban development and re-development, and even a disastrous fire in 1872.  
The Freedom Trail is THE historical interpretive framework in Boston today.

By far, the Freedom Trail is the most visible and, certainly, most widely recognized point of engagement with Boston’s past.  It is, at once, BNHP’s greatest liability and among its greatest assets.  
New Paths along an Old Trail

The time has come for BNHP to pry loose the bonds between history and memory in Boston.  In fact, it is long overdue.  During our visit, one agency historian—a long-time Bostonian—offered that for nearly three decades the Freedom Trail sites have been bogged down in one insurmountable question: what is it, historically, that links any one site to another?  The simple answer, of course, is “nothing.”  The Freedom Trail was not intended, as Nina Zannieri points out, to provide a historical interpretive framework.
Nation Building: Now and Then

Debates about the nature of American nationalism have not raged so powerfully since the late nineteenth century, when the United States first emerged as a global power.  BNHP is perfectly poised to help its visitors navigate these concerns because all of them have figured prominently and, in some cases, formatively in Boston since even before the Revolution.  Boston’s Revolutionary past, in particular, offers a unique springboard from which to explore the conflict and contradictions attending the earliest days of American nation building.  
Core issues include: Defining Nation, The Promise of Upward Mobility and its Costs, Managing Nation at Home and Abroad.
Rocking the Cradle of Liberty

Much is made in Boston of its renown as the “cradle of liberty,” a name often attributed specifically to Faneuil Hall, which burned with patriotic oratory during the 1760s and now moors BNHP’s presence in the city’s bustling Quincy Market section. In fact, Faneuil Hall’s branding as the “cradle of liberty” for over two centuries now has made its interpretation as just that something of a fait accompli.  If we consider the history of the phrase “cradle of liberty,” however, two observations come to light.  First, Boston’s claim to it is not unique.  Many buildings and many more places were touted as cradles of liberty throughout the eighteenth century, including Britain itself.  Second, judging by the frequency with which “cradle of liberty” has appeared in print since 1700, the phrase figured far more prominently in popular discourse from about 1820 to 1860 then during any other period.  That it did is yet another measure of the remarkable uses to which nineteenth-century Bostonians put memories of the Revolution.  In this case, Faneuil Hall’s revolutionary heritage had been stirred up and redeployed by the city’s radical abolitionists in their struggle against slavery.  

Freedom
This is Boston’s brand, cemented in place by the bricks of the Freedom Trail and extended by the Black Heritage Trail. The stories of freedom run from Puritan settlers and to the American Revolution, to the abolition of slavery, flows of immigration, fights for equal rights, and to the reasons for going to war. This is not just singular “freedom” but many degrees of freedom, a continuing struggle among those who have pursued freedom and others who would impose limitations.

Boston - The City – The Crucible
Engaging with history in the contemporary city is an opportunity to leverage the duality of the visitor’s vision—visitors cannot escape seeing both the skyscrapers and the eighteenth-century buildings, and so their understanding of history must also embrace both. Examples of engaged citizenship abound in and around Boston National Historical Park, from Paul Revere and the Boston Tea Party, to the fighters for school desegregation, to people who fought or resisted wars. Such engaged citizenship continues to be evident in sites throughout Boston, where dedicated individuals have spent decades preserving historic buildings and making them accessible and thought-provoking for visitors.

Sub-themes include: People of Action, Diverse Communities, Bostonians and Debate, The Navy Yard.
Link chronologically in the period from 1760 to 1865 with the three major wars—the Revolution, the War of 1812, and the Civil War—serving as benchmarks.  

This would embrace almost all the sites and provide a chronological framework within which to interpret them, although it would entail de-emphasizing more than a century of the history of the Charlestown Navy Yard, and arguably its most important period.  This part of the yard’s history might still be told as a kind of addendum to the principal period covered, but since the main site bearing on the yard’s later history—the chain forge—is closed to the public and is likely to remain so for some time, the loss is not as great as it might otherwise be.  The focus would be on rights:  (1) a broad range of rights, but fundamentally self-government, prior to the Revolution; (2) maritime rights on the highs seas, including the very personal right of individual freedom threatened by impressments, prior to the War of 1812; and (3) and the even more fundamental right to freedom violated by life-long slavery in the years before the Civil War.  These are rights that today everyone—soldier and civilian, male and female, black and white—appreciate and value.   
Sub-themes: freedom and liberty, rights and citizenship, power and privilege, people and places, class and gender, and race and ethnicity.  
200 years of naval and industrial history that post-date the Revolutionary War period
Charlestown Navy Yard became a part of the plan for Boston National Historical Park only a few

years before the park was established in 1975. Although the USS Constitution, berthed in the

Charlestown Navy Yard, was added to the Freedom Trail in 1974, the Navy Yard itself represents a very different resource and experience in terms of its historic period and its scale. The “resources” that represent two centuries of history of the Charlestown Navy Yard are in fact more a truth or reality before 1974 when the Yard closed than now. Despite the BNHP coming into existence the following year, for whatever reasons, what has transpired over the last thirty-five years or so has resulted in most (c.60%?) of the 1974 Navy Yard area now belonging to the Boston Re-Development Authority (BRA) and most of the buildings within that area converted to commercial and residential use purposes. Hence, from the standpoint of a large site, not unlike Colonial Williamsburg or Old Sturbridge Village with everything going to support a common and consistent theme for the visitors’ experience, that is no longer the case for the Charlestown Navy Yard with respects to the Navy Yard’s history and the declared intent of the BNHP in 1975. When the USS Constitution was added to the Freedom Trail in 1974, thus adding to the famous cache that the ship has in the mindset of many Americans, the primary focus of the visitor to the BNHP cite become almost exclusively the ship.
Naval History

The Navy plays a major role of the history of the United States’ engagement with the rest of the world. This important story to tell and the CNY is as good a place as any from which to tell it. Navy yards provide support for the work of the Navy, and that work is to project American power around the world. It is impossible to understand the CNY separate from the work of the Navy. The size and expense of the operation, the effort put into innovation, the location, its rise and fall; all of these are based on the demands of the Navy, and beyond that, of US diplomacy and foreign policy. 

Industrial Work

Industrial work defines a century of American history. From about roughly 1880 to 1980, the United States thought of itself as an industrial nation. For much of that period, more workers were employed in factories than any other kind of workplace. At its peak, the Charlestown Navy yard employed some 50,000 industrial workers. The Yard was in many ways typical of large factories. It was a place of managerial oversight, work, innovation, labor strife, and personal ambition. The men and women who worked there built ships, repaired them, and refitted them. They invented new systems for use on ships, and new machines to make the specialized goods the Navy needed. They were part of a complex system of industrial management.
The City

From preindustrial to industrial to post‐industrial, is all around CNY, and that's a story that the National Park Service needs to tell. At its founding, the CNY was an industrial outpost in an agricultural and commercial city, one of a small number of shipyards in the area. In the late 19th century it was a major employer in the city, a defining characteristic of Charlestown and, to a lesser extent, Boston. During World War II it was likely the largest employer in the city, with over 50,000 workers at several sites.
The Era of the USS Constitution

From roughly 1800, the year of the founding of the Charlestown Navy Yard, to 1855, when the Constitution saw its last active duty. The mission of the US Navy in the first half of the nineteenth century was to insure the freedom of the seas to American commerce, and to enforce the ban on the slave trade. These missions make for an excellent fit with the Freedom Trail and the Black Heritage Trail. 

Sub-theme: Brand this story as the Freedom of the Seas Trail. It also makes for a straightforward and coherent story.
The Fight for Freedom

In the report of her previous site visit to Boston, Professor Charlene Mires aptly concluded that “Freedom . . . is Boston’s brand.”  Both the Freedom Trail and the BOAF detail the struggle by white and black Americans within the context of the American Revolution. This story can be continued at CNY through the 19th, 20th, and even 21st centuries. The core mission of CNY was to build and repair warships for the U.S. Navy whose central mission was and is to protect our freedom and help other peoples defend or achieve theirs. Constitution and other naval vessels built at CNY or operating from that base fought the Barbary corsairs to win the freedom of American merchant ships and seamen taken captive and fought Great Britain in 1812 partly over the impressment of American Sailors and the concept of “freedom of the seas.”
Building the New Nation

The Freedom Trail and related sites in Boston proper admirably tell the story of the evolution of America’s unique political, economic, and cultural development before and during the Revolution. This was the birth of a new, in many ways unique nation. But the CNY and the Navy’s connection to the yard present another great opportunity to relate how that young nation grew, matured, and spread its influence around the globe in succeeding centuries.
Upward Mobility of People

People yearn to learn about other people. Stories of how people rise to a challenge or display venality and cowardice in times of crisis, achieve great success in their profession, perfect an art form, or simply live ordinary lives peak our interest. People stories bring to life what otherwise would be mundane descriptions of buildings, ships, machinery, and other inanimate objects. Visitors to the Freedom Trail and other Boston historical sites expect to see and do see the stories of Paul Revere, Abigail Adams, and other nationally recognized figures but also learn about less well known but equally important black poet Phillis Wheatley and shoemaker George Hewes.
What is the Charlestown Navy Yard? 
The sign that visitors encounter when they visit this unit of Boston National Historical Park summarizes more than two hundred years of history of the Navy and service to the fleet. Yet the visitor’s attention is directed to just four selected “destinations” in an expansive landscape—the Visitor Center, the USS Constitution, the USS Constitution Museum, and the USS Cassin Young—suggesting that the spaces between and beyond these highlighted points are detached or less worthy. The red lines on the map delimit and chart a route through a space that is a parking lot, not only in appearance but in function. It is a parking lot for historic ships and tourist services, and it requires a high degree of self-motivation and interest on the part of visitors to penetrate the security barriers and to absorb enough small print from text panels to appreciate the significance of their surroundings.

Power

The Navy Yard tells the story of military, industrial, and national power, thus offering chapters in the nation’s history following the American Revolution. This may be interpreted quite literally, through the forms of power that drive the machinery of ships and the shipyard, and through the manpower required to put this into action.

Innovation in the Face of Necessity

The redevelopment of the Navy Yard in recent years is only the latest example of a long history of responding to change with innovations. The existing Navy Yard subthemes state that “the Charlestown Navy Yard helped to develop and implement new technology to meet the changing needs of a changing navy” and that the buildings have changed “in response to changing needs over time.”
Individual and Collective Action

As the USS Constitution Museum demonstrates, a deep engagement with history may be achieved through the stories of individuals. In the larger scope of the Navy Yard, the opportunity lies in bringing to life the way that thousands of individual stories comprise the nation’s ability to build power and wage war. In addition, this theme allows for attention to the way that forces beyond our control, such as economic downturns or world events, shape individual lives. As the Interpretive Themes state, “The Charlestown Navy Yard, USS Constitution, and USS Cassin Young are physical reminders of the willingness of citizens to defend the republic…,” but the citizens also need to be present in the interpretation.

Boston and the Sea (the United States and the World)

Understanding the significance of the Charlestown Navy Yard, and Boston’s place in American history, requires a leap of perception for today’s visitor. Waterways must be perceived as places and connections between the United States and the world, not as barriers between masses of land. Boston is ideally suited to present the historic significance of the sea.
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