
voluNtEErs: NEW bEdford WHaliNg musEum

rEsEarcH library foot soldiErs

laura c. pErEira

Pereira, L. C. (2011), Volunteers: New Bedford Whaling Museum Research 
Library foot soldiers. Boletim do Núcleo Cultural da Horta, 20: 121-125.

Summary: the New Bedford Whaling Museum and its Research Library are thriving in dif-
ficult economic times with the participation of community volunteers. Volunteers work as 
docents, logbook indexers, and members of the Board of trustees, as well as in other aspects of 
the Museum and library. the participation of the Portuguese-American community of greater 
New Bedford is of the utmost importance, both because Portuguese-Americans form nearly 
sixty per cent of the population of this area today, and because so many Portuguese-Americans 
were part of American whaling history in the past.
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Sumário: o sucesso do Museu da Baleia de New Bedford e do seu Arquivo e Biblioteca, nos 
tempos difíceis que a economia atravessa, reside na participação dos voluntários da comuni-
dade em que se situa. os voluntários trabalham como docentes, catalogadores de diários de 
bordo e membros do Conselho de Curadores, bem como noutras áreas do museu e da biblioteca. 
A participação da comunidade luso-americana de New Bedford tem uma grande relevância, 
seja porque constitui quase sessenta por cento da população, seja ainda porque um grande 
número de luso-americanos foi outrora protagonistas da História da Baleação.
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A good story teller will set the scene 
and introduce the characters for the 
readers. Picture to yourself a Museum 
Research Library governed by a local 
historical society in a small American 
city. Economic times are hard, and 
sources of funding are scarce. How 
do the Museum and its library keep 
their doors open to the public? In-
troduce into this scene the heroes, a 
corps of volunteers.
the earliest American volunteers were 
men who followed their political con-
sciences and volunteered to serve in 
the armed forces without being con-
scripted. Because of their enthusiasm, 
the state of tennessee was given the 
nickname of the “Volunteer State.”
Neighborhood firefighting became 
another volunteer activity in early 
American history. Ultimately, fol-
lowing the example of prominent 
American industrialists like John 
Rockefeller and Andrew Carnegie 
who became philanthropists in the 
late 19th century, middle class Ameri-
cans began to look for ways to “give 
back” to their communities. Citizens 
offered to work without pay for the 
benefit of public schools, hospitals, 
historical societies, museums, and 
other community organizations. All 
of the hours that volunteers donate to 
the New Bedford Whaling Museum 
are carefully tabulated, as they repre-
sent a valuable contribution “in kind” 
to the Museum. the volunteer hours 

are an important component in Mu-
seum grant applications.
the New Bedford Whaling Museum 
is governed by the old Dartmouth 
Historical Society. this society was 
chartered in 1903, and operates as 
a private non-profit organization. 
A private non-profit organization in 
the United States receives tax advan-
tages, but the organization must meet 
stringent accounting and auditing 
standards. the New Bedford Whaling 
Museum is financially supported in 
part by its members, but in order to 
maintain the staff, physical plant, and 
overhead involved in the operations of 
a 21st century museum, the Whaling 
Museum also receives support from 
admission fees, gifts and grants. the 
gifts and grants may come from both 
private and public sources. Because 
the Whaling Museum would be hard-
pressed to afford the costs associated 
with full-time staff for its eight build-
ings and 91,489 visitors annually, it 
relies on the contribution of hours of 
work from individuals who volunteer. 
the volunteers work without pay in 
support of the Whaling Museum, 
because of their strong commitment 
to the cultural, educational, and his-
torical mission of the organization.
the hours that the Museum’s volun-
teers work may be in addition to the 
hours spent at a regular paying job, 
or they may be hours of diversion 
and socialization for a retired person. 
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A volunteer may have special skills 
that can be used for the benefit of 
the host organization, or a volunteer 
may want to learn and experience 
something new while volunteering. 
the New Bedford Whaling Museum 
is fortunate to have volunteers in all 
these categories. Although volun-
teers do not shoulder the day-to-day 
responsibilities of fulltime Museum 
employees, they assist in many fac-
ets of Museum operations. there are 
professional librarians who volunteer 
some of their free time to assist with 
library cataloging at the Museum. 
there are retired teachers and bank-

ers, nurses and advertising execu-
tives who volunteer at the Museum 
as tour guides and logbook indexers. 
the docents form the largest group 
of Museum volunteers. they are the 
Museum guides, lecturers, and teach-
ers. the word “docent” is derived 
from a Latin word docere, “to teach.” 
Docents greet visitors, escort groups 
through the Museum, and answer 
questions about the Museum and its 
exhibits. Some of the docents visit 
nursing homes and other community 
groups to present programs about the 
old Dartmouth/New Bedford area 
and its history.

Betty thomson and Lillian Andrew, library volunteers with a museum  scrapbook.
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the Museum Library volunteers took 
the manuscript collections under 
their wing at least a decade before 
there was a Research Library facility. 
Working alongside the curator and ad-
ministrative staff, volunteers worked 
on cleaning, housing and organizing 
manuscripts; special research proj-
ects; and clerical assistance. After a 
fulltime librarian was hired, and the 
Research Library received space to 
operate a reading room, processing 
room, and stacks in 1981, the library 
volunteer corps continued to develop. 
today, 33 library volunteers (26% of 
the active Museum volunteer corps) 
are still hard at work on logbook in-
dexing, document transcription, help 
with research/translation, map and 
ship plan cataloging, and the photo 
archive. In 2001, some of the library 
volunteers even helped to relocate the 
library books to a new library build-
ing. the library volunteers take full 
responsibility for creating and index-
ing the old Dartmouth Historical 
Society scrapbooks, which date back 
to 1903, the year the old Dartmouth 
Historical Society began.
Logbooks would be mute witnesses 
to history without indexing, a long-
standing library project now extend-
ing back almost three decades. the 
volunteers who participate in this 
project must know whaling history, 
geography, and vocabulary, and take 
the time to understand idiosyncratic 

penmanship and orthography. thanks 
to the work of the logbook indexers, 
the collection is much more acces-
sible to researchers seeking particular 
whale species, ports of call, voyage 
tracks, and numerous other topics.
the 34 trustees who give their time 
and counsel to setting the direction 
and goals of the Whaling Museum are 
also volunteers. they devote many 
hundreds of hours each year to serv-
ing on the committees of the Board 
of trustees, ranging from Buildings 
to Collections to Development to 
Museum Store. Frequently the trust-
ees assist the Museum staff to solve 
specific problems that fall within the 
scope of a trustee’s expertise. the 
Museum’s current trustees include 
businessmen, lawyers, educators, and 
scientists.
Among the trustees who have served 
on the Museum Board are Dr. Patri-
cia Andrade, Candida Rose Baptista, 
Carol E. Correia, William do Carmo, 
Diana B. Duarte, Ana C. Dyer, Anne 
Fazendeiro, Hon. Armand Fernandes, 
Dr. Norbert Fraga, James J. Lopes, 
Eugene Monteiro, Rita Pacheco, 
Rosemary Pereira, John C. Pinheiro, 
Ann M. Pinto, Carl Ribeiro, Dr. John 
P. Santos, Antone G. Souza, Joseph 
M. Souza, Joseph S. Vera, and Mrs. 
Vasco Villela. the participation of the 
Portuguese-American community of 
greater New Bedford is of the utmost 
importance, both because Portuguese-
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Americans form nearly sixty per cent 
of the population of this area today, 
and because so many Portuguese-
Americans were part of American 
whaling history in the past.
All of the Museum volunteers, 
whether they are tour guides or li-
brary volunteers, curatorial or hospi-
tality volunteers, are organized under 
the Volunteer Council, which elects 
a president, vice president, treasurer, 
recording secretary, and correspond-

ing secretary. the Volunteer Coun-
cil holds monthly meetings, which 
feature a guest speaker and coffee 
hour following the business meeting. 
there is a newsletter for volunteers 
published nine times annually, and 
the volunteers enjoy holiday events 
and field trips planned for them. 
Ideally, volunteering is a “win-win” 
partnership, offering benefits for both 
the Whaling Museum and the indi-
viduals who volunteer.

Hugh Machado Muir, museum docent, with a group of students.






