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The Frank C. Munson Institute of American Maritime Studies at Mystic Seaport, The 

Museum of America and the Sea, invites your participation in its four-week National 

Endowment for the Humanities Summer Institute entitled “The American Maritime Commons”.  

Running from July 2 through July 27, 2018, the institute will refine and update the content of 

the five previous NEH Summer Institutes at the Museum, which together have helped to 

redefine and invigorate the field of maritime studies.  The discipline has attracted an 

increasingly wider academic audience, whose interest is piqued by the innovative research 

being pursued and published by the new generation of maritime scholars, a number of whom 

make up our 2018 faculty.  “The American Maritime Commons” will draw from environmental 

history, social history, the history of science, marine ecology, and other areas of study. 

The current wave of maritime research, writing, and teaching has flowed into the 

conscience of the general public, who now recognize that the environmental concerns of the 

Ocean can no longer be ignored.  This NEH Summer Institute will continue to shed light on the 

crisis we all face, by tracing its roots in the American maritime experience and by engaging 

another 20 Summer Scholars in the critical work that remains.  As the previous NEH Summer 

Institutes at Mystic Seaport have done, “The American Maritime Commons” invites college 



teachers to develop courses and scholarship related to the sea, which receives less attention in 

the nation’s classrooms than it deserves even while it covers 73% of the planet. 

 Most of “The American Maritime Commons“  will take place at lovely Mystic Seaport, 

one of the largest and most comprehensive maritime museums of its kind in the world, in 

coastal Connecticut.  The museum covers seventeen acres, with sixty historic buildings, and 

more than five hundred historic vessels.  The NEH institute will take special advantage of the 

vast collections of Mystic Seaport’s Conservation Resource Center, which preserves and makes 

available for research, a dazzling array of things maritime: books, manuscripts, charts, artifacts, 

artwork, photographs, and other texts.  It will also incorporate the public exhibits of Mystic 

Seaport itself.  All together, these facilities and resources provide an inspiring campus for 

program participants. 

The institute will emphasize and integrate the individual interests, the ongoing research, 

and the teaching projects of the participants.  There will be time provided each week, during 

the library manuscript collection’s opening hours, for each member of the group to make full 

use of the resources of Mystic Seaport.  Ongoing discussion of everyone’s developing work will 

be encouraged through weekly research forums.  These sessions will also allow us the time and 

opportunity to reflect on the progress of the institute and the material covered up to that point 

each week.  Many of the seminars and forums of the institute will take place in the new 

Thompson Exhibition Building at Mystic Seaport, in a meeting room with sweeping views of the 

museum’s historic waterfront and the Mystic River, where clouds of colorful watercraft sail 

around on summer days.  On other occasions, the group will convene at one of the many 

exhibits around Mystic Seaport.  The interaction among institute participants, faculty, and guest 



speakers will often continue during the late afternoon, at informal get-togethers that the co-

directors host. 

The curriculum will also involve field seminars in nearby port communities—Stonington 

and Groton/New London, Connecticut, and Newport, Rhode Island.  Cruises will also take place 

on beautiful Fishers Island Sound, aboard a research vessel and down the Mystic River aboard 

the 1908 coal fired steamboat Sabino.. 

In addition to cultivating the participants’ research interests, the institute will help them 

to explore and innovate ways to use maritime subjects in their teaching, and to bring their 

research into the classroom.  For those purposes, we will facilitate collective pedagogical 

brainstorming about how to approach the history of the Ocean, to put its current state into 

broader context, and to address its uncertain future.  

The institute will have two co-directors, who are also the co-directors of the 

Munson Institute of American Maritime Studies, a graduate-level summer program 

at Mystic Seaport.   Glenn S. Gordinier is the Robert G. Albion Historian at Mystic 

Seaport.  He also an Associate Professor of History, for Williams College in its 

interdisciplinary Maritime Studies program. His specialty is the early 

national period, and maritime America.  He authored The Rockets’ Red Glare: The 

War of 1812 and Connecticut (2012), and edited two volumes of conference proceedings, 

entitled Gender, Race, Ethnicity and Power in Maritime America. Dr. Gordinier is also an 

accomplished historical role player, who has performed all over the world in the role of “Josiah 

Gardner,” a 19th century sea captain.  He recently published a collection of essays entitled 



Surfing Cold Water (2012), and is currently researching a volume on conservation and social 

activism in the international surfer community. 

 Eric Paul Roorda is Professor of History at Bellarmine University in Louisville, Kentucky. 

He is author of Cuba, America and the Sea (2005), The Dictator Next Door: The Good Neighbor 

Policy and the Trujillo Regime in the Dominican Republic (1998), and The Historical Dictionary of 

the Dominican Republic (2016), co-editor of The Dominican Republic Reader: History, Politics, 

Culture (2014), and editor of the forthcoming volumes, Twain at Sea (2018) and The Ocean 

Reader: History, Politics, Culture (2019).  He is a Smithsonian Institution Lecturer on the subject 

of Caribbean history. 

The program will feature many of the most accomplished historians in the field who will 

be joined by other experts.  Week One will include: marine biologist and Williams College’s 

Professor emeritus, James T. Carlton, the foremost authority on invasive species, who will give 

the first presentation, concerning how biological invasions have become a mounting global 

crisis.  Dr. Carlton has been in the news because of a Science magazine cover article on the epic 

effects of Japanese Tsunami Marine Debris (JTMD) in transporting hundreds of species across 

the Oceean.  Roderick Mather of the University of Rhode Island will consider the nature of 

maritime exploration and colonization.  Marcus Rediker of the University of Pittsburg, one of 

the leading maritime historians in the world, will lead sessions on the nature of maritime labor 

and the slave trade.  Captain Bill Bomster, whose family has been dredging scallops for 

generations, will greet the NEH scholars at his business, and inform them of the current state of 

the Stonington fishery.  Week Two will begin with Christine Keiner of Rochester Institute of 

Technology who will lead a session on her study, another prize-winner, The Oyster Question: 



Scientists, Watermen, and the Maryland Chesapeake Bay since 1880.  Christopher Pastore of 

SUNY-Albany will present his critically acclaimed work on Narragansett Bay, Between Land and 

Sea: The Atlantic Coast and the Transformation of New England.  Jeffrey Bolster, of the 

University of New Hampshire, will discuss his prize-winning book The Mortal Sea, which 

provides historical evidence of centuries of over-fishing.  Mary K Bercaw Edwards, who teaches 

literature at UConn-Avery Point and also directs the maritime skills demonstrations at Mystic 

Seaport, will share her expertise on whaling.  The week’s closing sessions will involve Co-

Directors, Roorda and Gordinier who will present on U.S./Caribbean connections and seafarer 

culture respectively.  During Week Three,  John Jensen of the West Florida University, a former 

commercial fisherman, will interpret Mystic Seaport’s collection of fishing vessels and 

structures during a walking tour of the museum waterfront.  He will team with Dr. Mather for a 

forum on their collaborative research on shipwrecks as part of a subaqueous “energy 

landscape”.  One of the leading scholars of United States women’s history, Lisa Norling of the 

University of Minnesota, will discuss her path-breaking Captain Ahab Had a Wife, about the 

whaling industry.  Helen Rozwadowski of University of Connecticut-Avery Point will host a day 

of sessions at her seaside campus, including one about her influential book on the human 

exploration of the deep sea, Fathoming the Ocean.  During the final week,  Co-director Eric 

Roorda will examine the meteoric rise and global impact of the cruise industry, and his 

counterpart Glenn Gordinier will trace the rise of “containerization”.  Finally, John Hattendorf, 

the Ernest J. King Professor emeritus at the Naval War College, will then address the Summer 

Institute group on the subject of the Navy’s recent environmental bent.  

After a week of orientation to the resources available at the site of the 



institute, each participant will be encouraged to outline his or her priorities and 

make a plan for what he or she would like to accomplish during the subsequent three 

weeks.  Guided by the scholarly activities seen below, the participants will 

contribute to a portfolio of work of their own design, that will document their 

experience in Mystic and provide the basis for integrating what they learn into what 

they teach and write.  Objectives might include developing new courses or lesson 

plans to interpret maritime topics or employ maritime approaches; conducting research for an 

article, book chapter, or longer work; pursuing experiential learning in any number of 

Mystic Seaport venues, from museum exhibits to sailing craft on the Mystic River; 

writing essays on themes suggested by the institute’s proceedings or its physical, historical or 

cultural environment; compiling and reading a list of works on a subject, or by an author, of 

particular interest; and any number of other goals identified by the individual professors taking 

part in the institute.  A preliminary syllabus and reading list for the institute are included below. 

Participants in “The American Maritime Commons” will share cooperative living facilities 

in one of four residential houses adjacent to and owned by Mystic Seaport.  Most of the rooms 

are doubles, with only a few singles, so participants in the institute should be willing to have 

one roommate and several housemates for four weeks.  These houses have limited air 

conditioning and no television, they are not set up to accommodate families or pets, and are 

not handicapped accessible (special accommodations can be secured for disabilities if given 

advance notice). The houses have equipped kitchens and nearby parking space. Computers and 

bed linens are the responsibility of the participants.  All of the houses are a few minutes walk 



from scenic downtown Mystic. Shared rooms will be available for $720 for the four-week 

session, singles for $1,040 (see Tab “Logistics/Accommodations/Stipends).  

Mystic itself is located a few hours from both New York City and Boston, and 

is very convenient to airports in Providence, Rhode Island and Hartford, 

Connecticut.  There is also an Amtrak train station, and the town has an interchange 

of Interstate 95. Mystic is convenient to many historical and cultural sites in the 

immediate region of Southeast New England. 

The selection of candidates for participation in “The American Maritime 

People” will be the task of a committee of the co-directors and faculty members. 

The criteria for selection of the participants will be a demonstrated commitment to 

teaching; the opportunity and ability to make use of the summer institute 

experience in their work; research interests; and evidence of personal energy, 

affability, and intellectual curiosity, which are qualities conducive to an active and  

encouraging group dynamic for the exchange of ideas. Applicants chosen for the 

program must commit to participate for the full four weeks of the institute.  They 

will receive a stipend of $3,300 to help cover expenses for travel to and from Mystic, 

books and research materials, and food and housing for the duration of the period 

spent in residence (see Tab “Logistics/Accommodations/Stipends). 

Based on the long experience of the Munson Institute, which celebrates its 

63rd anniversary in 2018, and Mystic Seaport, founded in 1929, the seaside venue 

for the NEH Summer Institute “The American Maritime Commons”, promises to be inspiring 

and constructive for everyone involved. 



 


