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Doing History from Below 

Jeremy Brecher 

Several people have asked me what brought me to remote Cape Breton from 
the United States. I hope the answer will become clear in the course of this talk . 
But there is one part of the answer I would like to mention right at the start. The 
United States, like Canada, is a multicultural society in reality. I3ut traditionally 
the dominant ideology in the USA is not multiculturalism but assimilationism-a 
belief that people of all cultures should be transmuted in the "melting pot" into 
generic Americans. There is no multiculturalist movement, let alone a policy of 
multiculturalism. When I saw the announcement for this conference on oral 
testimony and multiculturalism, I knew immediately that I wanted to come. 

Whatever the ambiguities in practice, I believe that the broad concept of 
multiculturalism can represent a historical shift in the character of the nation
state, comparable perhaps to the change that occurred with the rise of religious 
toleration in the wake of the Reformation and the disestablishment of official 
religions. 

This conference has been an especially valuable way to learn about multicul
turalism in Canada because it includes participants from so many backgrounds 
and disciplines, and because it includes both those working in academic settings 
and those working in the community. 

My own work is focused on community participation in doing history. 
Starting as a labor historian, 1 gradually became dissatisfied with doing labor 
history from conventional sources and, like many others, turned lo oral history. 1 
had also wondered whether it would be possible to involve workers and their 
families in recording and presenting their own history. 

Out of these questions grew the Brass Workers History project. The project 
was centered in Waterbury, a western Connecticut city made up of 100,000 
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people from dozens of ethnic groups, which had for 150 years been the center of 
the American brass industry. The goal was to involve brass workers and other 
community workers in documenting their own history and in presenting it to the 
wider community in popularly accessible formals . 

We started by making the rounds of the area's union halls, senior centers, 
and other organizations, explaining what we were doing and asking for help. 
Then we began interviewing. We gradually built up a network of people in the 
community who were willing to help us in a variety of ways. Many people 
suggested others for us to interview. A few came along on interviews or did 
interviews on their own. One person made maps, including maps of ethnic 
succession in Waterbury's neighbourhoods. Another organized an "old photos 
contest" which uncovered some wo11derful illustrations for our products. 

Perhaps most important of all, we drew brass workers and other community 
members into the process of historical interpretation. In the interviews we tried 
to ask people not only what they remembered and how they felt about it but also 
why they thought things had happened and what they thought they meant. We 
found that many of those we talked with were thoughtful and capable partici
pants in the job of historical interpretation. In addition, we asked the members of 
a labor I community advisory panel lo review drafts of the materials we pro
duced and drew on their judgment lo guide our revisions. The whole process 
took the form of a collaboration between "insiders" who were part of the com
munity being studied and "outsiders" who were not. 

The project produced two major products. One was a feature-length docu
mentary movie which was shown on Connecticut Public Television and in 
meetings around the brass region .1 The other was a book, a comprehensive, oral 
history-based study of the brass workers and their communities, presented in a 
heavily illustrated format which community people seem to treat as a sort of 
collective family album.2 · 

While we attempted to distribute these materials in the local region, as well 
as nationally, I don't think we had any very clear idea of how to use them to 
deepen the historical consciousness of the community. That changed fortuitously 
when I visited Cape Breton Island in July 1984. I'd like to tell a little about my 
visit here because it had a big impact on my understanding of popular historical 
consciousness and its possibilities. 

The first person I got to know in Cape Breton was Pierre Chiasson, a "plural
istically employed" truck driver in South West Margaree. I was driving along 
slowly and I waved for the car behind me lo pass. The driver asked if I needed 
assistance. I explained that it was my first visit to Cape Breton and that I was 
driving slowly lo lake in the scenery. He said, if this is your first visit, you must 
come to my house for a cup of coffee. 

When I asked how lo find out about Cape Breton traditional music, my hos t 
told me that it was extremely popular and that 1 could hear the local performers 
regularly on the radio. When I asked about ways to get a sense of local communi
ties, he told me lo take a look al Cape Breto11's Mngnz i11e. 3 

After laking leave of Pierre Chiasson I slopped a t a small general store and 
was surprised to find a poster for Cape Breton's M11g11zi11e on the wall and a s tack 
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of copies on the shelf. I was impressed lo discover that it was actually produced 
for the community o ut of which it originated . I was amazed lo discover as I 
continued my trip th;i t it w;is av;iil;ible in virtu;illy every s tore on the Is l;ind . 
When I even lu;illy met publisher Ronald Caplan and assist ;in l Bonny Thompstm, 
I learned the ex tent of the mag;i zine's oulre;i ch: there ;ire 40,000 homes on the 
Island, and ci rcul a tio n of Cape Brt:lo11's Magazine on the Is land exceeds 5,000. 4 

I gradually c;ime lo rea li ze that this was the resull not on ly of the excellent 
quality of the publication but of the his tori ca l consciousness and sense of pbce 
!hat marked the people of Cape Bre ton themselves. The depth of Cape Brctonc r:,' 
historical awareness was brought home to me w hen I was walking in Loch 
Lomond and casua lly asked a residen t named Hector MacDona ld, whom I 
happened to run across, why such a seemingly small communi ty had such a 
large church. He explained that it had once been a much larger community bu t 
that many of its members had left to work in the s teel mill in Sydney. I assumed 
this was something that occurred in World War II or perhaps the 1950s, but 
when I asked, it turned out that I was being told about the turn of the century. 

Connected with this historical conscio usness was a s trong feeling for local 
culture. In the United States, many people from reg iona l and e thni c cu ltures ;ire 
ashamed of thei r backgrounds; conversely, much of the enthusiasm for tradi 
tional music and culture emanates from people who are no t themselves from the 
tradition they espouse. Within reg ional a nd e thnic commu nities there is of ten a 
sharp divisio n between traditio nalis ts, w ho reject modern cu lt ura l forms, ;ind 
others, often younger, who wish to lcilve behind wh;il they sec ;is ;i b;1d;w;ird 
minority cultu re ilnd to join the modern milinslre;im. 

I got a vision of a lterna ti ve possibilities a t the Big Pond music fesli val. He re 
thousands of people of all ages from the surrounding towns came to the tiny 
community of Big Pond to share Cape Breton music. Here were yo ung people 
learning the traditional music of their own communities, some even studying 
Gaelic in order to be able to sing the traditional songs properly. And ye t here was 
Ronny MacEachern, a Cape Breton native who had diligently app renti ced 
himself to the loca l traditional fiddl ers, breaking into some of the hottest rock
and-roll fiddle I'd ever heard . And here were older rural people giving a loving! y 
tumultuous welcome to Rita MacNeil, a Big Pond native whose songs have roo ts 
in loca l m usical trad itions, but who sings with an electrified band about subjects 
that are definitely based on her si tuatio n as an urban woman in the 1980s. The 
Big Pond fes ti va l gave me a vision of a cu ltu re in wh ich tradi tiona l and mode rn, 
local and cosmopolitan, did not have to be a t war. 

O n the drive back home, I though t long and hard about what I had experi 
enced in Cilpe Breton. I knew that the ch;iracler o f the place hild lo do with ils 
specific hi s tory, but 1 wondered if any thing cou ld be done lo nurture ii p<1ri1llel 
kind of historical and cultural consciousness in my own region. 

I realized that such a project would have to have a s trongly multi-ethnic 
character, reflecting the multi-ethnic history of the area in which I worked . Music 
seemed li ke a good s tar ling point. Thus began the Waterbury Ethnic Music 
Project. 
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This project starlcd as a collccling and recording effort. I and my co-workers 
recorded dozens of musical events in ethnic halls, churches and parties, and held 
sessions with dozens of individuals who knew old songs and tunes. We discov
ered that in most of Waterbury's ethnic communities are people who are already 
involved in preserving the culture of their group, people who we came to dub 
"ethnic cultural activists"; our project became in many ways a vehicle for them. 
Many of them, far from being ethnic chauvinists, believed strongly in the values 
of a multicultural society, and that philosophy became an important aspect of the 
project. 

We are now finishing a series of thirteen radio programs for Connecticut 
Public Radio which use oral history, live recordings, and commentary to present 
the evolution of ethnic music in Waterbury in its historical context.5 I hope it will 
be the starting point for a sort of "Cape Breton's Magazine of the Air" for Connecti
cut. We're also about to present a Waterbury Music Festival, a free, multicultural 
event in downtown Waterbury to allow people of many traditions to share each 
other's music. In a community where ethnic and racial tensions have never been 
absent, we hope this will also be an opportunity for people to gain some positive 
appreciation of each others' cultures. If the festival is successful, we hope to 
make it an annual event. Perhaps we can combine it with a local or state-wide 
conference on ethnic history, multiculturalism and related topics. 

The next major project I'd like to develop in Waterbury would involve 
extensive participation among community members in doing the oral history of 
the city's ethnic groups. The idea is to train several dozen people from different 
ethnic groups in oral history techniques and let them work in teams of "insiders" 
and "outsiders" to do interviews and produce photo exhibits, booklets and 
slideshows based on their research.6 I hope this work can help to develop in the 
United States concepts of a multicultural society, which it has been my privilege 
to learn about here. · 

Notes 

1. "Brass Valley," distributed by Cinema Guild, 1697 Broadway, New York, NY 
10019. 

2. Brass Workers History Project, Brass Valley: The Story of Working People's Lives 
and Strnggles i11 an American lnd11stria/ Region (Philadelphia, 1982), compiled 
and edited by Jeremy Brecher, Jan Stackhouse and Jerry Lombardi . 

3. Cape Breton's Magazine: Devoted to the History, Natural History, and Fut11re of 
Cape Breton Island, published in Wreck Cove, N.S., BOC lHO. 

4. For further discussion of Cape Breton's Magazine, see my "Returning Oral 
History to the Community," /11ta11atio11al fo11nral of Oral History (February 
1985). 

5. "Brass City Music", produced by the Waterbury Ethnic Music Project and 
Connecticut Public Radio. 

6. See my guide to community histo ry, History from Below: How to Uncover and 
Tell the Story of Your Co1111111111ity , Association, or U11icm (New Haven, 1986), 
available from Commonwork Pamphlets/ Advoca te Press, P.O. Box 2026, 
New Haven, CT 06521-2026. 


	page_01
	page_02
	page_03
	page_04

