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DIVE ON IN, THE READING'S FINE

HISTORY OF SWIMMING POOLS GOES UNDER THE SURFACE
“This is well done, clearly written, thoroughly researched history, and it effectively makes important points about the tensions that confounded America during the Civil Rights movement. . . . Wiltse uses the municipal swimming pool as a fascinating window onto social changes and urban tensions across the 20th century.”—Publishers Weekly

(Chapel Hill, NC) Arriving just in time for the summer, Jeff Wiltse's Contested Waters: A Social History of Swimming Pools In America takes readers through the history of the swimming pool, a provocative symbol of American life.


Contested Waters is the first book to offer a history of public pools in the United States. Rather than conveying a simple recount of the evolution of the municipal pool, Wiltse dives deeply into their often-contentious past. 


"When I soon discovered that no one had previously written on the topic, I knew I was onto something," Wiltse said.

Contested Waters examines these popular places from a variety of angles, showing that they were much more than summer gathering spots.
Wiltse traces the beginning of municipal pools back to the late 1880s, where the first public swimming spot was intended to be a public bath for working-class residents. As they grew into larger, more modern aquatic recreation centers, public pools began to reflect social and cultural changes that were present in a quickly evolving America. 


"In many cities and towns the pools were vital social and cultural institutions that served

[more]
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2-2-2 Contested Waters

as centers of community life," Wiltse said.

Wiltse focuses on the changes that occurred in social roles and relationships because of the growing popularity of pools in the twentieth century. These facilities quickly became a hub for social tension, as members of different classes, races, ages, and genders gathered in the same spot to play, relax, and exercise. Because of the tendency for such large and diverse crowds to come together in such an intimate public place, pools also became the centers of a wide range of social conflicts. Policies were eventually implemented and strictly enforced in an effort to keep different social groups separate.

After a boom in popularity in the early 1900s, municipal pools took a backseat as swimming pools became privatized, settling into middle-class backyards. 

Contested Waters offers a comprehensive look at how the actions of ordinary Americans reshaped American culture in profound ways. By drawing on anecdotes and historical records from large cities and small towns alike, Wiltse is able to pull readers into the history of a social phenomenon that is often taken for granted.

Jeff Wiltse is an assistant professor of history at the University of Montana. For more information, please visit www.uncpress.unc.edu/books/T-7981.html.
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