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was a considerable time lag. What Radcliffe did give me, however,
was an impetus (not to mention an education, but I suppose that goes
without saying). Part of the impetus came from great courses and
great professors. Of the three to which I owe most, two, curiously
enough, were in literature rather than history. They were Irving Bab-
bitt’s Comp Lit 11 and John Livingston Lowes’s English 72, which
included his spectacular tour de force on the origins of “The Ancient
Mariner” and “Kubla Khan.” He waved at Wordsworth, bowed briefly
to Keats and Shelley, and really let himself go through twelve weeks
of lectures, tracing the sources of Coleridge’s imagery, and spending
at least a week on the fatal apparition of the person from Porlock.
What kept us, at least me, on the edge of my seat throughout this
exploit was Lowes’s enthusiasm for his subject.

This quality was the essence, too, of Professor C. H. Mcllwain’s
Constitutional History of England, which came up as far as Magna
Carta. It did not matter to Mcllwain, a renowned scholar and his-
torian, that only four of us were taking his course, or that he had
already given it at Harvard and had to come over to repeat it to us
(yes, that was the quaint custom of the time). It did not matter
because Mcllwain was conducting a passionate love affair with the’
laws of the Angles and the articles of the Charter, especially, as I
remember, Article 39. Like any person in love, he wanted to let every-
one know how beautiful was the object of his affections. He had white
hair and pink cheeks and the brightest blue eyes I ever saw, and
though I cannot remember a word of Article 39, I do remember how
his blue eyes blazed as he discussed it and how I sat on the edge of
my seat then too, and how, to show my appreciation, I would have
given anything to write 2 brilliant exam paper, only to find that half
the exam questions were in Anglo-Saxon, about which he had ne-
glected to forewarn us. That did not matter either, because he gave
all four of us A’s anyway, perhaps out of gratitude for our affording
him another opportunity to talk about his beloved Charter.

Professor Babbitt, on the other hand, being a classicist and anti-
romantic, frowned on enthusiasm. But his contempt for zeal was so
zealous, so vigorous and learned, pouring out in a great organ fugue
of erudition, that it amounted to enthusiasm in the end and held not
only me, but all his listeners, rapt.

Although I did not know it or formulate it consciously at the time,
it is this quality of being in love with your subject that is indis-
pensable for writing good history—or good anything, for that matter.
A few months ago when giving a talk at another college, I was invited
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to meet the faculty and other guests at dinner. One young member of
the History Department who said he envied my subject in The Guns
of August confessed to being bogged down and brought to a dead
stop halfway through his doctora] thesis. It dealt, he told me, with an
early missionary in the Congo who had never been “done” before, I
asked what was the difficulty. With 4 dreary wave of his cocktail he
said, “T just don’t like him.” I felt really distressed and depressed—
both for him and for the conditions of scholarship. I do not know how
many of you are going, or will g0, to graduate school, but when you
come to write that thesis on, let us say, “The Underwater Imagery
Derived from the Battle of Lepanto in the Later Poetic Dramas of
Lope de Vega,” | hope it will be because you care passionately about
this imagery rather than because your department has suggested it as
an original subject,

the shining example of some famous visiting lecturer—like Sir Charles
Webster, for instance, brilliant as he was. It was the stacks at

. Once T stayed so late that | came out after dark, long after the
"nner hour at the dorm, and found to my horror that | had only a
nickel in My purse. The weather was freezing and I was very hungry.
I could not decide whether to spend the nickel on a chocolate bar and
Walk home in the cold or take the Mass Avenue trolley and go home

-
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hungry. This story ends like “The Lady or the Tiger,” because al-
though I:remember the agony of having to choose, I cannot remember
how it came out. v

'~ My thesis, the fruit of those hours in the stacks, was my first
sustained attempt at writing history. It was called “The Moral Justifi-
cation for the British Empire,” an unattractive title and, besides, in-
accurate, because what I meant was the moral justifying of empire by
the imperialists. It was for me a wonderful and terrible experience.
Wonderful because finding the material, and following where it led,
was constantly exciting and because 1 was fascinated by the subject,
which I had thought up for myself—much to the disapproval of my
tutor, who was in English Lit, not History, and interested only in
Walter Pater—or was it Walter Savage Landor? Anyway, it was not
the British Empire, and since our meetings were consequently rather
painfully uncommunicative, I think he was relieved when 1 took to
skipping them. ,

The experience was terrible because I could not make the piece
sound, or rather read, the way I wanted it to. The writing fell so far
short of the ideas. The characters, who were so vivid inside my head,
seemed so stilted when I got them on paper. I finished it, dissatisfied.
So was the department: “Style undistinguished,” it noted. A few years
ago, when I unearthed the thesis to look up a reference, that impres-
sion was confirmed. It reminded me of The Importance of Being
Earnest, when Cecily says that the letters she wrote to herself from
her imaginary fiancé when she broke off their imaginary engagement
were so beautiful and so badly spelled she could not reread them
without crying. I felt the same way about my thesis: so beautiful—in
intent—and so badly written. Enthusiasm had not been enough; one
must also know how to use the language.

One learns to write, I have since discovered, in the practice
thereof. After seven years’ apprenticeship in journalism I discovered
that an essential element for good writing is a good ear. One must
listen to the sound of one’s own prose. This, I think, is one of the
failings of much American writing. Too many writers do not listen to
the sound of their own words. For example, listen to this sentence
from the organ of my own discipline, the Awmerican Historical Re-
view: “His presentation is not vitiated historically by efforts at exposi-
tory simplicity.” In one short sentence five long Latin words of four or
five syllables each. One has to read it three times over and take time
out to think, before one can even make out what it means.

In my opinion, short words are always preferable to long ones; the
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fewer syllables the better, and monosyllables, beautiful and pure like
“bread” and “sun” and “grass,” are the best of all. Emerson, using
almost entirely one-syllable words, wrote whar I believe are among
the finest lines in English:

By the rude bridge that arched the flood,
Their flag to April's breeze unfurled,
Here once the embattled farmers stood,
And fired the shot beard round the world.

Out of twenty-eight words, twenty-four are monosyllableé. It is En-
glish at its purest, though hardly characteristic of its author.
Or take this:

On desperate seas long wont to roam,
Thy byacinth bair, thy classic face,
Thy Naiad airs bave brought me home
To the glory that was Greece,
And the grandeur that was Rome.

Imagine how it must feel to have composed those lines! Though com-
ing from a writer satisfied with the casy rhythms of “The Raven” and
“Annabel Lee,” they represent, I fear, a fluke. To quote poetry, you
will say, is not a fair comparison. True, but what a lesson those stan-
zas are in the sound of words! What superb use of that magnificent
instrument that lies at the command of all of us—the English lan-
guage. Quite by chance both practitioners in these samples happen to
be Americans, and both, curiously enough, writing about history.

To write history so as to enthrall the reader and make the subject
as captivating and exciting to him as it is to me has been my goal
since that initial failure with my thesis. A prerequisite, as I have said,
is to be enthralled one’s self and to feel a compulsion to communicate
the magic. Communicate to whom? We arrive now at the reader, a
person whom I keep constantly in mind. Catherine Drinker Bowen
has said that she writes her books with a sign pinned up over her desk
asking, “Will the reader turn the page?”

The writer of history, I believe, has a number of duties Vis-3-vis
the reader, if he wants to keep him reading. The first is to distill. He
must do the preliminary work for the reader, assemble the informa-
uon, make sense of it, select the essential, discard the irrelevant—
above all, discard the irrelevant—and pur the rest together so that it
forms 4 developing dramatic narrative, Narrative, it has been said, is
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the lifeblood of history. To offer a mass of undigested facts, of names
not iglendﬁed and places not located, is of no use to the reader and is
simple laziness on the part of the author, or pedantry to show how
much he has read. To discard the unnecessary requires courage and
also extra work, as exemplified by Pascal’s effort to explain an idea to
a friend in a letter which rambled on for pages and ended, “I am sorry
to have wearied you with so long a letter but 1 did not have time to
write you a short one.” The historian is continually being beguiled
down fascinating byways and sidetracks. But the art of writing—the
test of the artist—is to resist the beguilement and cleave to the sub-
ject.

Should the historian be an artist? Certainly a conscious art should
be part of his equipment. Macaulay describes him as half poet, half
philosopher. I do not aspire to either of these heights. I think of
myself as 2 storyteller, a narrator, who deals in true stories, not fic-
tion. The distinction is not one of relative values; it is simply that
history interests me more than fiction. 1 agree with Leopold von
Ranke, the great nineteenth-century German historian, who said that
when he compared the portrait of Louis XI in Scott’s Quentin Dur-
award with the portrait of the same king in the memoirs of Philippe de
Comines, Louis’ minister, he found “the truth more interesting and
beautiful than the romance.”

It was Ranke, too, who set the historian’s task: to find out wie es
eigentlich gewesen ist, what really happened, or, literally, how it really
was. His goal is one that will remain forever just beyond our grasp for
reasons I explained in a “Note on Sources” in The Guns of August (a

paragraph that no one ever reads but I think is the best thing in the
i book). Summarized, the reasons are that we who write about the past
! were not there. We can never be certain that we have recaptured it as
i it really was. But the least we can do is to stay within the evidence.

I do not invent anything, even the weather. One of my readers
told me he particularly liked a passage in The Guns which tells how
the British Army landed in France and how on that afternoon there
was a sound of summer thunder in the air and the sun went down in a
blood-red glow. He thought it an artistic touch of doom, but the fact
is it was true. I found it in the memoirs of a British officer who landed
on that day and-heard the thunder and saw the blood-red sunset. The
art, if any, consisted only in selecting it and ultimately using it in the
right place.

Selection is what determines the ultimate product, and that is why
I use material from primary sources only. My feeling about secondary
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~ the start of a project to find out the general scheme of what happened,
- but I do not take notes from them because I do not want to end u \
simply rewriting someone else’s book. Furthermore, the facts in a
secondary source have already been pre-selected, so that in using
them one misses the opportunity of selecting one’s own. '

I plunge as soon as I can into the primary sources: the memoirs /

‘sources is that they are helpful but pernicious. I use them as guides at \ ‘

and the letters, the generals’ own accounts of their campaigns, how-
ever tendentious, not to say mendacious, they may be. Even an un- !
trustworthy source is valuable for what it reveals about the
personality of the author, especially if he is an actor in the events, as
in the case of Sir John French, for example. Bias in a primary source is
to be expected. One allows for it and corrects it by reading another
version. I try always to read two or more for every episode. Even if an
event is not controversial, it will have been seen and remembered
from different angles of view by different observers. If the event is in
dispute, one has extra obligation to examine both sides. As the lion in
Aesop said to the Man, “There are many statues of men slaying lions,
but if only the lions were sculptors there might be quite a different set
of statues.”

The most primary source of all is unpublished material: private
letters and diaries or the reports, orders, and messages in government
archives. There is an immediacy and intimacy about them that reveals
character and makes circumstances come alive. I remember Secretary
of State Robert Lansing’s desk diary, which I used when I was work-
ing on The Zimmermann Telegram. The man himself seemed to step
right out from his tiny neat handwriting and his precise notations of
every visitor and each subject discussed. Each day’s record opened
and closed with the Secretary’s time of arrival and departure from the
office. He even entered the time of his lunch hour, which invariably
lasted sixty minutes: “Left at 1: 10; returned at 2:10.” Once, when he
was forced to record his morning arrival at 10:15, he added, with a
worried eye on posterity, “Car broke down.”

Inside the National Archives even the memory of Widener paled.
Nothing can compare with the fascination of examining material in
the very paper and ink of its original issue. A report from a field agent
Wwith marginal comments by the Secretary of War, his routing direc-
ttons to State and Commerce, and the scribbled initials of subsequent
re:}ders can be a little history in itself. In the Archives T found the
original decode of the Zimmermann Telegram, which I was able to
have declassified and photostated for the cover of my book.



20 PRACTICING HISTORY

Even more immediate is research on the spot. Before writing The
Guns 1 rented a little Renault and in another August drove over the
battle areas of August 1914, following the track of the German inva-
sion through Luxembourg, Belgium, and northern France. Besides
obtaining a feeling of the geography, distances, and terrain involved
in military movements, I saw the fields ripe with grain which the
cavalry would have trampled, measured the great width of the Meuse
at Liége, and saw how the lost territory of Alsace looked to the
French soldiers who gazed down upon it from the heights of the
Vosges. I learned the discomfort of the Belgian pavé and discovered,
in the course of losing my way almost permanently in a tangle of
country roads in a hunt for the house that had been British Head-
quarters, why a British motorcycle dispatch rider in 1914 had taken
three hours to cover twenty-five miles. Clearly, owing to the British
officers’ preference for country houses, he had not been able to find
Headquarters either. French army commanders, I noticed, located
themselves in zowns, with railroad stations and telegraph offices.

As to the mechanics of research, I take notes on four-by-six index
cards, reminding myself about once an hour of a rule I read long ago
in a research manual, “Never write on the back of anything.” Since
copying is a chore and a bore, use of the cards, the smaller the better,
forces one to extract the strictly relevant, to distill from the very be-
ginning, to pass the material through the grinder of one’s own mind,
so to speak. Eventually, as the cards fall into groups according to
subject or person or chronological sequence, the pattern of my story
will emerge. Besides, they are convenient, as they can be filed in a
shoebox and carried around in a pocketbook. When ready to write I
need only take along 2 packet of them, representing a chapter, and I
am equipped to work anywhere; whereas if one writes surrounded by
a pile of books, one is tied to a single place, and furthermore likely to
be too much influenced by other authors.

The most important thing about research is to know when to stop.
How does one recognize the moment? When I was eighteen or there-
abouts, my mother told me that when out with a young man I should
always leave a half-hour before I wanted to. Although I was not sure
how this might be accomplished, I recognized the advice as sound,
and exactly the same rule applies to research. One must stop before
one has finished; otherwise, one will never stop and never finish. T had _
an object lesson in this once in Washington at the Archives. T was
looking for documents in the case of Perdicaris, an American—or
supposed American—who was captured by Moroccan brigands in
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1904.* The Archives people introduced me to a lady professor who
had been doing research in United States relations with Morocco all
her life. She had written her Ph.D. thesis on the subject back in, I
think, 1936, and was still coming for six months each year to work in
the Archives. She was in her seventies and, they told me, had recently
suffered a heart attack. When I asked her what year was her cut-off
point, she looked at me in surprise and said she kept a file of news-
paper clippings right up to the moment. I am sure she knew more
about United States—-Moroccan relations than anyone alive, but
would she ever leave off her research in time to write that definitive
history and tell the world what she knew? I feared the answer. Yet I
know how she felt. I too feel compelled to follow every lead and learn
everything about a subject, but fortunately I have an even more
overwhelming compulsion to see my work in print. That is the only
thing that saves me.

Research is endlessly seductive; writing is hard work. One has to
sit down on that chair and think and transform thought into readable,
conservative, interesting sentences that both make sense and make the
reader turn the page. It is laborious, slow, often painful, sometimes
agony. It means rearrangement, revision, adding, cutting, rewriting.
Bur it brings a sense of excitement, almost of rapture; a moment on
Olympus. In short, it is an act of creation.

I had of course a tremendous head start in having for The Guns of
August a spectacular subject. The first month of the First World War,
as Winston Churchill said, was “a drama never surpassed.” It has that
heroic quality that lifts the subject above the petty and that is neces-
sary to great tragedy. In the month of August 1914 there was something
looming, inescapable, universal, that involved us all. Something in
that awful gulf between perfect plans and fallible men that makes one
tremble with a sense of “There but for the Grace of God go we.”

It was not until the end, until T was actually writing the Epilogue,
that I fully realized all the implications of the story I had been writ-
ing for two years. Then I began to feel I had not done it justice. But
now it was too late to go back and put in the significance, like the girl
n the writing course whose professor said now they would go back
over her novel and put in the symbolism.

One of the difficulties in writing history is the problem of how to
keep up suspense in a narrative whose outcome is known. T worried
about this a good deal at the beginning, but after a while the actual

* See “Perdicaris Alive or Raisuli Dead,” page 104.
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process of writing, as so often happens, produced the solution. I found
that if one writes as of the time, without using the benefit of hind-
sight, resisting always the temptation to refer to events still ahead, the
suspense will build itself up naturally. Sometimes the temptation to
point out to the reader the significance of an act or event in terms of
what later happened is almost irresistible. But I tried to be strong. I
went back and cut out all references but one of the Battle of the
Marne, in the chapters leading up to the battle. Though it may seem
absurd, T even cut any references to the ultimate defeat of Germany. I
wrote as if I did not know who would win, and I can only tell you that
the method worked. I used to become tense with anxiety myself, as
the moments of crisis approached. There was Joffre, for instance, sit-
ting under the shade tree outside Headquarters, all that hot after-
noon, considering whether to continue the retreat of the French
armies to the Seine or, as Gallieni is pleading, turn around now and
counterattack at the Marne. The German right wing is sliding by in
front of Paris, exposing its flank. The moment is escaping. Joffre still
sits and ponders. Even though one knows the outcome, the suspense is
almost unbearable, because one knows that if he had made the wrong
decision, you and I might not be here today—or, if we were, history
would have been written by others.

This brings me to a matter currently rather moot—the nature of
history. Today the battle rages, as you know, between the big thinkers
or Toynbees or systematizers on the one hand and the humanists, if I
may so designate them-—using the word to mean concerned with
human nature, not with the humanities—on the other. The genus
Toynbee is obsessed and oppressed by the need to find an explanation
for history. They arrange systems and cycles into which history must
be squeezed so that it will come out evenly and have pattern and a
meaning. When history, wickedly disobliging, pops up in the wrong
places, the systematizers hurriedly explain any such aberrant be-
havior by the climate. They need not reach so far; it is a matter of
people. As Sir Charles Oman, the great historian of the art of war,
said some time ago, “The human record is illogical . . . and history is a
series of happenings with no inevitability about it.”

Prefabricated systems make me suspicious and science applied to
history makes me wince. The nearest anyone has come to explaining
history is, I think, Leon Trotsky, who both made history and wrote it.
Cause in history, he said, “refracts itself through a natural selection of
accidents.” The more one ponders that statement the more truth one
finds. More recently an anonymous reviewer in the Times Literary



