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    The dead are not dead insofar as we are bound together in the communion of saints, living and dead, and therefore our conversation cannot be limited to those who now live.




    Stanley Hauerwas and William H. Willimon
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    If you were born in the United States, chances are good that you have known about the Pilgrims from an early age. The story feels so familiar to us that we can easily lose sight of its drama. A tiny band of just over one hundred plain English men and women, seeking a better life, cross the storm-tossed Atlantic in the tiny Mayflower and arrive at the coast of present-day Massachusetts in late 1620. They bind themselves to one another as a self-governing political community and then go ashore to build a home in a strange and frightening new world. Having arrived on the eve of an unexpectedly cruel winter, they endure unimaginable hardships over the next few months, death claiming half of their number by spring. Yet through the mercy of God and the assistance of their new Indian neighbors, the remainder survive to reap a bountiful harvest in the fall of 1621, at which time they pause to celebrate the goodness of God with a special feast that we remember as the First Thanksgiving.




    This “story that we already know” is, above all, a story about beginnings, and stories about beginnings are stories that explain.1 For generations, Americans have remembered that autumn feast not just as the origin of a treasured holiday but as integral to the very origins of the United States itself—the “land of the Pilgrims’ pride,” in the words of “My Country, ’Tis of Thee.” From this perspective, the Pilgrims’ story is “the first chapter in the American story.”2 The United States may have been born in Philadelphia on July 4, 1776, but it was conceived a century and a half earlier at “Plimoth Plantation,” where the values that would define the future nation were already embodied in the hardy band of men and women who, with their Indian neighbors, gave thanks for God’s provision.




    Beginnings are usually complicated, however, which is why our very use of the term “First Thanksgiving” should set off an alarm. I resisted putting the phrase in quotation marks earlier, but even a moment’s reflection will convince us that we can’t take it literally. Giving thanks is surely an ancient human practice, and no one seriously believes that the Pilgrims at Plymouth were the first to stop and thank their Creator for a bountiful harvest. We might say that the Pilgrims celebrated the “First American Thanksgiving,” but there is abundant evidence that Native American peoples had thanksgiving celebrations as well. The Algonquian people, for example, participated in regular ceremonies linked to the crop cycle.




    A more accurate expression, then, would be the “First American Christian Thanksgiving,” but this wordier title is still off the mark. Spanish documents refer to a thanksgiving mass celebrated shortly after conquistadors landed at St. Augustine, Florida, in 1565—at a time when only two of the Pilgrims had even been born. Similarly, Texas historians insist that Spanish colonists celebrated thanksgiving with the Manso Indians near present-day El Paso in 1598, not early enough to beat out Florida but still a generation before the celebration in Massachusetts.




    So I guess we could call the Pilgrims’ celebration the “First American Protestant Christian Thanksgiving,” but even this mouthful would be imprecise. It overlooks evidence of one thanksgiving service in 1564 near present-day Jacksonville, Florida, held by French Huguenots (who would soon be slaughtered by Spaniards from St. Augustine); one in 1607 at a short-lived English colony on the coast of Maine; and two others among English colonists in Virginia, in 1610 and 1619. This leads us, finally, to the more or less historically accurate label “First American Protestant Christian Thanksgiving North of Virginia and South of Maine.”3 I don’t expect it to catch on.




    But why even mention this? Is the goal to debunk a treasured American tradition? Hardly! I love Thanksgiving. The mere mention of the holiday floods my mind with warm memories, a cataract of sights and sounds and smells and, above all, thoughts of people very dear to me. In my household, as likely in most, Thanksgiving has always been preeminently about family. I think of Thanksgivings past and I see my grandmother serving cornbread from her cast-iron skillet, my grandfather preparing to ask the blessing, my mother in her apron mashing potatoes, my father carving the turkey (and serving his new son-in-law the tail), my own small children dressed up as Indian maidens or as William Bradford.




    Furthermore, I genuinely admire the Pilgrims, the group we commonly link with Thanksgiving’s origins. They had their blind spots—as do we—but they were also people of faith and courage and hope, and there is much in their example to teach, admonish and inspire us. The last thing I want to do is to lessen the meaning of this special holiday.




    But I do want you to think about it. I am a Christian as well as a historian, and I have written this book for fellow believers who want help in thinking—Christianly and historically—about the American past. Thanksgiving is a good place to start. The story of the First Thanksgiving is central to how we, as Americans, remember our origins. The subsequent development of the Thanksgiving holiday speaks volumes about how we have defined our identity across the centuries. As Christians, our challenge is to take “every thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ” (2 Corinthians 10:5), including our thinking about our national heritage. We need to respect our forefathers without worshiping them. We must find a way to learn from the past without making it an idol. If in the smallest way I can further these goals, I will be gratified.




    We live in a time and place in which thinking deeply about the past is a countercultural and even a radical act. Ours is a present-tense society. As one TV journalist observed, “We Americans seem to know everything about the past twenty-four hours but very little of the last sixty centuries.”4 We revel in the here and now, as indifferent to the past as we are ignorant of it. There are exceptions, of course. A few of us look to history for simple lessons, reciting the now-tired adage that “those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” (That’s a misunderstood maxim, by the way, wrenched from its context in the philosophical treatise of a European atheist.5)




    More of us concede that history can be entertaining, and we’re even willing to “watch some history” on TV whenever nothing better is on, provided that it’s peppered with UFOs, the paranormal and high-speed car chases. At least that’s what the executives at the so-called History Channel seem to think; a recent week’s offerings included programs such as Ancient Aliens, Ghosts in the White House, Pawn Stars, Ice Road Truckers and Zombies: A Living History. (I wish I were making this up.)




    Such dubious exceptions notwithstanding, it’s safe to say that most Americans are unwitting disciples of the late Henry Ford. The automobile tycoon once famously lectured a reporter on the worthlessness of the past. “I don’t know much about history, and I wouldn’t give a nickel for all the history in the world,” Ford proclaimed. “We want to live in the present, and the only history that is worth a tinker’s dam is the history we make today.”6




    Ford’s statement only proves that you can design a decent car while believing something stupid, yet all around us his sentiment lives on. We see it in higher education, where colleges and universities are regularly dispensing with all history requirements for graduation, and the proportion of undergraduates majoring in history has fallen in the past generation by four fifths. We see it at the K–12 level, as social studies educators increasingly view history as boring and irrelevant “pastology.”7




    By one estimate, only 6 percent of all the human beings who have ever lived are alive right now, yet we write off the other 94 percent, jettisoning history from the curriculum in favor of purportedly more practical subjects. G. K. Chesterton’s observation of a century ago rings true for us today: too many of us consign our forebears to oblivion, rejecting “the democracy of the dead” in order to bow to that “small and arrogant oligarchy of those who merely happen to be walking about.”8




    The arguments against such shortsightedness are numerous and compelling. To begin with the most pragmatic, we need only recall how frequently debates over hot-button political issues lead directly to historical questions. Disagreements over welfare and affirmative action lead predictably to assertions about the effectiveness of such programs since the 1960s. Controversy over American military involvement in foreign lands evokes allusions to the Vietnam War. Debate about the proper governmental response to economic downturn often turns on assessments of the Great Depression and the New Deal, while disputes about the role of religion in the public square regularly appeal to the values of the “Founding Fathers” or the original intentions behind the First Amendment.




    A host of values and commitments shape such debates, of course, and historical evidence alone is rarely if ever decisive. But this much is clear: despite (or perhaps because of) today’s popular historical myopia, politicians, policymakers and pundits regularly appeal to the past in promoting their respective positions. As citizens of a free society, called to exercise a voice in the public square, our historical ignorance leaves us vulnerable.




    Yet even more than our obligations as citizens, our callings as Christians testify to the importance of history. History is utterly central to Christianity, for its core doctrines rest on theological interpretations of historical events, such as creation, the fall, the incarnation, the cross and the resurrection. (Go back to the Apostles’ Creed and note just how many of its statements are historical claims.) Through eyes of faith we recognize all of human history as “a story with a divine plot”—not cyclical, as many of the ancients believed, but linear, with God at its beginning, the cross at its center and the return of Christ to mark its culmination. And because God is the author and Lord of human history, we should see it as a sphere that he has created—and thus a form of natural revelation—every bit as much as the physical world around us.9




    This raises a question: How can we expend so much energy trying to comprehend one aspect of God’s creation and pay so little attention to another? The answer, I fear, is that we have become conformed to the world. Contemporary culture teaches us to measure the worth of our intellectual pursuits in dollars and cents, to value marketable skills above wisdom, to stress learning how to make a living over learning how to live. Is it any wonder that we have so little time for history? The material payoff seems so meager.




    As Christians, we must resist this mindset. At its best, the study of the past can be part of a life-changing dialogue with the ages in which we confront enduring questions and seek a heart of wisdom. When we go to the Bible, we see that the ancient Israelites understood this. They were a people who perpetually reviewed their history and labored to impart its lessons to their children. The apostle Paul understood this as well, for in his first letter to the church at Corinth he turned to the past for a moral lesson. Recounting the history of the Israelites’ wandering in the wilderness, he stressed that their example was recorded “for our admonition” (1 Corinthians 10:11). Even Job’s less than insightful friend Bildad the Shuhite recognized the value of history. In perhaps the only useful advice Bildad gave his beleaguered friend, he told Job not to limit his quest for understanding to conversations with the living. “Inquire, please, of the former age,” Bildad counseled Job, “and consider the things discovered by their fathers; For we were born yesterday, and know nothing” (Job 8:8-9).




    I love those final seven words, for in them we glimpse history’s greatest value. Most directly, attention to history enables us to glean wisdom from our ancestors; it is a logical extension of the biblical precept to honor age. More broadly, knowledge of the past provides us with much needed perspective. Of the many undeniable truths in Scripture, surely one of them is this: life is short. “Our days on earth are a shadow,” Bildad said (Job 8:9). “My life is a breath,” Job agreed (Job 7:7). Joining the chorus, Moses observed that our days are numbered (Psalm 90:12). David likened them to a “passing shadow” (Psalm 144:4). James compared our life’s span to a “vapor” (James 4:14). Isaiah was reminded of the flower of the field that withers and fades (Isaiah 40:7-8). And as Bildad understood, with brevity of life comes lack of perspective and narrowness of vision; born yesterday, we know nothing.




    As Christians, we combat that limitation first of all by searching the Scriptures, God’s time-transcending revelation that abides forever. But we also benefit by studying the history that God has sovereignly ordained. At its best, the study of the past helps us to see our own day with new eyes and offers perspectives that transcend the brevity of our own brief sojourn on earth. It is impossible to exaggerate how valuable this is. The Scriptures warn us, “Do not be conformed to this world” (Romans 12:2), and yet the attitudes and assumptions that shape us are so often invisible to us.




    This is particularly true of questions about which our own reference group, whatever that might be, has long been agreed. We see these accepted values as obvious and natural, and then eventually we cease to see them at all. The upshot is that, without even knowing it, we might live out our lives “like bats, but in twilight,” to borrow Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s haunting image, blindly guided by values that we feel more than see.10




    We cannot study the past for long, however, without encountering peoples—including committed followers of Christ, not just non-Christians—who have looked at the world in ways that seem strange to us, even bizarre. Seen through their eyes, the cultural conventions that mold us come into sharper focus. If we stand imaginatively in their shoes, it may become easier for us to pursue a heart of wisdom, for surely a vital component of Christian wisdom is seeing ourselves rightly. Our thinking can also be stretched, for as we discover that many of the truths we have viewed as self-evident were far from obvious to previous ages, we may be forced to think through the reasons that we hold them. This too is a blessing, for that is what bringing every thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ is all about.




    Generally speaking, academic historians don’t talk a lot about wisdom or moral insight or life lessons as possible fruits of historical study. History emerged as a professional academic discipline in the United States in the late nineteenth century, at a time when accounts of the past were written primarily by wealthy men with too much time on their hands. With no training and no pretense of impartiality, they thought of history as “philosophy teaching by example,” as a backdrop against which to promote particular religious or political perspectives. Thus there were Catholic and Protestant accounts of the Reformation, Federalist and Democratic assessments of the Constitution, Northern and Southern narratives of the Civil War. The university-trained scholars who moved history into the academy in the late 1800s aspired to transcend such obvious biases. By adopting empirical methods, they hoped to ground historical claims in verifiable facts, increase objectivity, and bring the historian closer to the truth of “what really happened.”11




    It was an admirable goal, but it brought unforeseen consequences. It wasn’t long before academic historians had widely concluded that any effort to speak to the current relevance of their findings would distort their objectivity and reintroduce partisanship. To guard against this, most began to dig “ivory cellars,” burrowing into the past while scarcely acknowledging the present.12 If their published work happened to have contemporary implications, they neither discussed nor acknowledged them. Their readers could figure them out on their own; this was not Sunday school, after all.




    To this day, despite all that has changed about the profession over the past century, most academic historians in the United States still see overt attempts to link past and present as naive if not pernicious, the pastime of irresponsible popularizers, of “amateurs, toadies, and cranks.”13 When they speak of the contemporary significance of their scholarship—and they do, incessantly—they have in mind its historiographical contribution, the way their work either affirms or overturns the findings of other historians. The unfortunate result is that academic history has become largely a conversation scholars have among themselves, focused largely on the discussion they are having with each other.




    We must expect more from our study of the past. If sheer frustration did not compel us to cry out, our theology should. If God is the author and Lord of history—if the past is a sphere of human experience that he has sovereignly ordained—how can we study history without openness to life-changing insight? Our historical pursuits should seek meaning as well as understanding, wisdom as well as knowledge. They should center on two pivotal questions: What can I learn about the past? and What can I learn about how to live? Whatever our subject, at some point we must stop and ask of the knowledge we are acquiring, Why is this important? Why does this matter, now, to me? Put most succinctly and fundamentally, So what? We will need to ask these same questions concerning our encounter with the Pilgrims and the First Thanksgiving, but we must also be aware that there are minefields as well as opportunities that await us.




    This side of heaven, unfortunately, every good gift from God can also be perverted, even with the best of intentions. I think two pitfalls are particularly common, and each can have serious consequences. First, we must beware of the temptation to go to the past for ammunition instead of illumination—more determined to prove points than to gain understanding.14 We fall into this trap whenever we know too definitely what we want to find in the past, when we can already envision how our anticipated “discoveries” will reinforce values that we already hold or promote agendas to which we are already committed.




    This approach has been all too apparent in the recent “culture wars” between conservative Christians and secularists. History has become just one more battleground, with both sides ransacking the past in search of evidence to support their predetermined positions. The cost of such an approach is high. When we employ this history-as-ammunition approach, we predictably find what we are looking for, but we rob history of its power in the process. History loses its potential to surprise and unnerve us, and ultimately to teach us anything at all. We learn nothing beyond what we already “know.”15




    Frankly, I am also concerned about the potential effect of such an approach on our character. To begin with, although it may sound strange to hear it put this way, the history-as-ammunition approach comes with a built-in temptation to violate the law of love. The Scriptures enjoin us to love our neighbors as ourselves. Following Chesterton, why should our obligation extend only to those neighbors who merely happen to be walking about? The figures we study from the past are image bearers just like us. They had their own way of looking at life—their own hopes, dreams, values and aspirations—and when we ignore the complexity of their world to further neat-and-tidy answers in our own, we treat them as cardboard props rather than dealing with them seriously as human beings. Put simply, we aren’t loving them; we are using them to further our ends. Isn’t that the tendency at the heart of so much of our sin—namely, our propensity to treat other human beings as things?




    We would also do well to remember Paul’s warning that knowledge can puff us up (1 Corinthians 8:1). Doing so should make us leery of an approach to the past that routinely validates our assumptions and confirms our convictions. Chances are good that such an approach is also feeding our pride, and not just because it leaves us smugly self-satisfied regarding our values and opinions. It can also foster what we might call “epistemological arrogance.” This is a common, often unconscious malady in which we think more highly than we ought to of our capacity to know—and in the process rob God of his glory.




    Human behavior is complex; the sum of all that humans have said and done and thought in the past is almost infinitely vast, and only a fraction of this immense expanse can be glimpsed in the flawed historical records that survive. C. S. Lewis captured this reality with a memorable metaphor. Noting that “a single second of lived time contains more than can be recorded,” he likened the past to “a roaring cataract of billions upon billions of such moments: any one of them too complex to grasp in its entirety, and the aggregate beyond all imagination.”16 And yet how often do we stand beside the thundering waterfall with our outstretched water glasses and claim mastery! Can you see why “arrogance” is not too strong a term?




    To say that we see the past “as through a glass, darkly” only begins to capture the magnitude of our inadequacy. But there is One, the architect and Lord of history, who comprehends that incalculable expanse perfectly and exhaustively. When we realize this, it should cause us to drop to our knees and declare with the psalmist, “Such knowledge is too wonderful for me” (Psalm 139:6). In this sense, gazing into the past is like gazing into the night sky. Our natural response should be one of wonder and awe and a humbling awareness of our own limitations. Authentically Christian education always promotes such awareness. If an integral component of wisdom is self-knowledge, “the first product of self-knowledge is humility,” as Flannery O’Connor reminded us.17




    This means that, as Christian students of history, we face an unavoidable dilemma. Precisely because we are not God, we must always simplify the past significantly to make sense of it. To the degree that we simplify it, we both exaggerate our mastery of it and make God’s comprehension of it less marvelous. As with so many aspects of our Christian journey, we must aim for the point of tension, striving for partial, tentative insights while constantly reminding ourselves of our limitations and of the chasm that separates our understanding from that of the Lord, whose thoughts are as far above ours “as the heavens are higher than the earth” (Isaiah 55:9).




    With the history-as-ammunition approach, however, that delicate balance becomes almost impossible to maintain. Complicated answers rarely work well in public debates. In his classic Democracy in America, Alexis de Tocqueville observed that “a false but clear and precise idea always has more power in the world than one which is true but complex.”18 If anything, the disparity he discerned nearly two centuries ago is greater in our own age of sound bites and tweets. Our society asks for easy lessons and uncomplicated truths, and if our primary reason for studying the past is to win arguments in the public square, we will be sorely tempted to provide them—to our detriment.




    The second pitfall we must guard against is the tendency to allow our thinking about history to distort our identity as followers of Christ. Although we may not realize it, a sense of the past is integral to our sense of personal identity. As human beings, we answer the question, Who am I? at least in part with reference to the past, to our origins as well as to the experiences we perceive to have shaped us. We also routinely recast the question to ask, Who are we?—defining ourselves in part by the groups to which we belong. In some instances, though not all, the meaning that we impute to these groups will be related to our sense of their collective history.




    The list of possible affiliations is extensive. To begin with, if we are serious about following Christ, we will surely define ourselves as Christians. Depending on our circumstances, however, we can also define ourselves as members of a particular family, denomination, class, sex, race or ethnic group; as products of a certain neighborhood, school, region or country; or as practitioners of a specific craft, profession or trade.




    This much is all natural and potentially quite innocent. The problem, as C. S. Lewis’s fictional devil, Screwtape, understood, arises when we link our commitment to Christ too closely with one or more of our other group attachments. And there is always a temptation to do so, especially with those attachments we hold most dear. Life is much simpler when the various facets of our identity are reinforcing rather than competing. Yet when the boundaries between them become blurred, we fall prey to what Lewis called “Christianity And,” a state of confusion in which it becomes easy to mix up means and ends and increasingly difficult to think clearly about the world around us.19 We can all probably think of examples of what this might look like; it is so easy to intertwine our faith with adherence to a particular social cause, economic system, approach to education or political party, for example.




    When it comes to thinking about the past, I think that “Christianity And” is most often a concern when we grapple with what it means to be both a Christian and an American. Let me hasten to add that I share this caution as someone who is profoundly thankful to have been born in the United States, as the proud son and grandson of ancestors who served in two world wars in defense of this country. This family history makes me sympathetic with the desire to see our national and religious identities as perfectly reconcilable. Yet as a Christian, I agree with Lewis that the temptation to equate them—to think of patriotism and piety as two sides of the same coin—can lead us down the path of idolatry. As a historian, I further understand that whether we hold these aspects of our identity in tension or view them as interchangeable will depend, in large measure, on our understanding of the American past.




    Here, finally, is the great value of studying the history of Thanksgiving, arguably America’s most beloved holiday.20 Consider three of its features. First, Thanksgiving is a civil holiday—decreed by the state, not the church—that has traditionally served to promote a sense of American identity and national attachment. Second, more than any other civil holiday, Thanksgiving is one to which American Christians impute religious significance; whatever our unbelieving neighbors may think, we conceive of genuine thanksgiving as an intrinsically religious act. Third, and most important for our purposes, we typically remember Thanksgiving as rooted in a specific historical moment—namely, a celebration occurring nearly four hundred years ago on the shores of New England—and in that occurrence we claim to discern a critical, revealing episode in the founding of our country. So, more than with any other American holiday, we find in Thanksgiving the strands of national identity, religious heritage and historical memory, all inextricably interwoven.




    This interrelationship is far from accidental. The truth is we like remembering the Pilgrims’ celebration as the first of its kind. When it comes to historical memory, the old saying that you can’t choose your relatives is just plain wrong. Without doubt, we have chosen the Pilgrims as our honorary ancestors, and we have done so, at least in part, because over time enough of us came to agree that the Pilgrims exemplified values we wished to affirm—even if we couldn’t agree on what those values actually were. We can learn much by revisiting their seemingly familiar story, not only about the past but about ourselves as well. How we remember the Pilgrims and the First Thanksgiving reveals a great deal about how we understand both our religious heritage as Americans and our national heritage as Christians. The topic is also a wonderful proving ground for learning how to think more carefully about our past, and it is one big object lesson of the pitfalls that await us when we approach the past naively.




    So let’s take another look at the Pilgrims’ celebration and see what we can learn. I propose that we do so as follows: The heart of this book, chapters 2 through 6, reconstructs the Pilgrims’ story from their roots in England, through their time in Holland and on through their first arduous years in North America. Although I have tried to craft an engaging narrative, I have also framed each of these chapters with reference to a key concept or principle essential to sound historical thinking and broadly applicable beyond the subject at hand. While tracing the Pilgrims’ journey, we’ll also explore the importance of historical context, the role of historical study in authentic education, the danger of erecting historical idols, our propensity for mistaking the strange for the familiar and the ease with which historical memory becomes historical fiction.




    Chapter 7 then demonstrates the malleability of popular memory by reviewing how Americans have remembered the Pilgrims and the First Thanksgiving over the past four centuries. Finally, in chapter 8 I’ll make a case for responsible moral reflection in historical study as we ponder together the possible larger meaning of what we have uncovered.




    You may have noticed that I passed over chapter 1. If our only goal were to learn about the First Thanksgiving, it would make sense to launch immediately into the Pilgrims’ story. But because we want to know what the real story tells us about loving God and learning from history—because I want to help you in thinking Christianly and historically about the past—we have to start elsewhere. We need to have a serious talk about evidence.
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    Looking Underneath the House




    The Evidence the Pilgrims Left Us
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    Unless we’ve been trained to do so (that is, unless we’ve been warped by years of graduate school), most of us aren’t interested in thinking about evidence when we sit down to enjoy a good history book. Be honest. When was the last time you poured yourself a cup of tea, snuggled into an easy chair, picked up that history book you’d been longing to devour, eagerly turned to the first page and said to yourself, Oh, I do hope this is meticulously researched?




    I regularly ask my classes what makes a good history book, and the answer I most commonly receive runs in a different direction. Good history, my students tell me, “makes the past come alive.” When I press them for other attributes, they add that good history is “exciting,” “gripping” or “compelling.” (Why is it we never want the boring parts of the past to “come alive”?) When I press them further, a few may add that good history makes us think or addresses important questions or promotes social justice, however they define it. Usually I must push them further still—and endure some awkward silence—before some brave soul finally raises a hand and asks, “Shouldn’t good history be based on reliable evidence?” Ah, the e-word.




    For most of us, historical evidence is sort of like the foundation of a house. I remember when my wife and I were ready to buy our first home. In the back of my mind, I knew that the structure needed to rest on a firm foundation, but I didn’t waste much time thinking about it. I was a lot more concerned about floor plans and color schemes and square footage, and I remember being irritated when someone suggested that I look underneath our dream home before buying it. (“You want me to crawl where?”)




    I think we tend to shop for history in much the same way.1 If a particular history book entertains us—makes the past come alive—that’s usually sufficient to win our approval. Similarly, if its argument is useful to us or reinforces convictions that we already hold, it rarely enters our mind to investigate the underlying evidence. No need to go down in the crawl space when the rest of the house is so appealing.




    Don’t get me wrong. We can actually learn a lot about the past without ever giving a thought to historical evidence. I know this from experience. When I was in junior high—back in the dark ages before cable TV—I got hooked on a program that CBS aired on weekends called You Are There. The goal of the show was to lure kids away from Saturday-morning cartoons by making history come alive on the television screen. It was hosted by news anchorman Walter Cronkite, a highly respected TV journalist affectionately known as “Uncle Walter” and frequently touted as “the most trusted man in America.”




    The program would begin with Cronkite introducing a crucial episode in history from his news desk, then shift to “live coverage” of the moment as real network correspondents interviewed key figures like Julius Caesar or Abraham Lincoln and narrated events “as they unfolded.” Before “going live on location,” Cronkite would assure viewers, “Everything you see here was as it happened that day, except . . . [pause for dramatic effect] you are there.” It was a clever premise, and, nerd that I was, I watched a bunch of episodes. Indeed, it’s but a slight exaggeration to trace my lifelong passion for history to those Saturday mornings with Uncle Walter.




    In truth, the kind of history that most of us are drawn to has a lot in common with that TV show. They may be less hokey, but underneath the surface, the history books that make the past come alive for us still follow the same basic strategy. Like You Are There, they seemingly transport us to another time, enabling us to observe the past directly and listen in as figures from the past speak for themselves. The good news is that we can learn a lot of history from such an approach, as I believe I did on those Saturday mornings long ago. The bad news is that we don’t learn a single iota about thinking historically. For all its attractions, history of the You Are There variety discourages us from distinguishing between (1) what actually happened in the past, (2) our understanding of what actually happened, and (3) the art of reconstructing what actually happened. At bottom, it misleads us as to what history is and what historians do, and it’s the features that we like most about it that turn out to be the most pernicious.




    In the process of making the past come alive, the You Are There approach obscures the absolutely fundamental distinction between “the past,” on the one hand, and “history,” on the other.2 The past is everything that has happened before us, Lewis’s “roaring cataract of billions upon billions” of individual moments. In contrast, history concerns subsequent human understanding of that awesome totality. The difference is immense. It brings to mind Walt Whitman’s famous dictum about the American Civil War. Having witnessed its carnage firsthand, the poet was certain that mere writers with pen and ink could never capture the conflict’s horrific human cost. Try though they might, he concluded, “The real war will never get in the books.”3 He was right, but his insight applies more broadly than he realized. The real past never gets in the books, not completely and objectively, for the simple reason that the past itself is gone forever. Coming to grips with this truth is the first step to thinking historically.




    In like manner, history of the You Are There variety obscures the absolutely indispensable role of the historian, who becomes little more than a reporter “on location” telling us just what she sees. To say that the past is gone forever is not to say that it is wholly unknowable, but rather to underscore that the process of gaining historical knowledge is much more complicated than is commonly understood. Because we cannot observe the past directly, we must puzzle instead over vestiges of that vanished reality, traces that endure in what historians call primary sources: artifacts such as diaries and memoirs, newspapers and correspondence, legal records and census data, architecture and archaeological remains.




    Complicating our task is the reality that these echoes are always woefully incomplete. Whatever the topic that interests us, we never have all the relevant facts at our disposal; we work instead with a subset, often a miniscule proportion. What is more—tired clichés notwithstanding—those facts that remain never speak for themselves. They lie silent and inert until the historian breathes life into them and literally resurrects them by fashioning them into a persuasive interpretation.4 Interpretation of historical evidence is at the very core of the historian’s task.




    This essential act of interpretation necessarily introduces into every historical analysis (or secondary source) a measure of subjectivity. Paul’s metaphor about seeing “through a glass, darkly” applies perfectly here (1 Corinthians 13:12 kjv). Think about it. Stand back from a window and gaze through it toward an object outside, and if there is more light where you are standing than where you are looking (exactly our situation when we explore the past), you will see not only what lies outdoors but your own dim reflection as well. Distinguishing between the light that comes through and the light that is thrown back can be far from easy.5 Or think of it this way: Historians often liken exploring the past to visiting a foreign country. If so, then we never make that journey without baggage. Our interpretation of the past, how we make sense of what we see when we “go there,” is invariably influenced by what we bring with us: the worldview of our own time and place, the questions that concern us and the values that motivate us.




    This means that no interpretation is ever wholly objective. And yet—and this is a crucial qualifier—the range of valid interpretations is not limitless. The historical evidence that survives constitutes a boundary that the historian can’t cross without leaving the domain of history for the realm of historical fiction. Unlike the fiction writer, the historian is constrained by the historical record. The more extensive the surviving evidence, the greater the constraint.




    “Scribbled Writings” and Real Estate Ads




    For a group of plain folk born more than four centuries ago, a lot more evidence survives concerning the Pilgrims than we might expect, although that’s not necessarily saying a lot. Leaving aside kings and generals and other “great men,” most of the human beings who have drawn breath on this planet have left but the faintest of footprints for posterity. Thomas Gray powerfully captured this sobering truth in his “Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard.” The eighteenth-century poet placed his narrator in a silent cemetery at twilight, where he considers the terse entries on the gravestones and meditates on “the short and simple annals of the poor.” The lives of the “rude forefathers” sleeping there have faded with time. The humble headstones that linger recall only “their name, their years, spelt by th’unlettered Muse.”6




    “Their names, their years”—what a haunting phrase. When we go back four centuries in time, we’re fortunate to find even that much for most of our ancestors. We gather the scattered remains—perhaps a baptismal record, a census entry, a notation in a deed book or court ledger, sometimes a reference in a will—and yet when we add them all up we have little more than what Gray observed in that darkening churchyard. We may have a name and an approximate date of birth and death, but often no more than our imagination to recreate the lived life bounded by these barest of facts.
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