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EFORE | BECAME a profes-

sional historian. | had grown

tp in the dankness and dint of

New York tenements, had
been knocked unconscious by a poiice-
man while holding a banner in a
demonstration. worked for thres vears
in a shipvard, and dropped bombs for
the U.S. Air Force. Those experiences,
and more. made me lose all desire for
“objectivity,” whether in living my life.
or writing nistory.

This statement is troubiing to some
people. It nesds explanation (after
wnich it may stiil be troubiing. but for
cigarer reasons).

I mean by it that by the time [ began
o siudy history formally (I becams 2
frashman at New York University a: the
zge of 27, with a wife. our two-vezr 2ld
czughter. and another child on e wayy
I knew [ was not doing it becauss it
was “interesting” or because it meant a
soiic. respeciable career.

I had been touched :n some way by
the struggle of working people (my
mother and father, among others) io
survive. by the glamour and uvgliness of
war, Dv the reading I had done trving w0
undersiand fascism. cocmmunism.
waiism. socialism. I could not
swudy nisiony as a neurral. For me. fus-
iory could only be 2 wav of undar-
stancing and helping o change what

was WwIong in the woric.

Canl-

pOSSIDIY

TENT CAMP OF STRIKING MINERS, LUDLOW

That did not mean iooking only for
historical facts o reinforce the beliefs |
already held. It did not mean ignoring
data that would change or complicate
my understanding of society. Il meant
asking questions thar were important
for social change, questions reiaiing o
equality, liberty. peace, justice—but
being open to whatever answers were
suggested by looking at histony.

I decided early that I would be
biased in the sense of holding fast 0
cenam fundamental values—the equal
right of all human beings. whatever
race. nationality, sex. religion. to life,
liberty, the pursuit of happinass. The
study of hisiony was only waorth devot-
ing a life 10 if it almed at those ideals. [
would alwavs Dbe biased {lzaning
toward? those 2nds. swbbomn in helding
1o them.

But ! wouid be flexible. T hoped, i
armiving at the means 10 achieve those
ends. Scrupuious nonesty in reporting
on the pzsi would be nesded, because
any dezision on means had o be tenta-
tive. had 1o be open to change tased on
what one couid ieam frem hiswory. The
values. 2nds, ideals I heid. need not de
discards<. whatever history disclosec.
So thers wouid be no incentive @ dis-
1ot the pasi. fearing that an honest
recounting would hurt the desired ends.

The chiel! problem in historical
nonesty is not outright lving. It is omis-
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sion or de-emphasis of important data.
The defimtion of “important,” of
course, depends on one’s values.

An example: I was stll in college,
studving history, when [ heard a song
by the folk-singer Woody Guthrie.
catled "The Ludlow Massacre,” a dark,
intense ballad., accompanied by slow.
haunting chords on his guitar. It told of
women and children burned to death in
a strike of miners against Rockefeller-
owned coal mines in southern Colorade
in 1914

My curiosity was arousec. In none
of my classes in American fusiory. in
none of the textbooks I had read. was
there any mention of the Ludiow Mas-
sacre or of the Colorado coul strike.

The laber movemen! interssied me.
perhaps because | had spent ifree vears
werking in a shipyard. and helped to
orzanize the younger shipyvard workers.
exciuded from the rightly-controlled

-aft unions of the American Federation
of Labor, into an independent union of
our own. There was linle in the college
curriculum on labor history, s¢ I under-
took an independent course of sudy for
myvselfl

That led me to a book. American
Labor Struggies. written not by an his-
torian but an English teacher named
Samue! Yellen. It had fascinating uc-
counts of some ten labar contlicts in
American nistory, most of which were



unmentioned in my coUrses and my
extbooks. One of the chapters was on
the Colorado Coal Strike of 1913-1914.

[ became fascinated by the sheer
drama of that event. [t began with the
shooting of a young labor organizer on
the streets of Trinidad. Colorado, on 2
crowded Saturday night, by two detec-
tives in the pay of Rockefeller’s
Colorado Fuet & Iron Corporation. The
miners, mostly immigrants speaking a
dozen different languages, werc living
in a kind of serfdom in the mining
towns where Rackefeller collected their
rent. sold them their necessities, hired
the police, and warched them carefully
for any sign of unionization.

The killing of organizer Gerry Lip-
piatt sent 2 wave of anger through the
mine towns. Al 1 mass meeting in
Trinidad, miners listened 0 2 rousing
speech by an 80-year-old woman
qamed Mary Jones—"Mother Jones"—
an organizer for the United Mine
Workers: “The question that arises
today in the nation is an industrial
oligarchy....What would the coal in
these mines and in these hills be wond
unless you put Yyour strength and
muscle in to bring them..... You have
collected more wealth, created more
wealth than they in a thausand years of
ine Roman Republic, and yet you have
nat anv....”

The miners voted to strike. Evicted
from their huts by the coal companies,
they packed their belongings onto cans.
onto their backs, and walked through a
moun:ain biizzard to tent colonies set
up by the United Mine Workers. Toere
they lived for the next seven months,
enduring hunger and sickness, picketing
the mines to prevent sirikebreakers
from entering, and defending themsel-
ves against armed assaults. The
Baidwin-Felts Detective Agency. hired
by the Rockefellers to break the moraie
of the strikers, used rifles, shotguns.
and a machine gun mounted on an ar-
mored car which roved the countrvside
and fired into the tents where the
miners lived.

They would not give up the strike,
~owever, and the Governor called in
e National Guard. A letter from the
vice-president of Colorado Fuel & Iron
‘0 John D. Reckefeiler, Jr. in New York
explained:

“you will be interested 10 Know that
we have besn able [o securc the
cooperation of all the bankers of the
city, who have had three or four inter-
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views with our litle cowboy govemof.
agreeing to back the State and lend it
all funds necessary tO maintain the
militia and afford ampie protection 50
our miners could rewrn 10 work...
Another mighty power has been
rounded up on behalf of the operators
by the geting together of fourteen of
the editors of the most important
aewspapers in the state.”

The National Guard was innocently
welcomed o own by miners and their
families, waving American flags. think-
ing that men in the uniform of the
United States would protect them. But
the Guard went to work for the
operators. They beat miners, jailed
them, esconed strikebreakers into the
mines.

There was violence by the strikers.
One strikebreaker was murdered.
another brutally beaten, four mine
guards killed while escorting a scab-
\nd Baldwin-Felts detective Georae
Belcher, the killer of Lippialt. who had

en freed by a coroners jury composed
of Trnidad businessmen, was kiiled
with 2 singie rifle shot by an unse=n
gunman as he left a Trinidad drug store
and stopped to light a cigar.

Still, the miners held out through the
hard winter. But when spring came.
someone had decided on more drastic
action. Two National Guard companies
stationed themselves in the hills above
the largest ien cotony, housing 2
thousand men. women, and children.
near a tiny cepot called Ludlow. On the
moming of April 20, 1914, they began
firing machine 2uns into the tents.
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while the men crawled away 1o draw
fire. and shot back, and the women and
children crcuched in pits dug into the
tent floors. At dusk, the soldiers came
down from the hills with torches. and
set fire to the tents. The occupants fled.

The next morning, & telephone lines-
man. going through the charred ruins of
the Ludlow cotony, lifted 2n iron cot
which covered a pit dug in the floor,
and found the mangled. bumed bodies
of two women and eleven children.
This became known as e “Ludiow
Massacre.”

1 wondered why this extraordinary
event, so full of drama. $0 peopied by
remarkable personalities, went unmen-
tioned in the history books. Why was
this strike. which casta dark shadow on
the Rockefeller inrerests. and on CoI-
porate America generally. considered
less impertant than the nuilding by
John D. Rockefeller of the Standard Oil
Company, which was locked upon
generally as an important and pesitive
event in the development of Aamerican
industry?

1 knew that there was no secret
meering of industrialists and historians
1o agree 10 emphasize (he admirabie
achievements of the great corporations.
and ignore the bloody costs of in-
dustrialization in Amenca. But [ con-
cluded that a cerain unspoken under-
standing lay beneath the writing of
rextbooks and the teaching of history
thar it would be considered boid. radi-
cal, perhaps even ~Communist” @ €m-
phasize ciass struggie in the United
States, a counmiry where the dominaant
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ideology emphasized the oneness of the
nation “We the people. in order to..
etc. etc.” and the glories of the Amer-
ican system.

Very recently, a news commentaior
on a small radio station in Madison,
Wisconsin, brought 1o my atteniion 2
textbook used in high schools all over
the nation. publisiud in 1986, entitied
Legacy of Freedom, written by 1wo
high sehool leachers and one university
professor of history. and published by a
division of Doubleday and Company.
one of the giamt U.S. publishers. In a
forsword. “To the Student.” we find:

“Legacy of Freedom will aid vou in
Undérsianding the economic growth and
development of our country. The bock
srasents the developments and bensfits
of our couniry’s [res enlerprise econ-
mic svsiem. You will read abour the
various ways that Amencan business.
industry. and agricuiture have used
scienuilic and technological advaness 1o
furtner the American {res marker sys-
tem. Thnis svstem allows busin2sses 1o
ge=nerare profits while providing con-
sumers with a variery of quaiily pro-
ducts from which to choose in the
markemplace, thus enabiing our peopie
:0 enjoy a high standard of living.”

In this overview, ons gsis e im-
pression of a peacsful development,
Zue 10 “our countny’s {ree sntzroriss
aconomic svstem.” Whnerz is e leng.
complex history of labor conflict?
Where is the human cost of this indus-
wial davelopmen:, in ihe iheusands of
daaths each vear in indusirial accidemis.
e nundreds of thousands of njutes.
:ne shom lives of workers {taxiile mill
cirls in New England dying in their

20s, after starting work at 12 and 13)?

OF TENT CAMP AFTER ATTACK

Z MAGAZINE QCTOBLR 1wy

The Coiorado Coal strike does not
fit neatly into the pleasant picture
created by most high schooi textbooks
of the development of the Amencan
economy. Wouldn't a detited account
of that event raise questions in the
minds of young people as it raised in
mine—questions that would be threat-
ening to the dominuat powers in this
country, that would clash with the
dominant ideoicgy. that might get the
questioners—whether teachers or prin-
cipals, or school boards—into troudle,
make ithem conspicuous as pointed
guestions almosi always point ocul the
questioner 1o the rest of society?

For one ihing. wouldn'i the evem
undermine [uih in the neutraiity of
covernm-nt. the cherished behefl
{which | posssssed through my child-
hood). that whatever conflicts thers
were in Amencan society. it was the
role of government o mediale them as
x neutral referes. trving its best to dis-
pense. in the words of the Pledgs of Al-
legiance. “liberty anc justice for all™”

Wouldn't the Colorado sirike sug-
gsst that govemors. that perhaps all
poiitical leaders. were subject o the
sower of wealth. and would do the bic-
ding of corporations raiher than protect
the lives of poor. powerless workers?

A close look at :he Colorado coal
srike would discover that not oniy toe
siate government of Coiorade. but the
national govemment in Washinglon—
under the presidency of a presumsd
liparal, Woocrow Wilson—-was aiso on
ihe side of corporations. While

wers gaing beaten. jaiied, kiiled.
by Rockedeiler’s detecuives. or by his
National Guard. the federal government
did not act to protect the consututional
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rights of its people. But when. afier the
Massacre, the miners armed themseives
and went on a rampage of violence
against the mine properues and mine
cuards. Wilson called out the federal
troops to end the turmoil o soathern
Colorado.

And i.en, there was an odd coin-
cidence. On the same day that the
bodies were discovered in the pit at
Ludlow. Woodrow Wilson, responding
to the jailing of a few Amicrican sailors
in Mexico. ordered the bombardment of
the Mexican port of Vera Cruz. landing
ten boatloads of marines. occupying the
gity. killing over a hundred Mexicans.
That same textbook. Legucy of Free-
dom. in that foreword “To the Student.”
says: “.Legacy af Freedom will aid
you in understanding our country’s in-
volvement in foreign affuirs, inctuding
our role in internztional conflicts and in
peaceful and cooperative efforts of
many kinds in many places.”

Is that not a benign, misleading.
papering-over of the history of Amer-
ican foreign policy?

A close study of e Ludlow Mas-
sacre would tel} students something
about our great press, the comfort we
feel when picking up. not a scandal
sheet or a sensational tabloid, but the
sober. degendable New York Times.
When the U.S. nmavy bombarded Vera
Cruz. the Times wrote in an editorial:
“ .we may trust the just mund. the
sound judement, and the peaceful
temper of President Wiison. There is
not the slightes: occasion fof popuiar
excitemen: over the Mexican affain
there is no reason why anvbody should
get nervous eilher abou! the stock
marke: or about his business.”

There is no objec:ive way 1o deal
with the Ludlow Massacre. There is the
subjective (biased. opinionated) deci-
sion to omit it from history. based on 1
vaiue-svsiem which doesn’t consider it
imporant snough. That value system
may inciude a fundamental belief, in
the beneficence of the American in-
dustrial svstem (as represented by tne
passage quoted above from the
texinook Legacy of Freedomy Or it may
just invoive a complacenc: about class
strueele and ihe intrusion of govem-
ment on ihe side of corperations. In any
case. it is a cerain set of vaiues which
dictates :ne ignoring of that event.

It is also a subjective (biased.
opinionated) decision 10 tell the story of
ihe Ludlow Massacre in some detail (as



L,

WOMEN MARCH TU SUPPORT STRIKE

I do, in 2 chapter in my book The Poli-
tics of History, or in several pages inA
People’s History of the United Stares).
My decision was based on my belief
that it is important for people to know
the extent of class conflict in our his-
tory, to know something about how
hard working people had to siruggle to
change their conditions, and to under-
stand the role of the government and
the mainsream press in the class strug-
oies of our past. The claim of historians
10 “objectivity” has been examined
-r closely by Peter Novick, in his
-emarkable bock. That Neble Dream:
The "Objecrivity Question” and the
American Historical Profession.

Historians, for instance, have not
been “objective” with regard o war.

In April 1917, just after the U.s.
entered the European war, 2 group of
eminent historians met in Washington
to discuss “what History men can do
for their country now.” They set up the
Nationat Board for Historical Servics in
order to “aid in supplying the public
with trustworthy information of histori-
cal or similar characier.”

One result was a huge outpouring of
pamphlets writen by historians with
the purpose of insulling patriotism in
the pubiic. Thirty-three muilien copies
of pampilets written by historians were
distributed. Most of them, according to
a recent study of the role of histonans
in World War I propaganda by George
T. Blzkey. “reduced war issues 10 black
and white, infused idealism and
righteousness into Amernca’s role, und
sstablished German guili with fimality.”

During World War [[. the historian
Samue! Eiiot Morison criticized those
fmistorians who had expressed disil-
lusionment with the first World War
saying they “rendersd the neneration of
vouth which came 10 maturity around
1940 spiritually unprepared for the war
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they had to fight....Historians...are the
ones who should have pointed out that
war does accomplish something, that
war is beter than servide.” Yet, in the
same essay (“Faith of a Historian™),
Merison declared his commitment 10
not instructing the present but to “simp-
ly explain the event exactly as it hap-
pened.”

A number of historiars, in the cold-
war atmosphere of the 1950s. selecied
their facts to conform (o the
government’s position. Two of them
wrote a two-volume history of U.S.
entry into World War II, in order, as
they put it to show “the tortured emer-
gence of the United States of America
as leader of the forces of light in a
world struggle which even today has
scarcely abated....”

An honest declaration of their bias
would have been refreshing. But, al-
though they had access to official docu-
ments unavailable to others. they said
in their preface: “No one, in the State
Depariment or elsewhere, has made e
siightest effort 1o iniluence our views."
Perhaps not. But one of them, Wiiliam
Langer, was director of research for the
CIA at one time, and the other. S. E.
Gleason. was deputy executive-sec-
retary of the National Security Council.

Langer was also at one time a presi-
dent of the American Historical As-
sociation. Another president of the
AHA. Samuel Flagg Bemis, in his
presidential address to that group in
1967, was very clear about what De
wanted historians o do: “Too much...
seif-criticism is weakening o 2
people.... A great people’s cuiture
begins 1o decay when il commences (0
examine irself....we have been losing
sight of our national purpose...our
military preparedness held back by in-
sidious sirikas for less work and more
pav.... Massive seif-indulgence and
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massive responsibility do not go
together....How can our lazv dailiance
and crooning softress compare with the
stern discipline and tyrannical compul-
sion of subject peoples that sirengthen
the aggressive sinews of our malignant
antagonist.”

Danie! Boorstin, Irying to please the
House Committes on Un-American Ac-
tivities, testified before it in 1953. He
agreed with it that Communists should
not be permitted to teach in American
universities—presumably because they
would be biased. As for Boorstin, he
told the Commiree that he expressed
his own opposition to communism in
wo ways. First, by panicipation i
religious activities at the University of
Chicago. And: “The second form of my
opposition has besn an atempt (o dis-
cover and explain to siudents, in my
tezching and in my writing, the unigue
virues of American democracy.”

After studving the “objectivity” of
American historians. and noting how
many slanted their work lowards sup-
port for the United Siates. Pster Novick
wondered if that kind of “hubris,” the
arrogance of naticnal power, played 1
part in the ugly American intervention
in Vietmam. and the cold war iself. He
put it this way: "If ill-considered
American global interveniionism had
landed us in this bioodiest manifesta-
tion of the cold war, was it not at least
worth considering whether the same
hubris nad besn responsible for the
larzer conilict of which it was 3 part?
Manifestly by the 1960s, the United
States was oversesing an empire. Could
scholars comfortably argue that it had
acquired, as had been said of the
British Empire. ‘in a fit of absence of
mind’?”

In the 1960s. there was a series of
rumuituous social movements, against
rcial segrezation, against the Vietmnam
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sacrifice of 55.000 Americans were car-
ried out by highlv-educated men around
the White House who undoubtedly
would huve made impressive grades in
the: New York Timer exam. It was a Phi
Beta Kuppa. McGeorge Bunds. who
was one of the chief planners of the
bombing of civilians in Southeast Asia.
It was a Harvard professor, Henry Kis-
singer, who was u sirategist of the
secret bombing of peasant villages in
Cambodia.

Going back a bit in history, it was
our most educated president, Woodrow
Wilson, a historian himseif. a Ph.D. and
former president of Princelon, who
bombarded the Mexican ceast. Killing
hundreds of innocent people, because
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war, for equality among the sexes. This
caused a reappraisal of the kind of his-
tory that supporied wur and the stztus
quo. either directly. or by avoiding
criticism in the name of “objectivity.”™
More and more books began 10 ap-
pear (or old books were brought 10
liznt) on the siruggles of biack peopic.
on the anempts of women throughout
history to declare their equality with
men. on movementis againsi war. on the
strikes and protests of working pesopie
against their conditions—books which.
whiie sticking close to confirmead infor-
mation. Op._..l\' ook sides. fer equaiity,
nst war. for the working classes.
A groun of radical h!SlOnd"’S seme-

uames called “revisionists.” besame
sreminent in the profession. One of
inem. Jasse Lammsch. delivered a Rind

of manifesio for himszif and othars.
cnallennmﬂ the orhodox historians:
“We 2xisi. and psopie like us have ex-

'sted througnoul fistory, ard w.o will

simziy not aliow you a2 luxery of con-
Lmux..g to call vourseives politicaliv
reutral whnile vou exclude all of this
from vour hister. You cannet lectura
us on civility while yon_ iegitimize bar-
barity. You cannot zcall :'.leOf__".‘!::S
‘sxceilence” withour expecting the mast
:igorous and aggressive of schpeiariy

soues. Ve were at che Demecceratic

Convenu o, and at (e sizps of the Pen-

2gon..And we ore in the librarizs
ming nistory, wying

carisan seil-conzraiviateny fc-

nons. TVIng 10 come @ oimtie closar g

incing out how tings acteally wers”
This unapoiogeuc activism of the

{960s (making history in the stpzer as
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well as writing it in the study) was star-

tling to manv professional historians.
And in the 1970s and 1980s, it was ac-
cused by some scholars. and some or-
gans of public opinion. of hurting the
proper historical education of voung
people by its insistence on “relevance.”
As pan of the attack, a demand prew
for more emphasis on facts, on dates,

on the shesr accumulation of historical
information.
In May 1976, e New Yori Times

published a scries of articles lamenting
the ignorunce of American students
about their own mstor}'. The Times was
pained. Four izading historians whom 1t
consuited wers also puined. It seemed
students did not know that James Peik
was prasiden: during the Mexican War,
that James Muadison was president
during the wur of 1812, thut the Home-
siead Act was passed eariier than Civil
Service reform. or that the Constrution
authorizes Ccongress o reguiste inter-
siate commerce but savs nothing about
the cabinet.

We might wonder if the Times. or its
nistorian-consultants, learned anvthing
from the history of this century. It has
been a centune of avocities: the death
camps of Hitler. :he siave
Swalin. the ::vas ation ef Southeast
Asia by the United States. All of these
were done -v powerful ieaders and
obedient ponulations n countries thal
had nchievec 3ioh levels of literacy and
educunon. [t seems that high scorss on
tasis was nel e most crucial facis
aboul 1nsse ieadears. nese citizens,

In the case of the United States. e
killing of a muiiion Vier ese and :ne

o
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camps of

the Mexican government refused to
sulute the American flag. It was Har-
vard-educated John Kennedy, author of
two books on history, who presided
over the American invasion of Cuba
and the lies that accompanied it.

What did Kennedy or Wilson leam
from all that historv they absorbed in
the best universities in America? What
did the American people learn, in their
high school history texts, to put up with
these leaders?

Sarely. how “smart” a person is on
history tests like the one devised by the
Times, how “educated” someone is.
tells vou nothing about whether that
person is decent or indecent, violent of
pcac"ful whether that person will resist
evil or become a consultant to war-
makers. will become a Pastor Nie-
melier German who resisted the
Nazis; or an Alper: Speer {who worked
for them). a Lieutenant Calley (who

killad children at My Lai). or a Flight
QOfficer Thompson (who tried (0 save
them).

Onc of the two top scorers on the
Timcs tes: was dsscribed as follows:
“Just snor of 20 years old. he lists oul-
doer activities and the Augustzna War
Games Ciub as constituting his favorite
leisure-time pursuits. explaining the lat-

ter as 2 group that meets on Fridays to

simulzte sistorical batles on o playing

poard.” ‘
Even one does need o learn history.

the kind :721 does not put its main em-
phasis on knowing presidents and
and Supreme Court decisions.
inspires o new generation 10 resist
‘ne madnzss of governments rying 1o
carve the worid and our minds into
their spheres of influence. z
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