NOTEBOOK

Not to know what happened before one
was born is always to be a child.

—Cicero
Tro months before he died, in

Manhattan on February 28 at the
age of eighty-nine, Arthur M.
Schlesinger Jr. published what
proved to be his last word on the
reading and writing of history, an
enterprise he classified as “doomed”
but one to which he had given the
whole of his long and prolific life.
The op-ed essay appeared in the
New York Times on January 1 under
the heading “Folly’s Antidote,” and
as was his custom, the author began
with the bringing of the past to bear
on the present:

Many signs point to a growing his-
torical consciousness among the
American people. I trust that this is
s0. It is useful to remember that histo-
ty is to the nation as memory is to the
individual. As persons deprived of
memory become disoriented and lost,
not knowing where they have been
and where they are going, so a nation
denied a conception of the past will
be disabled in dealing with its present
and its future.

Arthur consulted libraries in the
way that sailors consult a compass or
a chart, and to read his books or to
listen to him talk was not to be as-
tonished or bemused by what had
sunk below the horizon three or
three hundred years ago but to be-
come aware of what was likely to
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show up with the lifting of tomorrow
morning’s fog. | first met him at a
New York dinner party in 1962,
among the company then traveling
in the entourage of President John
Kennedy, and over the next half
century | probably ran across him at
least once or twice a year—in a
Broadway theater, on a lawn at
Newport, Rhode Island, in the Cen-
tury Club dining room, on the stage
of a university auditorium. Occa-
sionally he wrote an article or a re-
view for Harper's Magazine, but our
conversation seldom touched upon
the manuscript that in any event he
was intending to improve or correct
and therefore not yet worth the trou-
ble of tiresome discussion. What in-
terested him was the news he had
just that day received from a dead
letter or an old book—something
Teddy Roosevelt had said to
William Howard Taft at the Repub-
lican Convention in Chicago in the
summer of 1912, a heretofore un-
known message that Franklin Roo-
sevelt had sent to Winston
Churchill in the winter of 1942—
and with the missing piece of the
puzzle unexpectedly come to hand,
he was caught up in the excitement
of wondering where and how it
might be made to fit the character of
a president or the portrait of an age.
His enthusiasms were communica-
ble, in part because he knew, as does
the financier Sir John Templeton,
that the four most expensive words
in the English language are “This
time it’s different,” but also, and
more to his purpose, because he be-

lieved, as did Oscar Wilde, that “the

one duty we owe to history is to re-
write it.” For Arthur the study of his-
tory was akin to playing with a kalei-
doscope, a perpetual work in progress
carried forward under the headings
of the provisional and therefore
doomed never to reach a final ver-
dict or discover the lost gold mines
of imperishable truth. “Problems will
always torment us,”-he once wrote,
“because all important problems are
insoluble: that is why they are im-
portant. The good comes from the
continuing struggle to try and solve
them, not from the vain hope of
their solution.”

Over the course of the last sixty
years Arthur published twenty-odd
books, among them The Age of Jack-
son (1945), The Vital Center (1949),
The Age of Roosevelt (three volumes
1957-60), A Thousand Days: John
F. Kennedy in the White House
(1965), The Disuniting of America
(1991), War and the American Presi-
dency (2004), and always he was at
pains to construe history as a means
rather than an end, the constant
making and remaking of the past
intended to revise the present in or-
der to better imagine the future.
Some things change, others don't,
but absent a knowledge of which is
which, where then do we find our
bearings in the drift of time, and
how do we not become orphans,
marooned on the islands of the
dream-ridden self?

For proofs of what can happen to
a nation that loses touch with its
history—"“deprived of memory,” “dis-
oriented and lost"—Arthur could
look to any morning’s news reports
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