
What Is History?

If an  inquiring repo rter should take the trouble 
to ask, “W h a t  is h isto ry?“ , it is probable th a t m ost 
of the answ ers w ould  run som ething like this: 
“ H isto ry  is a record  of the p a s t.“ But w h at rec­
ord? W h o  w ro te  it? A nd w ho reads it?

In this centennial year, Iow ans have a renew ed 
in terest in th ings historical. A n ox yoke, a grain 
cradle, a candle  mold, or a hackle lying in a d is­
p lay  w indow , oldtim e songs on the radio, p ag ­
eants, and  parades, wom en w ith  bonnets and  men 
w ith  w hiskers —  all these recall the life of the 
pioneers. T h e  presen t looks a t the past, old rec­
o rds are  m ade into palim psests, and  we ask  once 
more, “W h a t  is h isto ry?“

A  ten-ton  d inosaur w ith a three-ounce brain 
once left a  foo tprin t in the mud. H e had no 
though t of w riting  history, bu t millions of years 
la ter th a t foo tprin t w as recognized by a geologist 
as a p a rt of the h istory  of the earth . T h e  law s of 
H am m urabi w ere no t h istory  to those w ho had to 
obey them, but centuries la ter they  became a mir­
ro r of the life of the B abylonians of tha t age. T h e  
letter one receives, reads, an d  lays aside, the 
new spaper w hich is read  and  discarded, the ad -
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vertisem ent which is tossed on the doorstep  —  all 
these are  unintentional history, ephem eral bu t in­
valuable in understand ing  the life of the people.

Some records there are which are m ade for p res­
ervation —  law s, journals of legislatures, reports 
of courts, accounts kept by officials of the govern­
ment, records of societies, corporations, and  
churches. Official docum ents are  presum ably to be 
kept perm anently, but courthouse basem ents are 
often crow ded w ith old papers which sooner or 
later go into the furnace or a w aste  paper drive. 
Unofficial records are  often stored  in homes and  
are forgotten until housecleaning, a fire, or the 
sale of the house ends in their destruction.

But there is inherent in all people, even in the 
most primitive, an instinct to perpetuate  the mem­
ory of persons, events, and  ideas. A rude draw ing 
on the w all of a cave, the pyram ids and  the T a j 
M ahal, an inscription on a tom bstone or m arker, 
a commemorative stam p, the granite  monument 
built around the cabin w here Lincoln w as born —  
all these are  mute w itnesses of m an’s desire to pre­
serve the memory of those he loves and  adm ires 
against the obliteration which is part of death.

A long the w ay  man learned to substitu te w ords 
for rude pictures and  history took the form of tab ­
lets, scrolls, and  finally printed books. M an  w rote 
the story of his life, w rote of his friends and his
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enemies, his ow n people, his neighbors, and  the 
w orld . In spite of all these efforts, much history 
is unrecorded  or unread . M an y  records are  lost 
forever. In the w ords of B ayard  T ay lo r:

“ F o r every  sentence u ttered , a million 
m ore are  dum b;

M e n ’s lives a re  chains of chances, and 
H isto ry  their sum .”

Some records, painstak ing ly  prepared , are 
found by those w ho cannot read  them. T h ey  are 
to h istory  w hat the subconscious mind is to mem­
ory. Some d ay  a w ord  or a fleeting idea m ay 
bring them into the consciousness of man. W h a t 
is history? T o  each individual it is w hat he know s 
of the past. It is his s to ry  of life, family, country, 
the earth , and  all th ings on it. It is also all that 
w en t to produce th a t individual and  his kind. 
C onscious h istory  is w hat w e know  of the past; 
real h istory  is the foundation of the present.
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