
hould harvard be grateful to Henry Adams
for establishing a tradition of Harvard-trained histo-
rians who have written about their own lives, includ-
ing their experiences as students and faculty members
at Harvard? The Education of Henry Adams has become a
classic of American literature, named in a widely pub-

licized 1999 survey as the most important nonfiction
work published in this country in the twentieth century. As a re-
sult, thousands of readers have been treated to Adams’s sardonic
comments about both his undergraduate days at Harvard Col-
lege in the years before the Civil War and his stint on the faculty
during the 1870s. Displaying his disillusionment with Harvard
was part of Adams’s strategy for demonstrating how unfitted he

had been for life in his own times. The college he attended
“taught little, and that little ill,” Adams wrote, conceding at
most that “it left the mind open, free from bias, ignorant of facts,
but docile.” His fellow students failed to stimulate him; from his
interactions with them, he “got less than nothing, a result com-
mon enough in education.” And “if the student got little from his
mates, he got little more from his masters.” In Adams’s consid-
ered opinion, “the entire work of the four years could have been
easily put into the work of any four months in after life.” 

Adams’s autobiographical memories, written in the third per-
son, were hardly the stu≠ of recruiting brochures. But the com-
ments on his student days were mild compared to what he had to
say about his six years on the faculty. He claimed to have been re-
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luctant to accept the appointment: “He
could see no relation whatever between
himself and a professorship. He
sought education; he did not sell it.
He knew no history; he knew only
a few historians.” His appoint-
ment was part of President
Charles William Eliot’s e≠ort
to improve the quality of the
College, but Adams saw little
result from that campaign.
The students? He could
hardly “get them to talk at
all,” and when he did, he dis-
covered that “the number…
whose minds were of an order
above the average was…barely
one in ten.” As for his colleagues,
“ the lecture-room was futile
enough, but the faculty-room was
worse…. Several score of the best-
educated, most agreeable, and per-
sonally the most sociable people in
America united in Cambridge to make a
social desert that would have starved a polar
bear.” After six years, Adams abandoned Har-
vard and teaching for the life of an independent man
of letters, and he gave the chapter of The Edu-
cation devoted to his professorial career the
resounding title “Failure.”

Some of Adams’s dyspepsia was autobiographical posturing.
The Education of Henry Adams is a polemic, and its author was not
above a little exaggeration to make his case. To blame Harvard
College for not having introduced him to the thought of Karl
Marx in 1858, as Adams did, was hardly fair
when one considers that the first volume of
Das Kapital would not appear until 1867. He
was honest enough to admit that
the real reason for his dissatisfac-
tion with his experience as a
teacher was neither his students
nor his colleagues, but his inabil-
ity to convince himself that there
was any meaningful pattern in the
history he taught. The most mem-
orable line of his chapter on fail-
ure—“A teacher a≠ects eternity;
he can never tel l where his
influence stops”—has escaped its
context to become a source of in-
spiration for many of his readers.

None of Adams’s successors as
historians and memoirists has
equaled him in literary art or ele-
gant malice toward Harvard, but
the published recollections of
Cambridge experiences that run
from diplomatic historian Dexter

Perkins’s undergraduate enrollment
there in 1906 to Russian-history spe-

cialist Richard Pipes’s last years on
the faculty in the 1990s show the

variety of ways in which individ-
ual lives have intersected with
the University’s own life and
with the larger currents of
history. Harvard’s historian-
autobiographers have in-
cluded many distinguished
names—Samuel Eliot Mori-
son, William Langer, the
two generations of Arthur
Schlesingers, John King Fair-
bank, Edwin O. Reischauer,

Carolyn Bynum—a number of
whom, like Henry Adams,

played important roles in
American public life as well as in

the historical profession. Collec-
tively, their publications constitute

a large fraction of the autobiographi-
cal literature produced by American

historians, and an important part of the
memoir literature produced by Harvardians,

which includes titles such as sociobiologist Edward
O. Wilson’s bestselling Naturalist. Readers
looking for dirt on the occasional controver-
sies that have landed the department on the

front page of the Crimson will be disappointed—noted sociolo-
gist and historian Charles Tilly once lamented academic mem-
oirs’ tendency for “blanding in”—but these reminiscences make
it possible to follow the evolution of one important Harvard de-

partment and its members in a way that can’t
be duplicated at any other American institu-
tion of higher education. 

Ironically, the memoirs about
life at Harvard written by histori-
ans born toward the end of the
nineteenth century, just when
Henry Adams was distilling the
spleen that would go into his Edu-
cation, are those that di≠er the
most from his. Adams saw his life
as a microcosm of America’s de-
cline from its founding; these au-
thors presented their life stories as
illustrations of the processes that
led to the country’s rise to a
justified pre-eminence in world
a≠airs. American historian and
Columbus biographer Samuel
Eliot Morison’s short memoir of
his childhood, One Boy’s Boston, was
an indignant defense of the tradi-
tional Boston elite Adams had sav-
aged in the Education; Morison ti-

Henry Adams
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tled his chapter on attitudes toward Irish, Jews, and blacks
“Those Alleged Prejudices.” For Arthur Schlesinger Sr., a leading
specialist in American social and intellectual history appointed
to the faculty in 1924, and for William Langer, a major figure in
modern European history who received all his education at Har-
vard and joined the history faculty in 1927, association with Har-
vard was the essential step that enabled them to transcend hum-
ble origins and play a notable part in the pageant of national life. 

Henry Adams, born into the American aristocracy, grandson
and great-grandson of presidents, could hardly help seeing his
life as a story of decline, but Langer, born the son of poor Ger-
man immigrants, and Schlesinger, who grew up in a small Mid-
western town, saw theirs as evidence of the opportunities of-
fered by American society. Langer justified In and Out of the Ivory
Tower as testimony to the qualities that made the United States
“the most free and most rewarding land of history.” His mother’s
willingness to support his educational
aspirations, at a time when “even a high
school education was exceptional, and
the idea of going to Harvard seemed pre-
posterous” for a poor boy, gave him the
chance he needed. Langer had good
memories of his college days, even
though his social background and lack
of money excluded him from most stu-
dent activities. Military service in
World War I allowed him to escape
from a dead-end teaching job and in-
spired him to enroll for graduate train-
ing. Learning from professors like
Archibald Cary Coolidge, who had been
directly involved in the making of his-
tory as part of the American delegation
to the Versailles peace conference, was
exhilarating: “I was studying a subject
every aspect of which aroused my interest and stimulated my
thought.” Langer enjoyed a classic Harvard faculty career, re-
turning to Cambridge after a few years of teaching elsewhere
and ascending in 1931 to a chair named in Coolidge’s honor.

Langer was a longtime colleague of Arthur Meier Schlesinger,
the senior member of Harvard’s unique father-son team of his-
tory-professor autobiographers (see page 31). In Retrospect: The His-
tory of a Historian was meant to show, like Langer’s account, that
“the American people have attained the closest ever known to a
classless society.” Schlesinger was also the child of German im-
migrants, although his family was more prosperous. Like Langer,
and unlike many more recent historian-autobiographers,
Schlesinger remembered graduate school (at Columbia in his
case) as an experience that “opened windows and broke down
walls.” Joining the Harvard faculty after teaching stints at two
Midwestern state universities was a culture shock: to participate
in Cambridge social life, he and his wife, hitherto law-abiding
citizens, felt compelled to learn to drink and even to negotiate
with bootleggers. But Schlesinger, like Langer, remembered the
interwar years as good ones. Harvard was the only American
university that never reduced its professors’ salaries during the
Depression, and both men insisted that the history department
had been unusually congenial in the 1930s.

A younger generation of history scholars who came to Har-
vard as graduate students in the late 1930s shared their mentors’
perceptions of the department’s liveliness. John King Fairbank, a
younger man and, like Schlesinger, a smalltown Midwesterner
by origin who had been a Harvard undergraduate and returned
in 1936 as a young faculty member in Chinese history, thought
that he arrived when the department was entering a “golden
age.” Henry May was inspired by the budding program in Ameri-
can civilization and its star, Perry Miller, “a brilliant and intu-
itive scholar” (although he found Miller too intimidating for a
dissertation director and worked instead with the more sup-
portive Schlesinger before going on to a long career as a specialist
in American intellectual history at Berkeley).

Comments about the department’s mentoring style reflect a
consistent pattern that goes back to the beginning of the twenti-
eth century, when the future diplomatic historian Dexter

Perkins found that Archibald Cary
Coolidge “would be pungent in criti-
cism, but for the most part he simply
let us report, and said very little.”
Three decades later, Henry May ap-
preciated the senior Schlesinger’s
“great gift…for gently guiding each
student to a topic that fit his interests
and abilities and then leaving him
alone.” Fast-forward another 30 years
and one finds Mary Beth Norton’s ap-
preciation of Bernard Bailyn, who “re-
spected me and his other graduate
students, for he knew that the disser-
tation was our work, not his.” These
comments about Harvard’s non-direc-
tive style chime with Richard Pipes’s
claim, made from the other side of the
professorial desk, that he “never pres-

sured [his graduate students] to conform.” 
But former graduate students also have less happy memories

of the Cambridge scene in the 1930s. H. Stuart Hughes (see
page 29), a future faculty star in European history, found the
program “dispiriting.” He felt like a “second-class citizen” com-
pared to Harvard undergraduates and professional students,
and concluded, “it is a not unusual experience to reckon the
years of graduate study the least rewarding of one’s life. Cer-
tainly it was mine.” The hard work and isolation drove Henry
May to the verge of a nervous breakdown. Harvard, he con-
cluded in his memoir, Coming to Terms, “greatly intensified the
worst traits of my character—self-doubt, fear, compulsiveness,
rigidity.” When he was appointed to a tutorship, he found him-
self “initiated into the mysterious world of Harvard snob-
beries,” including its pervasive anti-Semitism. That prejudice
also struck the pioneering African-American historian John
Hope Franklin, the first student from a black college admitted
to the Harvard graduate program without being required to
start by taking Harvard undergraduate courses, who claims
that he was personally well received and recalls that “the most
traumatic experience I had there was not racist but anti-Se-
mitic,” the refusal of other students to let a Jew serve as presi-
dent of the history club. 

“It is a not 
unusual experience
to reckon the years
of graduate study
the least rewarding
of one’s life.”

Po r t r a i t s  c o u r t e s y  o f  t h e  H a r v a r d  U n i v e r s i t y  A r c h i v e s
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Because graduate study determines
their professional lives, historians often
have more to say about it than about
their undergraduate years, but the
1930s are the setting for the most de-
tailed autobiographical account since
Henry Adams’s of a future historian’s
days at Harvard College—that of
Arthur Schlesinger Jr. The first volume
of A Life in the Twentieth Century, subtitled
Innocent Beginnings, recalls that tuition in
his freshman year (1934) was $400, that
the diary he kept as a sophomore had
daily headings under five categories,
“weather, work, smoking, liquor, and
love,” and that, in the latter category,
“we spent more hours figuring out how
to kiss girls than undergraduates today
spend getting them into bed. Whether
this represents a gain for progress, I do
not know.” Unlike other memoirists,
Schlesinger does not recall being heav-
ily involved in politics or encountering
much evidence of a communist presence on
campus. Despite the distractions, Schlesinger found time to
profit from the history and literature program, and from Ameri-
can-studies courses in which the critical view of the Progressive
school was giving way to an “enthusiastic rediscovery of Ameri-
can possibility.”

Their Harvard connection gave many future historians who
were graduate students in the late 1930s special opportunities
during World War II, although being rejected by the war depart-
ment’s history o∞ce and the navy reminded Franklin that a Har-
vard connection was no protection against racial prejudice.
William Langer, appointed to head the army’s
O∞ce of Strategic Services (OSS) research
and analysis section in 1942, recruited several
of his students and had them turn
their skills to studying political and
social conditions in the occupied
countries. It was a “second graduate
school,” European historian Carl
Schorske later wrote, where young
American students and future histo-
rian-memoirists like himself, Hughes,
and the younger Schlesinger mixed
with European refugees like the
philosopher Herbert Marcuse and the
political theorist Franz Neumann.
Edwin O. Reischauer, who had just
joined the faculty in 1939 and begun,
together with fellow memoirist Fair-
bank, to transform Harvard’s scattered
courses into a coherent East Asian
studies program, was recruited by the
state department in 1941. “That I, a
fledgling scholar of early Chinese and
Japanese history, should be asked for

by the State Department showed how
scarce American experts on Japan
were at the time,” he comments. 

For most of the Harvard historian-
memoirists, wartime posts within the
government bureaucracy were extra-
ordinary opportunities to see history
being made from the inside. Langer, a
generation older than his students,
profited from his position to write an
“instant history” of American policy
toward Vichy France, a project that
would normally have had to wait for
decades until sources were declassi-
fied. For the younger scholars, how-
ever, the experience was usually disil-
lusioning. Autobiographical hindsight
allows them to underline how often
they saw more clearly than their supe-
riors. “With Roosevelt hopelessly
bungling American policy toward
France,” Hughes “felt obliged to trans-

fer my allegiance, at least temporarily, to the
leader of the Free French,” Charles de Gaulle.

Fairbank, studying China, was unable to convince policymakers
that Chiang Kai-shek had lost his ability to lead the country and
that some kind of revolution was inevitable. In moving from
academia to government, he decided, he had gone “from enter-
prise to boondoggle.” But clear-sightedness had little impact on
those reading the reports these young historians compiled.
Hughes returned to Cambridge “emotionally exhausted” from
bureaucratic battles, convinced that most OSS work had been a
“futile waste.” Like several other future historian-autobiogra-
phers, he found solace in Henry Adams, whose Education re-

counts a similarly frustrating experience
working in the American embassy in Lon-
don during the Civil War.

Recollections of wartime experi-
ences are often colored by memories
of what happened after the war.
Arthur Schlesinger Jr.’s e≠orts to be
sent overseas had already been held
up by false charges that he was a com-
munist sympathizer. Hughes and
Fairbank became targets of the anti-
communist hysteria that spread after
1945. Fairbank’s life was disrupted
when he was called to testify before
the Senate’s Internal Security Sub-
committee in 1952. “When publicly
accused, one tends to feel guilty,” he
recalled. “The flow of adrenalin makes
one nervous. Counter statements and
arguments go round in one’s head.
Life is not tranquil.” 

Despite the threat of McCarthyism,
the period from the mid 1940s to the

William Langer

Arthur Schlesinger Jr.
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early 1960s appears in most Harvard historians’ memoirs as a good
time, in their own lives and in that of the history department and
the University. Richard Pipes, who had come to the United States
as a refugee from Hitler in 1940, entered the graduate program in
1945 as part of the flood of soldiers aided by the GI Bill. The level of
the students was excellent. “The air was permeated with respect
for intellectual achievement,” he writes. “I had never experienced
anything like it.” “My students had never been better—nor were
they ever to be so good again,”  wrote Hughes. Harvard’s faculty
had been enriched by the recruitment of European refugees and the

first generation of Jewish faculty. Harvard was the richest univer-
sity in the world, and had the best academic library. “Last but not
least, it had a lofty sense of its own worth that easily passed into ar-
rogance,” Pipes judged. “If it did not become disagreeably con-
ceited, it was because Harvard deemed its superiority so obvious,
so predestined, so universally acknowledged that it felt no need to
flaunt it.” As with Langer and the elder Schlesinger a generation
earlier, a∞liation with Harvard turned Pipes from an outsider to an
insider in American life.

Many of the historian-memoirists had central roles in the de-

T

he author of the memoir Gentleman Rebel had
much in common with Henry Adams. Like Adams, 
H. Stuart Hughes came from a distinguished family:
his grandfather, Charles Evans Hughes, had been the

Republican candidate for president in 1916 and later chief jus-
tice of the Supreme Court. Like Adams, he had an opportunity
to see policymaking from the inside (during World War II) and
came away from the experience disillusioned by the incapacity
of intelligence to influence events. He and Adams both reacted
against the smug satisfaction of an America awash in postwar
prosperity and materialism. And both had unhappy experi-
ences at Harvard, which led them to voluntarily give up profes-
sorships there.

As autobiographers, however, Hughes and Adams could
hardly have been more di≠erent. The Education of Henry Adams,
written in the third person, concealed its author’s personality
and private life behind the camouflage of its elegant prose;
most notoriously, it omits any reference to its author’s marriage
and the deep depression that gripped him when his wife com-
mitted suicide. Hughes, on the other hand, embraced the new
ethic of autobiographical openness that
marked the late twentieth century. In
doing so, he was being true to his work as
a scholar: his study of early-
twentieth-century European
thought, Consciousness and Society,
had rated Freud as the greatest
thinker of his age. Hughes’s very
candid autobiography reflects
his conviction that Freud was
correct in seeing childhood ex-
periences and sexuality as cen-
tral to the formation of our in-
nermost selves.

Hughes’s three periods at
Harvard—as a graduate student
in the late 1930s, as a junior fac-
ulty member from 1947 to 1952,
and as a senior professor from
1957 through 1973—were not
happy ones. Graduate school
confronted him with “the quota

of dreary labor the historical profession entailed.” He returned
to Harvard after the war largely because he realized that his
left-wing views “exuded the distasteful aroma of ‘class
treason’” and made it doubtful that he would have much of a
government career. Rather than support him against accusa-
tions of softness on communism, however, he felt that Harvard
“fired” him in 1952. He found a “cozy nook” at Stanford, “a place
where appreciation and emotional support flowed in from all
sides.” Nevertheless, when Harvard invited him back in 1957, he
could not resist the chance for “rehabilitation…I had weathered
the ideological storm; I had ‘arrived’ in life.” 

Hughes “joined the ranks of Harvard’s stars, struggling, not
always with success, to refrain from behaving like a prima
donna.” Unfortunately, according to his memoir, his return to
Cambridge coincided with years of personal turmoil: “A success
I may have become, but at what a price!” Gentleman Rebel re-
counts the collapse of his first marriage and the way in which
his 1962 Senate campaign against Ted Kennedy estranged him
from most faculty colleagues. Personal happiness eventually
came with remarriage, but the growing radicalism of the late

1960s marginalized him in new ways: “Peo-
ple of my persuasion were finding them-
selves outflanked on both right and left.”

His final break with Harvard came
when his colleagues refused to
consider his second wife for tenure
there. “What was the point, I won-
dered, of enjoying so much pres-
tige at Harvard when I was power-
less in the case I cared about
most?” Hughes wrote. When the
University of California’s La Jolla
campus o≠ered both Hugheses 
faculty appointments, they left
Cambridge.  Some reviewers found
Gentleman Rebel uncomfortably per-
sonal, but other readers have ap-
preciated its frankness, rare in aca-
demic memoirs, and the lesson
that worldly honors, even en-
dowed chairs at Harvard, do not
necessarily bring happiness.

H. Stuart Hughes

H. Stuart Hughes
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velopment of Harvard’s highly re-
garded area-studies programs,
which flourished in that period.
Langer saw this as an extension of
the wartime OSS experiment to
academia. Fairbank and Reischauer,
for example, made Harvard a world
center for Asian studies.

Achieving a permanent foothold
in this privileged group was not
easy, however. Pipes, though he
claims not to have worried unduly,
describes spending a full year wait-
ing for the senior faculty to choose
between him and another young
Harvard Ph.D. in Russian history for
a tenure-track appointment. “Rela-
tions between senior and junior fac-
ulty at Harvard in those years were cold and distant,” he writes.
“Generally, we were observed from a distance, closely and atten-
tively but impersonally, like fish in an aquarium.”

Some students were put o≠ by the aftere≠ects of the depart-
ment’s close involvement with the making of U.S. foreign policy
during and after World War II. Frederic Wakeman ’59 decided
to do graduate study in Chinese history elsewhere because he
felt his professors’ wartime immersion in the war e≠ort had
made them too “nationalistic.”

Arriving from her native Australia,
where many of her professors had
served in combat during that war,
Jill Ker Conway, later a pioneer in
American women’s history and pres-
ident of Smith College, “couldn’t be-
lieve my ears when I heard my Har-
vard graduate student colleagues
telling me with real pride that they’d
been smart and found an intelligence
job during the Korean War, and that
my faculty instructors had served al-
most to a man in the OSS during the
1939-1945 war. I could see…that it
was another form of American
e∞ciency for the state to preserve
the lives of its educated elites, but it
didn’t square with my old British

ideas about civic duty or the codes of honor I’d previously
taken for granted.”

Although anti-Semitism was no longer an issue, other groups
remained marginalized in the 1950s. As he began to accept his
own homosexuality, Martin Duberman, whose Cures is one of the
most widely read contemporary gay memoirs, recalls his aston-
ishment at meeting a fellow history graduate student at a Boston
gay bar, as well as the shock of recognizing one of his professors
in the bushes at an informal trysting spot along the Charles.

Colleagues’ war
service “didn’t square
with my old British
ideas about civic duty
or...codes of honor.”

P
ublished just as this article was going to press,
American historian John Morton Blum’s A Life with
History tells how a devoted Harvard graduate (’43,
Ph.D. ’50, LL.D. ’80) found pro-

fessional happiness at Yale without re-
nouncing his a≠ection for his alma mater.
The Second World War opened doors for
members of his generation. When he re-
turned to Cambridge after three years in
the navy, an older Harvard historian’s ad-
vice that “Hebrews can’t make it in his-
tory” made him, in a spirit of defiance,
choose graduate study over law school. A
teaching post at MIT allowed him and his
wife to settle in Cambridge and forge
friendships with many Harvard faculty
members, but it was Yale that o≠ered him
a professorship in 1957. By 1959, he had, as
one Yale colleague put it, “cross[ed] the
Rubicon”: he found himself shouting
“God damn it!” when Harvard recovered
an Eli football fumble.

Although he remained at Yale until his
retirement in 1991, Blum retained close ties
with Harvard. In December 1969, he was

named a Fellow of Harvard College and thus participated in the
eventual selection of Derek Bok as successor to Harvard presi-
dent Nathan Pusey, who was preparing to resign in the wake of

the student strike earlier that year. Accord-
ing to Blum, Yale president Kingman Brew-
ster, LL.B. ’48, LL.D. ’64, whom Blum had
known since the days when both were in
Cambridge, persuaded him to accept the
appointment, telling him, “When Harvard
sneezes, we all catch cold. Joining the Har-
vard Corporation is the most important
thing you can do for Yale.” 

Like many Harvard historian-autobiog-
raphers, Blum was active in liberal poli-
tics, urging compromise with 1960s stu-
dent protesters and campaigning for
Eugene McCarthy and George McGovern.
Blum chooses not to say how he, a histo-
rian of Theodore Roosevelt, Woodrow
Wilson, and the New Deal era, judges the
age of Ronald Reagan and Newt Gingrich,
but readers can probably guess which of
his two former students, George W. Bush
and John Kerry, he would prefer to see in
the White House.

Ivy League Insider

John Morton Blum
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Harvard alumnus John F. Kennedy’s
election to the presidency in 1960 strongly
a≠ected the campus mood. Richard Pipes
recalls that “like the rest of Harvard, I was dazzled by the hand-
some Democrat, who, in contrast to Eisenhower, seemed so elo-
quent, so well read, and so respectful of intellectuals.” Two Har-
vard historian-memoirists took positions in the Kennedy
administration: Edwin Reischauer as ambassador to Japan, where
he had a chance to put his ideas for promoting better relations be-
tween the two countries into practice, and Arthur Schlesinger Jr.
(who has promised a second volume of memoirs that will cover his
work as a speechwriter in the Kennedy White House). Not every
Harvard historian was won over by the Kennedy charm, however.
H. Stuart Hughes’s Gentleman Rebel recounts his 1962 Senate cam-

paign against Edward M. Kennedy ’54,
when Hughes tried to turn debate to “the
life-and-death issues of the nuclear age”

and push for “a militant welfare-state…with a strong emphasis on
the rights of blacks and of labor” that went well beyond JFK’s cau-
tious liberalism. Hughes won only 2 per cent of the vote, but he
saw his e≠ort as foreshadowing the political radicalism of the later
1960s. Latin Americanist John Womack, who joined the faculty in
1965, saw himself as part of that radical surge, but admits in retro-
spect that “you could run around thinking that you were being
very political, although all you did was go to meetings and read the
paper with great intensity.”

One of the important aspects of the 1960s was the change in
the place of women, both in society in general and in the Har-

T

hanks to the recent publication of Arthur
Meier Schlesinger Jr.’s A Life in the Twentieth Century:
Innocent Beginnings, 1917-1950, his father Arthur Meier
Schlesinger’s In Retrospect: The History of a Historian now

forms the opening part of a unique family panorama of Ameri-
can life stretching from the senior Schlesinger’s childhood in
late nineteenth-century Xenia, Ohio, where encounters with
Civil War veterans were a daily occurrence, to the son’s in-
volvement in public debates over the invasion of Iraq, which
will presumably be covered in the promised second volume of
his memoirs.

The senior Schlesinger’s memoir, published in 1963 when the
younger Schlesinger was making history as part of John Ken-
nedy’s White House, reflected the optimism of a generation
whose lives had coincided with America’s transformation into a
great world power and with the apparent victory of liberal and
progressive values in American life. Looking
back, Schlesinger wrote that “my youthful
environment…provided an image of
America as a pluralistic society as well
as a land of opportunity, and nothing in
later life has dimmed the vision.”

Schlesinger had already thrown
himself into campaigns for progressive
causes during his years of teaching at
Ohio State and the University of Iowa.
When Harvard recruited him in 1924,
however, he found himself in a position
to have a much greater impact on na-
tional a≠airs. His memoir recalls cam-
paigns for justice for the anarchists
Sacco and Vanzetti in the 1920s, for the
election of FDR, and for American en-
gagement in the war against Hitler. He
helped found the influential liberal
group Americans for Democratic Ac-
tion in the 1940s, and opposed Mc-
Carthyism in the 1950s. Although not

all of these crusades succeeded, nothing shook Schlesinger’s
faith in the basic decency of the American people. Even the un-
founded accusations of communist sympathy that kept his son
from being given a naval commission during World War II
struck the father as “the well-meant if misguided e≠orts of
persons who believed they were acting in a spirit of the high-
est patriotism.”

At Harvard, Schlesinger took an active role in demanding
greater faculty rights during the 1930s and in defending free-
dom of speech on the campus. Harvard, in his recollections,
had never been perfect but was always open to reform: “There
was an unceasing spirit of revolt against repose.” He remem-
bered the history department in his day as congenial, very
di≠erent from the “snake pit” his son claimed to have experi-
enced after the father’s retirement. Little dreaming how radi-
cally the field of history would be shaken by ideological and

methodological controversies after the
early 1960s, he used his memoir to praise

“the consensus in regard to the major
forces and events in American history”
that historians had achieved, asserting
that “the di≠erences that persist con-
cern matters of detail.”

Schlesinger was well aware that
some of his optimism reflected the
tremendous improvement in the situa-
tion of university professors during his
career. “To an old-timer,” he wrote, “the
contrast with earlier conditions is
somewhat like that between the hair
shirt and purple and fine linen.” Rather
than imitating the critical stance of
Henry Adams, Schlesinger fitted him-
self and his life at Harvard into the
dominant strain of American life-writ-
ing: the optimistic fusion of private and
public memory that goes back to Ben-
jamin Franklin’s Autobiography.

Arthur Meier Schlesinger Sr.

Arthur Meier Schlesinger Sr.
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vard history program. The numbers
were still small—Mary Beth Norton
remembers being part of a class of 20
U.S. history students that included
only three women in the early
1960s—but significant. Norton, a
colonial American specialist, the me-
dievalist Carolyn Bynum, and Jill Ker
Conway, all students during that pe-
riod, share mixed memories of the
experience. All encountered sup-
portive male mentors who gave them
vital guidance, sometimes by steer-
ing them away from women’s-history
topics. “In my pre-feminist-con-
sciousness days,” Norton says, “I did
not want to write about a woman,
which is just as well; I’d probably
have made a hash of it.” But all are
also outspoken about the discrimi-
nation they ran into. “There was no
way to expiate the invitation re-
fused, however gracefully, or the sexual in-
nuendo deliberately misunderstood. A
woman’s work had to be just that much
better, more theoretically daring, more brilliantly researched to
shame naysayers with ulterior motives,” Conway writes. Their
greatest frustration was that teaching appointments at Har-
vard, as tutors or junior faculty, remained closed to them, an in-
justice that, as Conway remarks, “made a mockery of Harvard’s
vaunted liberalism.”

Although women’s memoirs show a dark side to the golden
glow that still bathes many of the senior
male faculty’s recollections of the early
1960s, all Harvard historian-memoirists to
date agree that the controversies
of the late ’60s soured the Uni-
versity climate. William Langer,
in his 1977 memoir, expressed re-
lief that he had retired by then:
“ the tension and antagonism
that developed between stu-
dents and teachers would for me
have been heartbreaking.” He de-
cided to tell the story of his life
specifically to counter the pe-
riod’s “widespread and quite un-
critical rejection of the ‘Estab-
lishment’.” H. Stuart Hughes,
who had been active in protests
against nuclear weapons and
who learned in 1966 that he had
been spied on by U.S. intelli-
gence during his trips abroad,
nevertheless found himself alien-
ated from students who insisted
on turning their anger against

the University. From the neoconserv-
ative perspective of his later years,
Richard Pipes—who admits he was
still voting Democratic at the time—
denounces the “ unfocused atmos-
phere of resentment, induced in part
by the Vietnam War,” and especially
the response to the student strike of
1969. “I had a hard time believing
how many of the frightened faculty
were prepared to give up all that
made our university great in 
order to pacify the mob and how dis-
honestly they rationalized their
fears,” he writes.

The radical spirit of the times did
break down some taboos, and it was
in this atmosphere that Carolyn
Bynum was given a junior faculty ap-
pointment in 1969. Her memories are
anything but triumphal, however.
“The tremendous weight of discrimi-

nation against women came down on me
like a ton of bricks—the isolation, the
di∞culties, the opposition, and, yes, even

the hatred.” Cochairing the Committee on the Status of
Women “left me quite politically exposed,” she recalls. “I re-
ceived hate mail, even threats, and at one point had to seek po-
lice protection.” Conditions improved somewhat when she
moved from the history department to Harvard Divinity
School, but she knew that there would never be a permanent
place for her in Cambridge. As for Hughes, a second marriage,
to one of his graduate students, sensitized him to the problems

of women at the University, leading, he
wrote, to “a drastic shift in my inner priori-
ties.” Hughes left Harvard in the 1970s when

his new wife was denied tenure,
and he used his 1990 memoir to
denounce what he saw as the de-
partment’s hypocritical treat-
ment of her.

It is in the nature of autobiogra-
phy to report on events long after
the fact, and so far we have few
historians’ accounts of life at Har-
vard since the early 1970s. John
King Fairbank, whose name was
given to Harvard’s Asian studies
center in 1977, realized he was
being transformed from a person
to an institution: “my public per-
sona was beginning to supersede
me, preparatory to remaining after
I should disappear.” His deep at-
tachment to Harvard comes
through in Chinabound, but he com-
ments that in his later years, he
found himself increasingly isolated

John King Fairbank

Richard Pipes
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from other faculty members because of the “curious ambivalence
to be found in an establishment largely composed of loners.”
Writing a memoir, “moving on from Chinese studies by Fairbank
to Fairbank studies tout court,” was both a way of acknowledging
his absorption by Harvard and of reasserting his individuality. 

Unlike Chinabound, Richard Pipes’s Vixi, a more recent Har-
vard historian’s memoir, returns to the more outspoken disillu-
sionment of The Education of Henry Adams. As the subtitle of his
book, Memoirs of a Non-Belonger, suggests, Pipes never saw himself
as the sort of person for whom Harvard would name an insti-
tute, and the Adams-style disa≠ection with post-1969 Harvard
he expresses has to be read with that in mind. In his view, Har-
vard’s response to the radical protests of the 1960s destroyed
the qualities that had made the institution unique: “By the
1970s, Harvard came to resemble more a midwestern state uni-
versity than its old self.” His two years in the Reagan White
House as adviser on Soviet policy in the early 1980s further dis-
tanced him from academia. When he returned to Cambridge,
he found that, “compared to the issues I had dealt with in
Washington, [departmental affairs] seemed inconsequential….”
He retired at the age of 70, after being on the losing side in a
bitter battle over a faculty appointment, and in his memoir he
notes with a certain grim relish that the department’s ranking
in the US News & World Report surveys of the late 1990s no longer
placed it among the top programs. (Conspiracy theorists may

note that Vixi was published by the Yale University Press.)
Whether they have loved it or loathed it, the memoirs of histo-

rians associated with the institution show that no one whose life
was involved with Harvard was una≠ected by it. “Harvard is a
hard place to leave, even for those who have been unhappy
there,” Hughes wrote. From Henry Adams’s arguments with his
classmates about slavery to Pipes’s clashes with his colleagues
over the interpretation of communism, the great issues of the day
have echoed loudly in Harvard’s halls, and Harvard historians
have often had unique opportunities to participate in the making
of history as well as the studying and teaching of the subject.
Paul John Eakin ’60, Ph.D. ’66, one of the pioneers of the study of
life-writing, has called The Education of Henry Adams one of the first
autobiographies to ask, “What does it mean to live one’s life in
history?” For nearly a century, Adams’s successors as historian-
autobiographers at Harvard have continued to wrestle with that
question. Their e≠orts remind us that historians are inevitably
part of the subject they study.

Jeremy D. Popkin, A.M. ’71, is professor of history at the University of Ken-
tucky and author of History, Historians, and Autobiography (forth-
coming in 2005 from the University of Chicago Press), a study of historians’
engagements with life-writing, and of several books on French history. As a
graduate student at Harvard, he worked with H. Stuart Hughes, who is dis-
cussed in this article.

◆  Henry Adams, A.B. 1858, The Education of Henry Adams
(1907/1918): circulated privately among the author’s friends in
1907, then published after Adams’s death in 1918, The Education
is a classic portrait of a historically sensitive author at odds
with his times.
◆  Arthur Meier Schlesinger, Litt.D. ’63, In Retrospect: The History
of a Historian (1963): records the author’s childhood in the same
Ohio town portrayed in Helen Santmyer’s bestseller …And
Ladies of the Club, as well as his contributions to Harvard and to
liberal political causes from the 1920s to the 1950s. 

Arthur Meier Schlesinger Jr. ’38, Jf ’43, LL.D. ’01, followed his
father as historian, political activist, and autobiographer. A Life
in the Twentieth Century: Innocent Beginnings, 1917-1950 (2000) is
intended to be continued by a second volume featuring his
experience in Washington in the 1960s.
◆  William Langer ’15, Ph.D. ’23, LL.D. ’45, In and Out of the Ivory
Tower (1977): Langer was a dominant figure in European histo-
ry at Harvard for four decades. As director of the O∞ce of
Strategic Services’ research and analysis division, he estab-
lished the connection between Harvard and the wartime intel-
ligence e≠ort that a≠ected so many Harvard-connected histo-
rians’ lives.
◆  John King Fairbank ’29, LL.D. ’70, Chinabound: A Fifty-Year
Memoir (1982): Fairbank made Harvard a world center for the
study of Chinese history. His memoir also o≠ers important
insights into the shaping of American policy toward China in
the 1940s and Vietnam in the 1960s.

◆  Edwin O. Reischauer, Ph.D. ’39, LL.D. ’67, My Life between Japan
and America (1986): Reischauer did for Japanese studies at
Harvard what Fairbank did for Chinese studies. Born in Japan,
the son of an American missionary, he served as American
ambassador to Japan in the 1960s and narrowly survived an
attempted assassination.
◆  H. Stuart Hughes, Ph.D. ’40, Gentleman Rebel: The Memoirs of 
H. Stuart Hughes (1990): The most personally revealing of
Harvard historians’ memoirs, by a faculty member whose rela-
tions with the institution were deeply ambivalent.
◆  Jill Ker Conway, Ph.D. ’69, True North (1994): this sequel to
Conway’s classic memoir of her Australian childhood, The Road
from Coorain (1990), covers her graduate-student years at Harvard
in the 1960s and her pathbreaking contributions to the develop-
ment of women’s history at the University of Toronto in the 1970s.
◆  Richard Pipes, Ph.D. ’50, Vixi: Memoirs of a Non-Belonger (2003):
the combative Russian historian, whose family escaped from
Poland just after the Nazi invasion of 1939, combines recollec-
tions of 50 years at Harvard with poison-pen portraits of his
colleagues in the Reagan White House in the early 1980s.

The autobiographical reminiscences of numerous Harvard-
connected historians have been published in collaborative vol-
umes and interview series, particularly Douglas Greenberg and
Stanley N. Katz, eds., The Life of Learning (1994), Henry Abelove et
al., eds., Visions of History (1984), and the series of autobiographi-
cal interviews published in The Historian, the journal of the his-
tory honors society Phi Alpha Theta, between 1990 and 2001.

Harvard Historians’ Memoirs: A Chronological Sampler
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