In a century in which the unexpected makes news,
the unusual has been known to make history.
Seventy years ago, James Harvey Robinson took
historians to task for concentrating on what he
called "fortuitous prominence." Other disciplines,
he pointed out, "try to make the normal clear at

any cost ... The rule, not the exception, is (the)
object." Since Robinson wrote, "fortuitous
prominence" has lost its central place in
historians’ favor and many facets of our

discipline deal forthrightly with the normative,
the commonplace, the routine. Local history is
one of those facets which confronts the rule, not
the exception, which explores the currents which
move in the streams and creeks of life, not just in
the major rivers. (1)

In the fall of 1984, my wife and I were privileged
to meet and talk with the Field Officer of the
British Association of Local History, David
Hayns. He and his wife, Jill, entertained us in
their home and told us something of the British
local history movement. For many years local
history activities were encouraged by a Standing
Conference for Local History, which was
organized in 1948 by a national voluntary agency.
In addition to stimulating local societies, the
Standing Conference held annual conventions for
local historians. After a quarter century, the edge
began to dull. Questions about the efficacy of
this arrangement brought about a national
committee, headed by Lord Blake, which explored
in depth the role of local history in British
society. The Blake Committee report, published in
1979 and shaped for the British scene, makes
instructive reading for all who are interested in
local history. Its major recommendation was the
establishment of the British Association for Local
History (BALH) (2). Several years later, the
BALH came into being and appointed David
Hayns as the Field Officer.

His charge was to visit local historical
organizations all over England and Wales to
discover what they wanted to do. He was to aid
them where he could, bring them together to
exchange views, and help them raise the
consciousness of communities about local history.
Right away, he discovered what local historians in
this country know, that local history does not
seem to fit anywhere in the spectrum of
professional historians. Academics in both
countries are slow to accept local history and
incorporate it into their fields of study. To a
large extent in England, as in the United States,
academic historians and local historians do not

mix often or well.
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Yet in England about 50% of
the graduate theses fall into the local history
arena, (3) and a quick review of U. S. dissertation
titles, published in two issues of the Journal of
American History (December, 1984 and March,
1985), showed that approximately 20% appear to
have a local history focus.

The similarities between the state and status of
local history in these two English-speaking
countries are large and significant, but so are the
differences. In facing the challenges of local
history in this country, we might do well to look
at the experiences of our cousins across the ocean.
They seem to be more committed to publications,
since many of their local organizations publish
journals. They seem to have a wider acceptance
in their communities than similar groups in this
country; in some small villages, the meeting of the
local historical or archaeological society is an
important event. The English do more with
historical archaeology, a natural bent since they
have a considerably longer history and written
records become more scarce, the further back
historians go. On the other hand, they have
problems which are familiar to our local history
movement: financing, professional guidance,
intragroup bickering, and so on.

In one area -- defining what local history is --
there would probably be some unanimity of
opinion in both countries. The highly reputable
and irrepressible Civil War scholar, William B.
Hesseltine, used to pronounce with great emphasis
that "All history is local history," and there would
be few English local historians who would
disagree. Twenty-five years ago, at a convention
sponsored by the now-defunct  Standing
Conference on Local History, the debate on the
issue of "What is local history?" was closed when a
participant asserted that "We do not know and do
not care what we mean by local history but we
are all determined to get on with it!"(4)

The Blake Report had trouble with definitions,
too, explaining that the Committee did not
"examine at length" the question, but when it tried
its hand at a definition, came up with a tasty
slice of Swiss cheese. "Local history,"” the
committee proclaimed, "is the study of man’s past
in relation to his locality," going on to explain
that locality is "determined by an individual’s
interests and experiences. One need not be a
cynic to see the loopholes in that ambiguous
assertion. Definitions on both sides of the water
are vague and less than helpful, an indication of






