EXPLORING NEARBY HISTORY IN THE WESTERN RESERVE

Who built the seven towers of Thebes?
The books are filled with names of kings.

Was it kings who hauled the craggy blocks of stone?

And Babylon, so many times destroyed,

Who built the city up each time? In which of Lima’s houses

David E. Kyvig
University of Akron

9

That city glittering with gold, lived those who built it?

In the evening when the Chinese wall was finished

Where did the masons go? Imperial Rome

Is full of arcs of triumph. Who reared them up? Over whom

Did the Caesars triumph? Byzantium lives in song,
Were all her dwellings palaces? And even in Atlantis of the

The night the sea rushed in,
The drowning men still bellowed for their slaves.

Young Alexander plundered India.

He alone?

Caesar beat the Gauls.

Was there not even a cook in his army?
Philip of Spain wept as his fleet

Was sunk and destroyed. Were there no other tears?
Frederick the Great triumphed in the Seven Years War.

Triumphed with him?

Each page a victory,

At whose expense the victory ball?
Every ten years a great man,

Who paid the piper?

So many particulars.
So many questions.

When Bertholt Brecht posed those questions, he
called the poem "A Worker Who Reads History."
Brecht, a social and political radical, was
challenging modern political leaders who in their
various national crusades were insensitive to the
masses. Brecht was also trying to call attention to
the neglect of life at the grass roots by those who
were writing history. Brecht realized “that the
way the past was presented influenced the
thinking of those who were shaping contemporary
affairs. He recognized the important truth that
our understanding of the past determines the way
we deal with the present. Therefore, he was quite
unhappy, as well he should have been, with the
way historians had for the most part ignored
ordinary people and everyday life.

Fortunately, a realization has been growing in
recent years that those questions of "A Worker
Who Reads History" are important. A curiosity
has been stirred about what has gone on in the
local area in the past. A desire to provide
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answers has been increasing. This conference on
the history of Ohio’s Western Reserve is one sure
sign of these developments.

Many doubts nevertheless exist, even among those
who are intrigued by the nearby world of family
and community, as to whether this is "real
history," an important subject worthy of serious
consideration, or whether it is merely an engaging
pursuit for hobbyists. Should those of us who
reside in Northeast Ohio really be devoting our
energy and resources to the study of the history
of our own locality, the Western Reserve? This is
a vital question that deserves to be addressed at
the outset of this conference.

It is certainly understandable how the doubts
about the legitimacy of community and family
history arose. It is part of the story of the rise of
the academic discipline of history in this country.
In the earliest stages of America’s history, the
story of what had taken place was presented by






