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Two years ago one of my Miami colleagues handed me a cartoon from the comic
strip "Blondie" which had appeared in that morning's Cincinnati Enquirer. One
of his students had just given it to him. The cartoon showed Dagwood and his
young son walking down the street, the son commenting, "My first history test
is today, and I can't remember when the Battle of Hastings was.” Dagwood
starts to answer, "Let's see, it WaSeeoo At that point a rubbish truck
rumbles by and the rubbishman calls out, "It was 1066." To this Dagwood muses,
"Historians are everywhere."”

The student who brought that cartoon strip in to show his professor did so to
evoke some good office laughter, but after the laughter was over he asked in
all seriousnmess, "Is history really a profession? Do most people see it as
anything more than just trivia questions? Are there really any good jobs in
history still out there? Or, is the cartoonist, through the rubbishman, trying
to tell me something?”

1 made a xerox copy of that cartoon. I still have it. For, you see, there is
a lot more to Dagwood's observation than meets the eye == OT the funnybone.

It is true that for some time professional positions in history have been
relatively scarce and that we have had an over-supply of college graduates
prepared to £111 them. Though that time appears, happily, to be coming to an
end, we have had enough relatively recent examples of unemployed or
underemployed persons with baccalaureate and even graduate degrees in history
that Dagwood's laconic reference to the rubbishman that "historians are
everywhere” has more than a little ring of truth to it.

But let's take another look at that same observation. While only a comparative
few of us make our living as professional historians, all of us, and I mean all
of us, need to know our history, to be informed by it, to learn from it. Alomne
among all the species of 1ife on the planet earth, and quite possibly the
universe, we humans are born into a state of history. Human infants born
today, through family, school, church, and community, can have transmitted to
them in the years ahead the accumulated knowledge and understanding of the
human condition and experience through the centuries. In turn, they can add to
this knowledge and understanding before their time on earth comes to an end and
their places are taken by others. In other words, none of us has to reinvent
the wheel; we can begin life where preceding generations have left off, and go
from there.

Because humans are born into a state of history, it is important for everyomne
to be exposed again and again to history in all its many facets, the who, how,
why, what and where of human experience. In that sense, Dagwood's observation
takes on a quite different-than-intended meaning. Whether professionals or
laity, "Historians should be everywhere!"
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