INTRODUCTION

To read these revealing, often eloguent interviews with Gilbert Fite, a
preeminent historian of America’s agricultural frontier and of agriculture in (his
cenlury, and with Lewis G. Thomas, a distinguished historian of Canada’s prairie
provinces, is to understand immedialety why Lhey have been such effective teacher-
scholars. The interviews also give us valuahle clues about how each man shaped the
writing of history in his own field.

Since both were born in the Greal Plains or Prairie areas of Norh
America-Fite  in rural South Dakota, and Thomas oa a rench near Calgary, one
might think they would have much In common - and they da: a deep love of their
nalive region expressed in Lheir wrilings, a remarkable devotion to teaching students,
and an acuie sense Of how one generation of historians trains and relates (0 new
generations. Their information about the way this lalter process works would alone
make the inerviews, conducied by Kenneth E. Hendrickson, Jr. and Gerald C.
Friesen, eminently worlhwhile.

Allhough Gilbert Fite grew up In a rural farming area of Soulb Dakota, both
his parenis were also schoo) teachers. Education was always foremost in their minds.
When he went to the University of South Dakola, two very different historians,
Herberi C. Schell, premier historian of South Dakota, and Bert Loewenberg, an
intellectual historian hailing from the American noriheast, stimulated Fite's interest
in history, and hclped him get into the University of Missouri graduale program.
There he worked with Lewis Atherton, one of the outstanding historians of the
midwest. Then when Fite landed a position al the University af Oklahoma, it is
significant that he would describe his colleagues there as former students of Atherion,
Frederick Jackson Turner, Herberr Bolion and Waller Frescolt Webb. In tum, Fite
was 10 continue (his laying-on-of-hands rradition by training some thirty-two Ph.Ds,
among them one of Oklahoma's foremost historians, the late Arrcll Gibson.

And yel Gilbert Fites reputation as an expert on Western and recent national
agricultural history in the United States, is not based on echoing others, bul on his
own scholarship and wonderfully <lear writing as evidenced in bis well-known The
Farmers Frontier and his most recent volume, America’s Farmers: The New Minorily.
What he has done is (o recapiure the increasingty lost history of a rural agricultural
America, and lo guarantee that we do oot forget that for its first 300 years, whal
became (he United Stales was largely an agricultural economy and society,

As the reader will see, loward Lhe end of his interview, File raises objections (o
histarians’ current all-consuming obsession with race, ethnie class and gender, urges
us o look al economic faclors and groups, and L0 continee to wrile so as Lo reach
the lay audience as well as the expert. Herein lies one secrel of File's success. His
books, whether about the political leader, Peter Norbeck, or about the farmers'
frontier, cover regional lopics but speak Lo national - even inlemational - audiences
about politics, farming. and rurat lifc in the United States. His larger perspeclive and
the central imporlance of his subject make him a national historian in every sense
of the word.

In his inlerview with Lewis G. Thomas, Gerald Friesen calls Thomas "ibe
Alberta historian.” Since he was born into a ranching familty near Millarsville,
soulhwest of Calgary in 1914, it would seem that Thomas' rural upbringing would be
similar (o Fite’s, and in some ways il was. But there were also dramatic differences.
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Thomas did not feel he was on & froniier and did not perform daunting physical
chores on the ranch. His interest was in 1the community, borse races, sacial life and
the Anglican Church. Like their peighbors, the Thomas' felt they were a part of a
vast world, the Brtish Commonweallh, concerning which there was no sense of
hostility or physical or psychological disiance. Thomas fell, in fact, that he lived in a
"harmonicus and plausible whole,”

As was the case with Giloen File, Thomas benefited from the counsel of
inspiring teachers, such as A. I Burt and George Smith at the University of Alberta,
and later the "exceptional influences” of English politics and lewers on their and
Thomas’ world.

While Bl Harverd, Thomas became more aware of being Canadian and of
Central Canada itsell, end afier returning to Alberia, he eventually taught a course
on the History of the West {Canada) in 1949. Thomas, always noled for his liberal,
humane and international perspective, came to feet that variety in a country was good
and healihy, and founded the first "school”™ of Wesiern Canadian historical studies.
Its great success is atiested Lo by the fact that A S. Morion, Margarel Ormsby, W.
J. Ecxies and Gerald Friesen, among others, are associaled with it.

An abiding interest in ehurch history led Thomas inlo prairie church archives and
the careers of Anglican missionaries, whieh in time led 10 the study of the fur trade,
and the history of mixed-bioods. As a social historian interested in community, kinship
and [ricndstup ties, and in institutions, Thomas feels there has been too much
emphasis on the frontier coneepy, and in effect, he has created a remarkable social
history of his region’s part without stressing frontier characteristics. In effect his
approach alone would mark his signal eontribution t© a new understanding of
Canadian seulement.

At the end of these two interviews, one has a sense thal the two historians have
reached similae pasitions from opposite starting points. Thomas, with his liberal,
humane and international view, found a career in regional swdies but ahways with a
larger perspective. Fite, beginning with a clearly regional approach to politics and
agriculture, sees agriculture and Amcrica’s rural past in a pational, even iniernational
way. Their careers are examples of the honesl, probing search for knowledge of the
past that might serve as models for everyone in the historical profession.
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