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Dr. T. Harry Williams Makes History Enjoyable in Classrooms & Books

LSU Professor Rates Popularity and Prizes

By CHARLES EAST JR., LSU '71

SEATED IN HIS STUDY, Dr. T. Harry Williams relates a favorite historical anecdote. He was a 1955 LSU Honor Initiate after meeting ATOs taking his course and becoming interested in the Founders’ post-Civil War efforts to reunite a divided nation.

Throngs of students crowd Louisiana State University registration tables every semester to sign up for history courses under Dr. T. Harry Williams, LSU Honor Initiate ’55. The popular pipe-smoking professor is a celebrated figure on campus, having gained a reputation as a fascinating lecturer in the field of Civil War and reconstruction history.

Dr. Williams’ talents are not restricted to the classroom. His latest book, a biography entitled Huey Long, earned for him last year the Pulitzer Prize for biography,

the National Book Award for biography-history, and other distinguished honors. These, added to his already long list of credits, reflect his status as a nationally recognized author, scholar, and historian.

Particularly proud of Dr. Williams’ accomplishments are his Alpha Tau Omega Brothers at the Louisiana Epsilon Zeta chapter on the Baton Rouge campus. Brother Williams serves as faculty adviser to the group. His visits to the chapter house are highlighted by discussions of every subject from baseball to politics. Colorful stories



and anecdotes are his trademark, and he shares them all with the Taus.

It is this type of friendly relationship between professor and students on an informal basis that Brother Williams enjoys.

“The fraternity system provides one avenue by which we can get away from the impersonality” of life in a large college community, he says. His comment seems especially applicable to a university such as LSU, which has an enrollment of some 18,000 students.

Before coming to LSU in 1941, Dr. Williams taught at the University of Wisconsin, where he received his Ph.D. degree in history in 1937. He also earned his masters degree there in 1932, a year after graduating from PlatteviUe Teachers College, Wisconsin.

His teaching career has included terms as visiting professor at the universities of West Virginia, Rhode Island, and Tulane as well as Oxford University, England, where he occupied the Chair in American History in 1966. He holds the honorary rank of Boyd Professor at LSU, being one of the first three men given this prestigious designation in 1953.

During his tenure at LSU, Prof. Williams has become closely identified with the Civil War, long his specialty. Even students not enrolled in his courses come to hear his lectures, especially the moving presentation of Robert E. Lee’s surrender at Appomattox. Last year Louisiana Gov. John McKeithen paid a special visit to the university campus to attend one of Dr. Williams’ classes.

What is the key to Brother Williams’ popularity? Perhaps the answer lies in his explanation of what makes a good teacher.

He points out that an instructor must believe in his subject and show enthusiasm and excitement in communicating to his students. He says the teacher must, in a sense, play a role if he is to present his topic interestingly.

More important than these qualities, however, are certain intangible personality traits which the teacher must possess, Dr. Williams says. In addition he notes simply that a good instructor must like people.

Referring to teaching in the historical field, Brother Williams says, “History should be made as dramatic and interesting as possible without sacrificing its seriousness. It’s a story easy to make fascinating because it’s a story of human beings.

“Aside from the wonderful human interest of the period, the Civil War deserves study as our only tragedy, our only great failure. We have to try to understand why Americans got themselves into such a state that they went to shooting each other.

“As to the importance of history in general, a country that did not know its history would be like a man who had lost his memory. The man could not explain himself to others or even understand himself. Neither could the country.”

The ATO professor puts explanation and understanding into both his teaching and his writing as well. He is the author, co-author, or editor of more than a dozen books, including the Long biography, Lincoln and His
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Lincoln and the Radicals (1941)

Lincoln and His Generals (1952)

Book of the Month Club selection; New York Times and Newsweek “Best Books of the Year” selection.

P. G. T. Beauregard, Napoleon in Gray (1955)

Americans at War (1960)
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The Pulitzer Prize for biography; the National Book Award for biography-history; Book of the Month Club selection; New York Times Book Review “12 Outstanding Books of 1969” selection. .
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A History of the United States (1961) with R. N. Current and Frank Freidel

BOOKS (EDITED)

Selected Writings and Speeches of Abraham Lincoln (1943)

With Beauregard in Mexico (1956)

Abraham Lincoln: Selected Speeches, Messages and Letters (1957)

Military Memoirs of a Confederate by E. Porter Alexander (1962)

Hayes: The Diary of a President (1964)

ARTICLES

Dr. T. Harry Williams’ articles have been published in: Comptons Encyclopedia; many newspapers, including the New York Times; the journals of the American Military History Foundation, American Military History Institute, and Illinois State Historical Society; proceedings of the United States Naval Institute and the East Tennessee Historical Society; and American Heritage, American Mercury, American Story, Civil War History, Commentator, Georgia Review, Journal of Mississippi History, Journal of Southern History, Louisiana Historical Quarterly, Mississippi Valley Historical Review, New England Quarterly, Official Army Information Digest, Ohio Archaeological and Historical Quarterly, Quill, Virginia Magazine of History and Genealogy, and Wisconsin Magazine of History.

Generals, Lincoln and the Radicals and P. G. T. Beauregard: Napoleon in Gray. In 1962 he was chosen by Time, Inc., to write one volume of a six-volume history of the United States to be published by Time magazine.

Dr. Williams feels that the lecturer who does his own research is the greatest teacher because he passes on to his students first-hand information rather than solely the findings of others.

In preparing his highly acclaimed Huey Long, Brother Williams used the relatively new research technique called oral history, by which information is gathered from tape-recorded interviews. He interviewed almost 300 people and considers the oral history method a valid one because, as he points out, some people give information and tell stories in interviews which they would not put into writing.



Brother Williams says the oral history technique was pioneered by Columbia University researchers with the idea that politicians and public figures in the modem era would not leave behind the customary sources that historians had previously relied upon, particularly letters. He notes that the advent of the telephone had much to do with this change.

A controversial political figure of the late 1920s and early 1930s, Huey Long served Louisiana as governor and United States senator and rose to national prominence as a champion of the common man. Dr. Williams feels that Huey Long has a relevancy in today’s world, despite the changes which have occurred since Long’s assassination in 1935. “He was a revolutionary in a real sense,” the professor says.

Long created a one-man rule in Louisiana, controlling the state and its government with an iron hand. On the national scene he severed ties with his former friend Franklin Roosevelt and became one of the President’s fiercest critics from the Left.

As Brother Williams points out, Long was a man in a hurry who “ignored the rules” because he didn’t think he could achieve change within the rules.

Brother Williams emphasizes that change can be effected nowadays if “the establishment” initiates and guides change and is responsive to progressive ideas. He notes, however, that those who desire change must show restraint and stop short of destroying the system. “If order is destroyed, any hope of orderly change is impossible,” he says, noting that “there never should be any need for recourse to violence.”

This premise that “fundamental change can be achieved within the framework of the democratic system” as applied to Long and to contemporary times is the theme of talks which Brother Williams has delivered on college campuses throughout the country.

Dr. Williams says he supports student activism which takes the form of expressing opinions on state and national questions, and he contends that more people should air their views by participating in debates, forums, and discussions. “University students should be interested in all kinds of current political issues,” he says.
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Looking toward the future, Brother Williams is already making plans for his next two books, the first one to be a history of American wars and the next one to concentrate on the presidency of Ulysses S. Grant. Coincidentally, Brother Williams was bom May 19, 1909, in Vinegar Hill, 111., “just two ax handles and a twist of tobacco from Galena,” Grant’s home, as the historian puts it.

Prof. Williams does his writing in a study adjoining his home in Baton Rouge. All four walls of the room are lined with bookshelves, and volumes of Civil War and military history cover every inch of shelf space from floor to ceiling. The study is virtually a small-scale historical museum filled with Civil War mementoes.

The den of the Williams home serves as a trophy room for Brother Williams’ awards. Included in the collection, in addition to the Pulitzer Prize and National Book Award plaques, are the Harry S. Truman Award for Meritorious Service in the Field of Civil War History, a Citation of Distinction awarded by LSU, and a Citation of Achievement presented by the Louisiana Legislature.

Brother Williams’ most recent honor is his selection as a judge for this year’s National Book Award competition. This April at the annual convention of the Organization of American Historians, he will be nominated as vice-president of the group and is expected to become president in 1973. The organization is the largest group of historians devoted solely to the study of American history. Previously, Brother Williams served as president of the Southern Historical Association.

Perhaps Dr. T. Harry Williams’ contributions are best summed up in the words of the LSU Citation of Distinction presented to him May 30, 1970, at the University’s commencement exercises:

“A teacher who brings excitement and drama to the classroom, an historian who is admired and respected by his fellow historians, a writer who merits his country’s highest literary awards, a scholar who reaffirms for us all the worth of excellence, a man who wears the mantle of achievement with humility and grace.”�★★★

SURROUNDED BY STACKS, Dr. Williams autographs his prize-winning book, Huey Long, a work praised by the N. Y. Times Book Review as a “masterpiece of American biography ”


