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Charles Reard, Connecticut Farmer

Introduction

In the course cf one of their frequent chats about history
and historians Charles Beard, a long time resident of New Milford,
cbserved tro his son-in-law 2lfred Vagts that most histerians had
been products of the presperous upper class. Few had been becrn into
blues cecllar families, and even fewer had rural origins, nocted the
author of almest fifty hooks on Mmerican history. Professor Vagts,
A specialist in diplereatic and military histery, promisecd Beard
that secmetime in the future he would investigate this odd phenomencn.
Many vears later in retirement from teaching and living in Sherman,
Ceonnecticut Professcr Vagts had an oppertunity to examine the career
iines ~f a number of histecrians, American and European, whc were
farm hcrn in crder to assess the impact cof their rural background
on their view of the past. When Professor Vagts visited Western
Cennecticut State Cclleage in February, 1976 as the guest of the
History Clubr and Phi Z1lpha Theta to participate in the "Conversations
with Histcrians" prcgram he presented his thrughts on what he
termed "Historicus Rusticus® for the first time. One porticn cf his
fascinating lecture dealt with Vagts' perscnal reminiscences of
Charles Reard, a2 Hoosier farm boy transplanted tc a dairy farm-cn
which hz did not live- overlcoking the Housatonic River. This por-
trait of Beard, unusual because it deals less with the public and
professicnal accomplishments of the man than with his life-long
interest in agriculture, is pubklished in Clio with the gracicus
permission of Professcor Vagts.



Charles RBeard was born intec 2 family with an historical coa-
scicusness and interest, aware of their English and Quaker descent,
their settling and resettling, from Nantucket to North Carolina
and ecn to IndianAa. His grandfather had assemhled a small llh_ﬁry
from which a copy of Defce's "History cof the Devil® survivas in the
family. PRlso read was Phheott's life cf Napoleon, with the Corsican
serving as a foil fer traditional Zmerican anti-Britishism. One of
the few regrets Beard senicr felt over his scn's Oxford education
was that he would never take the time and trouble to find cut whether
the Beards wgre descencded from that fervent Puritan who was Cromvell's
preceptor, Pr. Thomas Beard.

Beard was born on a smnall farm, frem which he was taken tc
a larger one in Spicelend, a Quaker village with an Academy. But
though Reard early learned to do chores--~there is a photcgraph of
him showing Raymond Moley how to swing a scythe--his father had
nct heen strictly a farmer but had also kheen a contractcr and land
speculator and then hecame a bank president. This affluence enabled
him to buy his sons a printing press and small newspaper and send
tham to ccllege; he could affocrd tc let his sen go abroad to study
in Oxford, after graduation from DePauw University.

Though he was not exactly a “farm bey," and certainly not a
pcor one, Beard was certainly rural in his backgrcund. e had not
seen a great city until he went to ccllege:; his interest in municipa
problems was arcused in Chicago's Hull House and then in his moenths
of lecturing in England’s Northern cities, Manchester and Liverpool.
While in many respects remaining a secularized rural Quaker,
Cuakerdom cculd not cenvey cratory, ner could the other "grande
muelte”, farmerdom. This Beard learned accidentally. In the rather
typical "running awvay from the farm® to the cities,l Beard after
having chserved the miseries in the midst of which Chicago's Fuil
House had heen placed, in a scort of evangelism, believed that the
urban, rather than the rural, proletariat deserved his more immediate

interest, his first bhook coming to deal with “"The Industrial Revcl-
ution” (London 1901).

Whether in Beard's subsequent wrltlngs there was more Socizl-
istic histerical materialism--there was or is alsc a bcurgecis
historical materialism like that of Madison which Beard liked to
invoke--or more farmer, carthy materialism, no less historical,
cannct e decided here. The former was more nearly coincidental
7ith his interest in workers' educaticn ever since the foundinc cof
Ruskin Hall and his interest in the Rané School, the latter coririned
with hisz farming interest, laborer and fermer in the end fated =zc-
gether. "Can farmers and working men do anything in the presence cf
the steel-helmeted giant of mcodern Business?"® he would ask his
colleague in history teaching and farming, William Dodd in 1928. "I
have my doubts, alas!®? He was in doubt nc less about the possibil-
ities of Ruskin'’s imperative: "Land to theose whe can use itl”™
(Fors Clavigera), zbout farm proprietcrship in regions beccming so
very city-dominated as Connecticut.
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He experienced his return to the farm and the forming intere
never sentimental, as in Breahms' nostalgic Lied: "C, wuesst’
ich dcoch den Weg zfiruck, Den hclden Weg ins Kinderland"--never when
he was heading the "Institute for Municipal Research", never even in
the years that some would call his Marxist pericd sharing Xarl Marx's
views on "the idiocy of rural life”, or "the stupid peasant idyl",3
takirg up rural interest, theoretically and practically, discussing
in such pubklic forums as the Williamstcwn Institute of Pclitics in
1926, and there together with Henry Wallace, agrarian prchlems,
eventually, largely from the proceeds of his writincgs, acquiring
two modest-~sized Ceonnecticut dairy farms, of some 250 acres each, . .
this following upon his return from a2 scjourn in Yugoslavia. They
were run on the hasis of the fairest share-crcpping, the monthly
net, for the most part derived from the "milk check”, divided equaliy
between farmer and owner, the latter keeping the books, inspecting
the farm and the herd, half owned by the farmer, half by Beard, once
or tvice a week for scme afternocn hours.
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This stay abroad,meant for a survey cof Yugoslav government and
adrirnistration, brought Beard who in 2nd around Cxford had known
Keir Hardia and Ramsay Macdcnald, into the ambience of what was called
at the time the "Green Internaticnale", that never formally con-
stituted Internaticnal. ©On the way to Belgrade he met in Berlin and
was much impressed and perhaps guided@ by Max Sering, the doyen of
Gexrman, if not all agriculturalists, at the time. In the Balkan
capital where the political strife was violent and would scon erupt
intce shooting and dictatorship, the enccunter most impressive and
in the end harrowing was with that Croatian peasant icader Stjenan
Radic (1871-1928)%4 who handed to Beard, as a sort of his political
testement, the manuscript of his autcbicgraphy, published by Beard
after his assassination.® 1In Yugeslavia Beard had encountered
agriculture in its most un-American, unspacious form, with parcel-
lization etc. Unforgettable tco him the observation of a tcobacco
grower having his existence threatened if not ruined by the planting
cf powerline pylons in his tiny field.®

Beard's farming undertaking surprised, ncot to say dumbhfcocundzd,
nons as much as scme of his fellow historiens,whom in turn he woui:l
call Yasphalt flowers", the German peasants' terms-for city folk
to which his scn-in-law had introduced him. The late Richard
Hofstadter in his treatment of "The Progressive Historians® (19%4%},
in surprisingly unresearched writing with utterly unrealistic deta
on Beard's milk producticn,; wculd have Beard live cn and of the
farm after, as was assumed, he had lecst heavily in his stock invest-
rents in 1929. The farmers of "estern Ccnnecticut knew bhetter. As
their conditions weorsened in the great Depression and they became
finally inclined to censider a milk strike, a crowd of them care <o
tiie Peard Mew Milford residence, in a mocd that reminded the writer
only tco much if not cf the peasant wars cf the ugly demcnstrations
of the suffering Schleswig-Holstein peasants against the Weimar
government.7 Reard dissuacded them from all such measures 2as
blocking the milk trucks cn the way to the cities and dumping the
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miik, telling ther that given the ample supplies available from
scurces cutside the State, a strike was futile (and as hopeless as
any earlier peasant war had proved as the Eurcpean historian would
recall). %hat he instead prcpesed was a milk law for Connecticut
with features that gave the milk producers a price koost by keeping
ocutside production awey, a measure cf Hamiltonian protectionism
rather than Jefferscnian laissez faire. Fer this proposal Beard wen
the approval cof Governor Wilbur Cross, ancther scholar in politics,
and the State Legislature passed a2 bill largely written by Beard
with whcm Governcor Cross would consult when naming milk commission-
2rs. In its defense, for its explanation Beard then went on the
hiustings, circuit riding sc to speak, again a2s he had dcne when he
nad travelled through the North cf Englané for the purposes of

the extension courses provided by Ruskin College. The European
observer who went along was in turn reminded cf the Narcdniki in
their "going among the pecple", unpractical enough in Russia, sc
rnuch so that seme of them the peasants wculd slay them. HNot Eeard.
When I a2sked an cld farmer whether he understcod him, he would
answexr: "O, I trust the perfesser®. It was like the Napclecnic
vetersn when hearing scme highflown imperial cratory reassuring
himself and cthers: "Mais c'est 1'Empereur qui 1%'a dit".

Beard kept on farming himself,® after World War selling cne
of his two hecldings. (For cne reason: Mary Beard wculd not have
the man on the farm who beat up his wife.) They were kept laboratori~
iike. %When gentleman-farmers in the vicinity like J.C. Penny want
in for "fancy stock®, Beard’s foremost consideration was of the
hest and cheapest milkers, he himself owning half of the stcck. He
watched lané prices as they began to climb as real estate, in Connec-
ticut due to the vicinity ~f New York. When asked hcow in monetary
terms his investment turned cut, he mentioned a2 2% to 3% interest.

In varicus ways Beard grew sc to speak "land-bcund"--while scire
of his critics weould call him hidebound--he would explain to the
newcomer to Pmerica what hidebcund meant: a cattle conditicon--as
znother expressicn of the respect for realities, an un—~Romanticism
e shared with most of the land-born historians He warned againct
he uncritical introduction of Ideengeschichte,1 blocking in
cffect for scme twenty years by his report to an interested publiche:
the transliaticn of one of the foremost pieces of the histeory cf
ideas; Friedrich Meinecke's *Idee der Staatsraison®. Psychohistnry
~an never claim him as a forerunner. On the menticning cf Freud,
3eard's face would grow red: Histecrians in no way had the full .
data of the analyst sitting hy the side or at the head of the couch. i
Sex was largely, as on the farm, biolcgical prccess and the comiii-
cations could only have heen invented by such apartment hcuse
awellers as Siegmund Freud. (Is there yet a rural-born psycholo-
gist?) There was in Beard's realism none of the Verdr&ngung cor
sublimation-~which of the twe more?--that had caught a Ranke, in so
far heir of the Rcmantics,l2 Verdrfngung that Marxism meanaged ny
speaking of “the idioccy” of rural life which stood in the way of
class consciousness. It was not from any histerical materialism of
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the Marxian kiné as has cften been suspected or claimed that Bear
would held, as in his "last weord", the proverkial kind, that
"accnomics explains the mostest®.
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There was in Peard's life rmuch fulfillment ¢of "Die Bestimmunag
des Galehrten”, the “designaticn cf the learned man” as Fichte, 3
the most rural-khorn of all philesophers, had outlined it in 1724:
“The leerned man, the scholar is cnly inscfar a schelar as he is
considered as such by societv. . . His knowledge ~acquired for
society he must ncw really apply for the use of scciety; he must
rina ran to the feeling cof his true needs. . . But how can and must
iz, however, spread his knowledge?” 72s to this Beard knew and used
the media nf bhis time.

lrt the ruthreak of the Spanish-tmerican War Reard volunteered
but like so many was turned down, there heing more then the 2Army
could maks unse cof. The episcde might provide the ¥olkc's and their
1lk with the suspicion that this was an indicaticn of the farmers’

verge for markets. Their Poots of American Porv-qn Policy. MNew Yeork
1972 o

2neard te Dcdd, Mevy 12, 1928, Doddéd Pepers, Library ~f Congress.

3arncld Kntinzli, Karl Marx, Eine Psychographie. Vienna, Zurich,
Frankfart 1966, 525,

Padic was in his writing an almost-histcrian. Zfter cver-
comince the tvnical ohstaclaes in the way of 2 peasant hoy's educa-
tion, he had studied at the Paris Fceole des Sciences Politigues,
ahroad like asrlier Slavs had at Jena under Luden, like them pro-
tagting ?g“+nat “colonization” of which some cof the Slav pecples wars
st1l1l victim, in his "Moderna Kolonizaciijn i Slavin’® (Zagreb 1304).,

Tc him, the 1.eal peaceful state would be one in which the peesen'y
would have the deminant, if not contrelling rele. The dominesring
role that the Serbs assumed in the new Kingdem after 121 secmed to
him imperialist in its nature. For R. see the articles in

Lﬂcvr1~pﬂﬁ1 ~f Scocial Sciences (XIII, 51) and Slavonic I'mcyclopedia
1068 f.

I_J

Scurrent Fistory YXIY (1928-29), 82 f£f
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Smhe auther, fresh from Turope, was present when Beard wenc
along the houndarv of cne of the newly bought farms with the former
owner. "Ten ceming te a stesp hillside, Bearé would ask hov far
up the brundary ran here. 01l Mr, Darllng: “Fur enuff, perfesser®.
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‘It reminded him no less that the spokesmen cof the German
peasant wars hacd been non-peasants, such as the "Piper of
NMiklashausen" and the fiery preacher Thcmas Milinzer.

8rl1fred Vagts Diary, May 18, 1935.

27+ one time, in 19239, Beard considered, whether under William
Nocdd's influence or not, kuying & South Carclina plantation on
which tc live, at least during the winter months, hut refrained
when rerminded that he would have to assume responsibility cof a

c.

considerabhle number of Megrc “retainers®, a2 responsibility Mary

Becard was more ready to take on than her hushand. 21lfreéd Vagts
Bdiary, 2iken, S.C., March 14, 1939,

1% ¥new of only one farm-hern historian of ideas, Christoph
Steding, the author of "Das Reich unéd die Krankheit der eurcpaischen
Zultur" (Famburg 1¢38). He was the Wunderkind of Nazi historicgraphy,
dying ycung. See the writer's review in Journal of Modern Historvy
YITX (1341), 267 ff., teo whom Steding appeared a2 kad casc of the
*pavsan perverti®, to use ~ de Sade title.

1lynat greatly contributed tc Beard's criticism was his
friendship with a practicing psychiatrist, Dr. Frederick Peterson,
who told him about his Wall Street patients, their number regularly
increasing in crisis times when he; a foremost practitioner of
“nsccupational therapy", a psychiatric version of the "work ethes”™,
would set them tc what was more “real weork". Psychohistorians might
well contemplate this passage from Lecky: "Had the Irish peasants
nmeen less chaste, they would have been mrnre prosperous™. 72 History
of Furcpean Morals, 1877 ed. I, i, 146,

12"0n1y then deoes cne live when cne does not know of onas2lf,
« o « The right jeoy is tc forget cneself, to surrender,. . . The
ideal of historical education would re if the subject could make
himself the organ of the subject, i.e., ¢f science itself; without
heing hindered by the natural or accidental limitaticns cof human
existence, to recognize and present the full truth.® However,
the perscnal liritaticons on the historiaen's striving for chicctivity
hinder to chtain fully his aim. On cne early occasion in his carecer
Ranke ncted that "unfortunetely historiocgraphy needs favors fram

men, and I myself particularly as I am on my way.” His Samtliciie
YWerke LIIT/IV, 167 £., 216, 4024 £.; XV, 103.

137+ the time of writing of "National Intarest® the writer
persuaded Bcard tc read Fichte's "Geschlossenar Handelsstaat’
(1809) a verv autarchical prepcesal.
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