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son. New York: Alfred A.  Knopf, 1964. 
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AT A TIME when historical writing is “sicklied o’er 
with the pale cast of thought,” when historical lit- 
erature all too clearly indicates a “shift from an 
ethic of ‘action’ to one of ‘behavior’ ” as Page Smith 
recently remarked, it is refreshing and heartening 
to read a historical narrative in which men are 
men, and women are glad of it, and God’s in His 
heaven, however perverse the world of man may 
show itself to be. It is in depiction of the virile 
world of “action” rather than “behavior,” of hero- 
ism rather than hysteria, of dignified belief rather 
than a dithering indifference that Samuel Eliot Mor- 
ison has made himself the most widely read of con- 
temporary American historians. His history belongs 
to the school of Herodotus rather than to the school 
of Hamlet. It unfolds great deeds and it reverences 
a mystery that always remains in history after the 
imperfect explanations have been made and the 
confusions have been cleared away. 

I t  is an elegant and aristocratic history where 
choices are made in terms of values and where the 
principle of parsimony always seeks the clearest, the 
most direct, and the most evident explanation. It 
is serene ,and cheerful. It is above argument and 
its demonstrations are so deft that their great learn- 
ing seems an easy burden. His style is at  once pol- 
ished and restrained. It is direct and reflective by 
turns and possesses an easy forward motion which 
carries the reader through its broad perspectives 
and its complicated actions. 

Even so, Morison is not a great historian, a fact 
which he cheerfully admits. “Let me say here that, 
in spite of having received the Balzan award, I do 
not rate myself in a class with those great historians 
of the past whom I have mentioned. But I do claim 
to be a good historical workman; talented if you 
like, but no genius.” If this statement does not 
convince, let the doubter read, in contrast to Mori- 
son’s lecture on receiving the Balzan prize “The Ex- 
periences and Principles of an Historian,” Lord 
Acton’s Inaugural Lecture as Regius Professor of 
History at Cambridge. The gulf that separates talent 
from genius is immediately apparent. But to judge 
Morison in this way is to employ the wrong stand- 
ard. We don’t judge Grandma Moses by the stand- 
ards set by Rembrandt. His greatness is that of a 

good historical workman, a greatness Iike that of 
those Yankee builders who turned carpentry into 
architecture in so many New England villages and 
cities. It is a greatness achieved mostly by good 
taste and “a painstaking cultivation of moderate 
abilities.” 

And so it turns out that “The Experiences and 
Principles of an Histori,an” has little to say about 
the nature of history and a good deal of very wise 
advice on the subject of how it is written. The ad- 
vice is practical and direct and extends from tips 
on note-taking to the injunctions to be a Christian 
and to always take the summer vacation rather than 
do research or teach in summer school. 

The test of the pudding is in the eating and the 
remainder of this slim volume is a collection of 
samples, representative rather than outstanding, of 
what a good historian can achieve by imagination, 
industry and good workmanship. 

No one of these essays better indicates the values 
which underlie Morison’s historical writing than the 
essay, “The Wisdom of Benjamin Franklin,” which 
first appeared, significantly, I think, in the Saturday 
Evening Post. Common sense, a dedication to hu- 
mane values, a rational religion as deep as it is 
broad and tolerant, simplicity and utility, an in- 
defatigable curiosity, a commitment to peace, com- 
promise, and expedience which, however, were nev- 
er purchased at the expense of basic principle, a 
humanity tinctured by self-indulgence and a patriot- 
ism tempered by cosmopolitanism are values which 
both Franklin and his historian share. 

Chapter VI, “The Battle off Samar, October 25, 
1944,” is an apposite and extremely interesting se- 
lection for several reasons. Here Morison demon- 
strates his great skill in managing a large canvas 
filled with exact and complex detail while at the 
same time maintaining a human focus which per- 
mits us to see into the heroism and composure of 
individual men facing the near certainty of death. 
Beyond this we are permitted to experience vicar- 
iously the dedication, “the defiant humor and in- 
domitable courage of blue-jackets caught in the 
‘ultimate of desperate circumstances’ [which] will 
make the fight of the Taffys’ with Kurita’s Center 
Force forever memorable, forever glorious.” 

In this same selection Morison writes “And, also 
at 0706, compassionate Providence sent a rain 
squall, under which the carriers, in conjunction 
with the smoke that they and the escorts were 
making were protected for about fifteen minutes.” 
Herodotus would not have stated it otherwise. Yet 
much as we admire the balance Morison maintains 
between the action of Providence and the force of 
freely acting men, we cannot help but feel that 
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here as in Morison’s history as a whole there is a 
depth and unexplored dimension which he wisely 
did not attempt to explore. His resources are un- 
equal to the task. 

Finally, the book is marked by a petty and lo- 
quacious vanity expressed with disarming candor 
in Chapter I, “Receiving the Balzan Award.” Writ. 
ten in the vein of “Boston Boy Makes Good and 
Sees the Pope; Wife Dressed for Occasion in Berg- 
dorf Gown,” it lends the distinction of humanity to 
an uncontested eminence. 

Reviewed by STEPHEN J. TONSOR 

Batista: His Rise and Fall 

The Growth and Decline of the Cuban 
Republic, by Fuigencio Batista; trans- 
lated from the Spanish by Blas M. Roca- 
fort. New York: The Devin-Adair Com- 
pany, 1964. xif300pp. $6.50. 

Farewell to Foggy Bottom, by Ellis 0. 
Briggs; foreword by Christian A. Herter. 
New York: David McKay Company, Inc., 
1964. xii+306pp. $4.95. 

GENERAL BATISTA’S apologia for his regime is for 
the most part a translation of his Piedra y Zeyes, 
but it contains some supplementary material that 
did not appear in the Spanish edition, including 
statistical information that should prove very use- 
ful to students of Cuban history and of the Cuban 
economy. 

He begins his narrative with the revolution of 
1933-the so-called “revolt of the sergeants”- 
which saw Batista rise overnight from non-com- 
missioned rank to the head of the army. His boast 
that in the aftermath of this revolution Cuba at- 
tained the first time to a status of full sovereignty 
is, as far as it goes, correct. The possibility of in- 
tervention by the United States armed forces to as- 
sure the protection of lives and property, favored 
at the time by some Americans and hoped for by 
some Cubans, was averted. Some months after this 
revolution the Platt Amendment, incorporated into 
the treaty of 1903, land under which military oc- 
cupation of the island was undertaken in the troub- 
lous years 1906-1908, was abrogated in new treaties 
negotiated by the revolutionary government with 

the administration of Franklin Roosevelt and rat- 
ified by our Senate. Batista awards to himself most 
of the glory for this achievement, but he should in 
fairness and for the liistorical record have men- 
tioned several other distinguished personages, not- 
ably Dr, Carlos Mdrquez Sterling, whose efforts 
helped to bring it about. 

In a subsequent chapter Batista describes the 
short-lived “pacification of spirits” which made pos- 
sible the Constitutional Convention of 1940. The 
constitution was approved on July 5 of that year 
and on the following October 10 Batista ‘as- 
sumed the presidency. Earlier, in what he designates 
as the “period of transition” from provisional to 
constitutional government, he had unmade land 
made presidents-iz. Miguel M. G6ma (im- 
peached in 1936) and Federico Laredo Bru (chosen 
in the same year). He gives his own interpretation 
of the rise and growth of the oppositionist aute‘nntico 
party and his own characterizations of some of the 
prominent leaders of that movement, including 
Ram6n Grau San Martin, Eduardo Chibas and 
Carlos Prio Socarrb. 

In 1944 the aute‘nticos were strong enough to 
elect Grau San Martin to the presidency over Batis- 
ta’s candidate, Carlos Saladrigas, though not strong 
enough to control the congress. Batista proudly cites 
the assertion of Emil Ludwig that Grau’s election 
“could easily have been prevented by violence, 
through the army, or by guile,” but that by for- 
bidding any fraud in the voting the retiring pres- 
ident had proved to the world that Cuba was at 
last “a true democracy.” Thus in Ludwig’s view, ex- 
pressed some years before the rise of Fidel C,astro, 
“the defeat of Batista (in 1944) was his greatest 
victory.” 

Whatever the case, Batista when his term ex- 
pired went on a tour of South America and then 
took up residence in Florida as a “voluntary exile,” 
having learned, as he says, that President Grau had 
taken measures to prevent his return to Cuba. Ba- 
tista, not unnaturally, considers this a poor return 
for his magnanimity in having permitted a free 
election. It was during his exile, he says, that the 
Communists became an influential factor in Cuban 
politics and that the island began to swarm with 
Communist conspirators. The Soviet Embassy was 
full of “agitators, propagandists, spies, couriers, or- 
ganizers and secret agents.” The University of Ha- 
vana-where there were “no rational restrictions 
on matriculation;” and which after the downfall 
of Machado enjoyed virtually complete autonomy 
-became a refuge for “hoodlums, terrorists and 
murderers and professionals of dubious standing.” 

Plans for the 1948 Communist insurrection in 

Modern Age 209 

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED




