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Abstract: In his three 2015 interviews with Troy Reeves, Thomas Archdeacon offered an overview of his academic career, focusing primarily on his time on the faculty of the history department at UW-Madison. He spoke of the time period from the 1940s through the 2010s and on the following topics: Madison, UW-Madison History Department, other UW-Madison faculty, social science, quantitative analysis, U.S. Army Reserves, U.S. Military Academy (West Point). He also furnished his thoughts about his life-long interest in Major League Baseball, focusing on the New York teams of the late 1940s through the mid-1960s. This interview was conducted for inclusion into the UW-Madison Oral History Program, specifically into the Badger Veterans series.
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First Interview Session (February 18, 2015): Digital File

Time	Keywords
00:00:00	Start of Interview/Interviewer’s Introduction

00:00:43	Question: How did Thomas Archdeacon (TA) acquire his interest in history? Answer: Archdeacon couldn’t remember a time when he wasn’t interested in it, but he suspected that sports had something to do with it, but also some history books he read and the fact that his parents were immigrants. 

00:03:21	Question: Yankees fan? Answer: Yes; he talked about growing up in NYC during the 1950s when the Yankees were very good and when regularly one of the two NY teams was in the World Series. So he naturally became a fan of baseball.

00:07:01	Question: Interest in immigration history stemming from parents being immigrants? Answer: “Probably, but not directly.” He discussed how the “sinister” development of his focus on immigration—when he came to UW, he came as a colonial historian (there was very little interest in immigration in graduate school and those who did this seemed parochial and ethnic), but his dissertation had unintentionally had an ethnic component, and an enrollment crisis at UW led him to diversify his interests.

00:10:02	[No question.] At the same time, TA didn’t consider himself “a typical immigration historian,” interested not so much in an ethnic group, but in process. He liked the fact that this specialization pushed him to read widely in different disciplines, a practice that helped him avoid the fallacy of judging older scholarship as misguided or wrong. 

00:15:49	[No question.] TA added that he also became interested in history, naively, out of an interest for the truth—that if one was objective enough, one could resolve historical questions. As he matured, however, he realized how simplistic this view was, but also how “Pontius Pilate”-like much of historical writing was. His more mature view saw history as the presentation of plausible arguments rather than standing in judgment over historical events—this tended to cause his very quantitative methodology to over time ill-fit within the history profession (though he like the department).

00:21:41	[No question.] Continuing to talk about how his approaches had fallen out of favor in the profession, he discussed how new history professors would choose (or fall into) a certain university division--his was social studies/sciences. He also related that when he arrived at UW, the department reported to the social sciences division, but during the 1980s, it was decided that it would shift to the humanities—he explained the reasoning behind this.

00:26:13	Question: Relationship between interest in Major League Baseball and interest in statistics/quantitative analysis? Answer: TA talked about MLB first, including its longer history than the other sports, lending itself to more focus on stats. Then, after a follow-up question, he spoke to what relationship, if any, it had on his interest in quantitative analysis.

00:30:52	Question: Social science focus? Answer: TA said that he always added a disclaimer to his syllabus or first class lecture to the effect that he used statistics, graphs and group behavior studies more often than anecdotes and stories. He didn’t generally feel guilty about this approach because he used these sources in an historical manner.

00:34:20	Question: Classes taught? Answer: When he was first hired, he taught colonial history. He initially replaced Stan Katz, who had specialized in 18th century legal history, and worked closely with David Lovejoy (who also specialized in the colonial period) and Merill Jensen. He thus taught the American Revolution course rather than the colonial course (which Lovejoy taught)—this made him nervous as a young assistant professor amongst some very major figures in the field. So moving into teaching immigration history was natural enough, though it wasn’t his primary research at the time.

00:41:36	Question: What type of courses did you create? Answer: He taught a survey of immigration and ethnicity course, 20th century immigration, and some undergrad and graduate courses. He taught quantitative history along with John Sharpless, to a degree, but demand for this declined over time.

00:44:45	Question: During early years at UW, who were TA’s mentors/valued colleagues? Answer: TA looked up to Alan Bogue, and listed Bob Berkhofer (Jr.), Paul Conkin (a true humanist), Paul Glad, John Cooper, John Sharpless, Maris Vinovskis, Diane Lindstrom, Jim Donnelly, and others who were influential for him.

00:50:27	Question: Outside of the History Department, who did TA get to know? Answer: Starting with David Ward and Martin Cadwallader in Geography, he listed others like Bob Ostergren, Chuck Halaby, and Bob Hauser.

00:52:59	Question: Final thoughts? Answer: He began his final thoughts appreciating how the department had allowed his “interesting evolution.” He always felt supported by UW, but at the same time, he felt he’d always been a good departmental citizen. 

00:57:00	End of First Interview Session

Second Interview Session (February 25, 2015): Digital File

Time	Keywords
00:00:00	Start of Interview/Interviewer’s Introduction

00:00:25	Question: Why join the Army Reserves in 1964? Answer: Having an ROTC obligation, he joined the Reserves. He related his surprise at being reminded how many of his college classmates had been in ROTC—in a class 1/10th of the size of UW’s, there were probably twice as many commissioned military officers. Part of this, he thought, was probably the risk of the draft.

00:04:44	Question: At Columbia, how did TA spend his U.S. Army Reserves time? Answer: At the time, it was more uncommon for reserves being called up than now. But ROTC wasn’t a way of trying to avoid the draft as such, because ROTC officers had to do active duty. Follow up: Were you involved in anti-war protest at Columbia? Answer: No; he was ambivalent about Vietnam, but felt it inappropriate as just a graduate student to get involved in those protests.

00:08:52	Question: Discuss his active duty experience, starting in 1969? Answer: He was commissioned in the adjutant general’s corps, an administrative branch of the US Army. He quipped about the names given to this non-combat branch. 

00:10:18	[no question] At the same time, he explained, West Point had come under criticism from the Middle States accreditation board for not teaching US history. While they normally had active-service faculty “in the pipeline” on a rotating basis, because they didn’t have anybody ready for American history, “they picked up really 4 of us that year.” He speculated why he might have been included in this selection, but noted that because they weren’t happy with his being in the adjutant general’s corps, they had him moved to the armor school at Ft. Knox, where he spent 3 months.

00:17:03	Question: Did TA have a “typical boot camp experience”? Answer: He said that he’d had the equivalent of boot camp during ROTC, though this wasn’t the same thing as boot camp for enlisted men.

00:19:00	Question: What did TA teach at West Point? Answer: He was teaching European history the first year, but then the next two years urban and American history. Follow up: Why was it 3 years? Answer: That was the normal tour for West Point, if not for a ROTC graduate. He didn’t mind spending this extra year and finishing his thesis, though this involved changing his status to “voluntary indefinite,” about which he was somewhat uncomfortable because of the potential of going to Vietnam.

00:23:28	Question: What specific U.S. History course did TA teach at West Point? Answer: One was a course in US urban history, but they were basically survey courses. He mentioned that they always had courses in the history of warfare, and discussed the setup of these courses being in a separate department—a situation that changed while he was at West Point.

00:27:34	Question: Teaching students at West Point, particularly during Vietnam War? Answer: He recalled being ambivalent, especially since he knew that some of his students might end up in Vietnam and didn’t want to jeopardize their lives by what he was doing. He qualified, however, that West Point wasn’t what you’d think—half of the department was actually opposed to the war and he was given a lot of latitude—though “it surely wasn’t Berkeley.”

00:33:10	Question: Describe the story behind getting the job at UW-Madison? Answer: When the position at UW was advertised, his advisor at Columbia suggested that he apply. He described going through the standard process of applying, interviewing and coming to Madison in 1972.

00:35:27	Question: Initial impressions of campus and city? Answer: Having grown up on the East Coast, the scale of a large state university impressed him—he compared the size of Columbia to UW. He was also struck by what he thought was a certain detachment from reality politically, recalling that people actually thought McGovern was going to win in the 1972 election.  

00:40:36	Question: Where did TA and his family live? Answer: They initially lived near Westgate Also. He observed that his West Point experience kicked in here, because in the US Army, the civilian spouse would go in advance and find a house. They did a similar thing, which gave them time to look for something better in their first several years of teaching.  They eventually landed in the Vilas Park area of Madison.

00:47:00	Question: Teaching at Madison vs. teaching at West Point? Answer: While he found it difficult to compare since he’d not been back in several years, he found students a bit more homogenous at West Point when he came—more just in terms of being conventional than in terms of gender, race, or class. Since part of their training was to over-work them, West Point students tended to be disciplined and hard-working, but less “mold-breaking” than UW students.

00:49:57	[No question.] Archdeacon compared the teachers at West Point, who he thought of as essentially “TAs teaching,” with professors at UW, who’d had much deeper historical training. But in terms of intangibles, they’d met powerful people and had some really valuable real-world experience. This difference, between practical experience and theoretical knowledge, formed a constant tension for West Point planners.

00:56:05	[No question.] More on West Point; he questioned whether it was truly a college when he was teaching there, but he suspected the quality of courses had improved as they’d begun bringing in civilian teachers temporarily

00:57:46	Question: Final thoughts? Answer: He observed that he met his US Army Reserve requirement by going back during summers to West Point, usually doing advising on some issues. He didn’t stop this voluntarily, but because the military wanted him to continue with his adjutant general correspondence courses, on which he wasn’t willing to spend more time.

01:01:22	End of Second Interview Session

Third Interview Session (March 4, 2015): Digital File

Time	Keywords
00:00:00	Start of Interview/Interviewer’s Introduction

00:00:27	Question: Other veterans (faculty/staff) on campus? Answer: He remarked that he didn’t really “pull his veteran card”—his time in the military had been productive, and he didn’t feel he’d needed much from them. He remarked that individuals like Alan Bogue, David Lovejoy and Jergen Herbst had all served during WWII, and he listed a number of others who had been in the military.

00:05:18	Question: Students who were veterans? Answer: Archdeacon thought there may have been an emotive connection, but he didn’t treat them differently than other students. He gave an example of how he had to be sympathetic to veterans’ experiences, but how he still required the same things of them.

00:07:58	Question: Thoughts about military-related campus protests (1970s [Vietnam] and 1990s [ROTC])? Answer: Once the draft ended, the protests diminished, so he came at the tail end of that era. He recalled that while the deeper issue was gays in the military, the immediate issue of ROTC was really whether it should be on campus, and he supported continuing the ties between ROTC and UW. Discontinuing the immediate ties, he thought, would effectively give UW no voice on the larger issue.

00:13:21	Question: Path to tenure? Answer: He didn’t remember much of a mentoring process or as much paperwork—the sense was that the department didn’t want one to embarrass them. He described the tenure process now as a somewhat mechanized process, while for him it was about getting his first book published.

00:18:18	Question: Transforming his dissertation into a book? Answer: He remarked that one got criticism on the book, had to expand the dissertation. He mused about the difference between a dissertation, which is somewhat more technical, and a monograph, which is more literary. Because in some fields the dissertation is partly the product of the mentor, he thought there had been a deemphasizing of the first book and more emphasis on a project that was the scholars own independently.

00:22:23	Question: Memorable students? Answer: He thought his most memorable student was Russ Feingold; other than that, he didn’t want to “pick and choose” among others.

00:24:10	Question: In general, did students’ attitudes change over time? Answer: He didn’t know whether he subscribed to the opinion that students had shorter attention spans and less political involvement; he did think that students’ expectations of getting good grades had gotten higher and thus thought grading had gotten softer. This, he thought, was a complex process since no one wanted to be a pushover, but neither did they want to hurt their students by overly harsh grades. He did admit that students don’t have the same fear of faculty that students did in his time.

00:29:55	[No question.] TA talked about being disappointed that students do not fully fact check, despite the enormous resources they have at their disposal.

00:33:38	Question: How he approach, in general, his graduate students? Answer: He probably hadn’t had as many graduate students, partly because of his field, but partly because he wasn’t keen on turning out graduate students whom he couldn’t get good jobs. He talked about the dynamics of how he worked with graduate students.

00:36:43	[No question.] He talked about how he emphasized writing with his graduate students, making quick turnaround of their writing with revisions a high priority. Different graduate students wanted to do the writing process in different ways, but once they began writing, he was very involved in the process.

00:40:15	Question: Teaching style? Answer: He quipped that because he abhorred silence, he tended to dominate discussions; his lectures, also, tended to be informational rather than conversational, though he tried to intersperse humor and images. He tended to use articles rather than books, and this was both because he wanted more topics in shorter form, but also because that’s how he was trained at Columbia—to avoid spending too much time on any single topic.

00:46:22	Question: Use of technology in classroom? Answer: He had always been interested in using visual aids, so whatever the technological tools of the time were, he tried to use them. Technology, in some sense, helped him to do what he’d always wanted to do. He also was one of the first to do online courses.

00:49:03	Question: Did rise in email reduce personal interaction with students? Answer: He thought that the department was much more “office-oriented” when he first came, and that the rise of online presence had in some sense “privatized” people’s work.

00:52:05	Question: Campus spaces to work and to socialize? Answer: For the most part, he said, there was a vibrant department culture of brown bag lunches together, etc.  He discussed the relative merits and demerits of being the Humanities building—while being near the art department did “nothing for me,” being close to the Historical Society and the library was of benefit. He talked about places where the faculty would socialize.

00:57:53	Question: Final thoughts? Answer: He thought that it was important that he integrated military history into his history courses, perhaps as a result of his own background.  

00:59:26	End of Third Interview Session

Fourth Interview Session (April 21, 2015): Digital File

Time	Keywords
00:00:00	Start of Interview/Interviewer’s Introduction

00:00:27	Question: Did your time in Korea influence the seminar you taught on Korea? Answer: Archdeacon said that his time in the military had influenced several classes he’d taught—on Korea, WWI and his immigration courses. He talked about feeling vindicated to talk about the importance of major battles and movements during wars partly because some faculty in the department seemed to ignore them. He observed that with WWI (which had actually generated some interest), he dealt mostly with the European side of the war, while the Korean War would probably not have been taught had ne not done it.

00:05:13	Question: Committee work? Answer: He was happy that people perceived him as carrying his share of department responsibility (chairmanship, search committees, research committee, etc.), but he didn’t see his work on committees as somehow unusual compared to others in the department.

00:07:03	Follow up: Intangible rewards? Answer: He found committees which were involved with other departments to be important learning experiences; the Catch-22 was that one had to be “around long enough” to get on them, while the experience would have really benefited younger faculty by exposing them to diverse intellectual currents.

00:09:38	Question: Why be chair of history when you were? Answer: He said it was partly personal ambition, partly a sense of how his service could fit into the dynamics of the department at the time. He talked about the internal workings of the election, which was conducted while he was away from UW.

00:14:00	Question: Key things you did as chair? Answer: He said that the big thing was to keep searches running, as well as staffing committees so that people can reasonably work together. He talked about some searches that ended badly and some that were successful while he was chair. He was also chair during the 10-year review of the department, which was behind schedule.

00:17:18	[no question] He considered his chairmanship fortunate because L&S had “delegated budgets”—extra funds to be used at the discretion of the department—during his time. He used these funds to update the history department technologically, getting computers, internet, etc. He began the process of shifting emeritus professors out of the best offices or in shared offices.

00:21:25	[no question] During his time, the history department was also involved with housing and managing the budget of the Ratification Project (editing the papers of the first federal elections and the constitutional ratification); when the dean became concerned about the Project’s books, he began the process of regularizing their relationship.

00:23:28	[no question] He reflected on how the situations he faced as chair were illustrative of typical problems one might encounter, and he mused on the differences in the way schools handled the relationship between the chair and the dean and the department.

00:26:06	Follow up: Your relationship with department staff? Answer: He felt they’d had a good staff and the faculty appreciated what the staff did for the compensation they received, and that there wasn’t resentment between the two sides. 

00:27:49	[no question] He did, he noted, have one unfortunate crisis with a staff member who was misusing department computer resources to look at inappropriate material. He related how the Provost and the police got involved and how disappointed and concerned the department was with this situation. He also discussed how he handled his personal role as department chair in the matter, through cooperating with the investigation, informing the faculty, etc.

00:32:58	Question: September 11, 2001? Answer: He recalled that he was on leave in rural upstate NY, and he first saw the television reports as things were becoming clear what was happening. He related his concern for his children, one a doctor interning in NYC (though he was never called on to work at the site), another who worked in the tallest building in Los Angeles, and another who worked at a nuclear power plant. He related that he was glad he’d been on leave, being disappointed at the reaction of members of the department during the days following the event.

00:36:34	Follow up: How did it compare to Kennedy’s assassination? Answer: He remembered being in a college class when Kennedy was shot, coming out a language lab to find out that he was nearly dead.  He reflected on the similar responses between the two events—shock and the need for answers (and revenge in the case of Jack Ruby). He supposed 9/11 had had a “more permanent effect”; that the Kennedy assassination was a more personal event, about one’s emotional connection with Kennedy, where 9/11 was seen more as a purposeful (and repeatable) event with longer-lasting policy and national implications.

00:43:22	[no question] He thought that what rankled him when he returned to Madison after 9/11 was that the “old-hat Madisonian political divisions” were being dredged up so soon after the event, when the nation was still united in mourning.

00:44:12	Question: Why retire now? Answer: He observed that, at 72, he got to a point where he didn’t see another logical point to go on to, the teaching had gotten to him a bit—he felt somewhat like he was “bagging groceries for them,” just providing an ethnic studies requirement—and he wasn’t intending on taking on graduate students because he felt it would irresponsible not to be able to see them through their training.

00:49:51	Question: Your legacy? Answer: In the long run, he thought, not very much at all, citing the example of Allan and Margaret Bogue.  In the short term, he hoped people would see him as a good scholar, a good department and university citizen.

00:52:47	End of Fourth Interview Session

End of Oral History #1410
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