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How often do we think back on some little
thing we did or didn’t do and wish we could
change it? Not just because it would have made
our own lives different, but because it would
have changed other lives too. There’s an old
nursery rhyme that speaks to the same point:
everything matters.

For the want of a nail, a horse was lost.

For the want of a horse, a soldier was lost.
For the want of a soldier, a battle was lost.
For the want of the battle, a country was lost.
And all for the want of a horseshoe nail.

History was not always written with the
little things in mind.
For a long time, histo-
rians were mostly men
from upper class fami-
lies. What was impor-
tant to them was what
happened to nations
and to national leaders.
History was the story of
kings and leaders, of
wars and treaties. It also
involved the study of

laws and the men who made them. And it was
the story of how the men in power got their
power.

This kind of history left out a lot of the
world. It focused on Europe and, later, the
United States. But even in the countries that it
covered, it left out a lot of people. It left out
almost all women and most men. When histo-
rians wrote about plantations or the leaders of
the American South, they did not write the
history of the slaves on whose labor much
southern wealth was based. They did not seek
to learn about poor farmers, struggling to make
a living. When they wrote about the growth of
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factories and the men who grew rich and pow-
erful from them, they did not give much more
than mention to the men, women, and children
whose work, often in terrible conditions, made
the growth and the wealth possible. When they
wrote about battles, they wrote about generals
and armies. They did not write about horse-
shoes and horses and soldiers, or about the
accidents in battles and in life that can change
the course of history.

From their point of view, the path to the
present looked pretty straight. This was not a
false view of the past. Rulers and leaders,
battles and treaties have always been important
and have indeed helped form our present. But
it is a limited view. If it were a picture, it would
be painted on a large canvas. The colors would
be bright and separate from each other. The
surface would be smooth.

Over the last century, the idea of what
makes history (and what has made the present)
has changed. Workers, women, immigrants,
members of minorities are now studying the
the past. In their researches they often look
into how ordinary people lived and what they
thought. In looking at the details of those lives,
they try, and have tried, to create a picture of
their times from the bottom up.

The history of World War 11, for instance,
covers a lot more than battles. In Europe, there
was the Holocaust, where millions of ordinary
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This poster praises the women who went to work in
factories during World War 11, while men were
overseas in the armed forces.

people were killed just because of who they
were. Other people, thousands of them, helped
to capture and kill them. All of those people
had stories. And what each of them did, by
themselves and together, influenced many other
people and their lives, in Europe and beyond.
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In the United States, before the war,
women, for the most part, were supposed to be
wives and mothers. With so many men at war,
however, large numbers of women were needed
to work in factories. There they made the
tanks, planes, weapons necessary to keep the
armies going. Working changed the way those
women saw themselves. What happened when
the soldiers came home and took their jobs
back affected individual families. It also affected
what American society was like in the 1950s,
and it influenced the development of the
women’s movement in the 1960s.

To understand history, historians now look
at small things as
well as major
events. Letters,
diaries, maga-
zines, family
photographs, old
clothes all help
build up a picture
of what life was
like at a given
time. This pic-
ture 1s more
detailed and in
many ways richer

than the older Up close you can see the tiny pieces
kind of history. that make up this mosaic. From a
This picture of distance, the pieces blend together

and you see the picture as a whole.
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the past would
be a mosaic. It
would be a
picture made up
of tiny details
stuck next to
each other. The
surface of a
mosaic is rough
and multi-
colored. Up
close it is hard to
see beyond the
individual pieces.
But from a
distance, the
whole picture is
full of details,
shades of color,

and texture.

Obviously, even a mosaic can never create a
complete picture of everything that has hap-
pened. Details and materials are lost. We don’t
know the name of the horse in the rhyme or
why it lost its shoe. And no two people see the
same event the same way. But the more we
know about what happened at all levels of
society and in all places around the globe, the
more we can understand about our past, our
present, and the world we live in.

ANN E. COOPER, Editor



