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THE PULITZE R  GUY 
Historian Alan Taylor has his eye on everythihg but the prize 

By Douglas Rooks '76 

I 



Win ning major prizes can have a chi l l ing 

effect on unprepared authors who worry 

that their next book might not measure 

u p. When Alan Taylor '77 won both the 

Pul itzer and Bancroft prizes in 1996 for 

h is book William Cooper's Town: Power 

and Persuasion on the Frontier of the 

Early American Republic, he was stunned. 

" I d id n 't even know I was a final ist, much 

less that I could be a winner;' he said. 

Though he almost saw the i n it ial  

press attention spin out of control , 

the U n iversity of Ca l ifornia at Davis 

professor of h istory recovered and 

has suffered no writer's. cra m p  i n  

the aftermath o f  t h e  prizes. Moreover, 

the acclaim brought some prestigious 

opportu nities, wh ich he has fielded 

n i mbly-as lead-off author in a n  

i m porta nt book series, as a contributor 

to a top national  magazine and as the 

reci pient of what may be the most 

envia ble job offer in a l l  of academe. 



The Pul i tzer Prizes are announced ,,· ith no 

notice to the winner . I n  ne\\'Srooms, where 

most Pulitzers are d irected, a nnouncements 

produce c h eers,  toasts a n d  h ugs. A t  UC

Davis, w here Taylor has taught since 1 99-+, his 

1 996 Pul i tzer produced confusion. 

He had j ust returned from a tennis  match 

( " m y  o p p o n e n t  h a d  t r o u n c e d  me pre tty 

thoroughly," he said) when his office phone 

started r ingi ng. "I was sitting there, tired and 

sweaty, and I had no idea ,,·hat I was supposed 

to say." Things d idn 't get any better. "As soon 

as I put the phone dm111 it would ring again.  

They ,,·ante d  to send photo graphers, and 

soon they were i n  my office, too." 

Final ly, he persuaded the paparazzi to let 

him go home, change and return for photos 

and a news con ference-his first and, so far, 

h is  only. The story ran on the front page of 

Davis is  now the third largest campus i n  the 

C system, with 2 5 ,000 students, a growing 

h istory deparm1ent and a chance to ecli pse 

the more geographically constrained Berkeley 

and CLA in enrollments. 

\Valking through the downtown next to 

the campus on an 80-degree late October day, 

Taylor said, "My friends from Maine a l l  think 

I must h a te it here . "  He doesn't ,  though.  

orthern Caufornja, he said, "appeals to my 

outdoors side." 

Taylor has no plans to pul l  up academjc 

stakes, though winning the big h istory prizes 

w h i l e  j u s t  i n to h i s  40s h a s  opened doors 

for him. 

He received an i nvitation from The New 
Republic to become a contributor, a n d  h i s  

q u a rter ly  essays i n  the  j o u r n a l  c o v e r  a n  

extensive range of subjects ,  among t h e m  

T h e  Penguin H istory series were assigned a t  

once, American Colonies w a s  first t o  appear, 

i n  Iovembe r  2 00 1 ,  and Publisher's Weekly 

predi cted : "Th i s  b o l d  n e w  v i e w  o f  e a r l y  

America should b e  widely a n d  wel l  reviewed, 

and wi l l  attract a broad range of students of 

American h jstory ."  

Fina l ly  the prizes led-indirectly-to the 

o ffer of a coveted faculty chair  at H a rvard, 

seemingly the pi nnacle  of  a Tew Engl a n d  

h istorian's profession . In 1 997 o n e  of Taylor's 

mentors, Laurel Thatcher Ulrich (who had 

won both the Pul i tzer and Bancroft in  1 99 1  

for A Midwife's Tale) asked him to participate 

on a search comm jnee to rebui ld  H arvard's 

h jstory department after it had been depleted 

by retirements, and he agreed. As sometimes 

happens, the rest of the search committee 

turned i ts attention to Taylor as a possible 

TAYLO R, AS A C O N TE M PO RARY H I STO RI AN ,  G IV E S  F U L L VO I C E  TO T H O S E F O RM E RLY 
EXC LU D E D  F ROM AM E RI CAN NARRATIVES .  YET H E  I S , I N  H I S  OWN E ST I MATI O N ,  O LD
FAS H I O N E D  I N  H I S CONVICT I O N  THAT ''TRUTH I S  AN O B J E CTIVE WORT H  P U RS U I NG. "  

the Sacra111e11to Bee, and for a time h e  was 

a l ocal celebrity. colleague recounts that 

there was e\'en a pizza clel i,,ery boy who, when 

Taylor opened the door to his condo, said, 

" I le�·, aren't you the Pulitzer guy)" 

\ \ nen one sits in Taylor's cramped office

s ta n d a  rd i ssue  for the  C - D a v i s  h i s to ry 

department-it' ea y to i magine that scene. 

Tall  metal shekes fi l led with books take up 

most of three walls, and the fourth wall a lso 

\1 ould be fi l led with books, except that they'd 

co,·er a '' in dow. A bicycle-the campus is 

bui l t  around bike path and Taylor doesn't 

0\1 n a car--<:omume much of the remaining 

�pace.  Though profe sor joke that t h e i r  

1 99 3  concrete b u i l d i n g  is  " 1 970s Stal i nist" 

in �r� le,  the arch itecture doc n 't dampen the 

camaraderie imide. 

L C-Da' i� might �eem an odd place for 

a nati\ e \ l ainer and a hi�torian of the ea rl�· 

republic.  Once an agricu ltural �chool amid 

,,1 J ifornia\ Ll�t and ferti le  Central \ 'a l l e�·, 

20 c B y . .•. T E R ' 0  c 2 

George \i\Tashington, Benjamin Franklin  and 

D e\Vitt C l i n to n ,  the powerful New Yor k  

governor w h o  never qujte became president. 

The prizes also brought h im to the notice 

of Eric Foner, the DeWitt Cl inton Professor 

of llistory at Columbia U njversity (and the 

son of the l ate J ack Foner, who taught hjstory 

to Taylor at Colby). Foner, who served on 

the 1 996 B a n c ro ft prize com m i ttee ,  was  

p l a n n i n g  a n  a m b i tious  new ser i es-The 

Penguin l l istory of the n jted States-and 

he wanted Taylor to write the first volume, 

A111eriw11 Colonies. Taylor pointed out that 

his field was the early republic, not colorual  

history, and Foner said he was welcome to 

write that volume instead. After th inking it  

over, though , Taylor decided that rather than 

sticking to what he knew best he would take 

on the new challenge. "I a lready taught the 

Colonial me rica course, and decided this 

\1 ould be a great way to go deeper into the 

peri od," he s a i d .  Though a l l  five pa rts of 

candidate, and reluctantly he consented. "It 

was an absurd s ituation, rea l ly," he said. "I 

told them there was almost no chance of my 

accepting." Yet the offer, when it came, was 

tempting. "You expect Harvard to be, wel l ,  

snobbish, a n d  it  wasn't l i ke that at a l l , "  he said. 

"They were warm and welcomjng." 

Ultimately, though, he turned doW11 Har

vard.  He was deeply i nvolved in a s i m i l a r  

rebilllillng process at Davis a n d  felt, according 

to Ulrich, "as  i f  he 'd  be leavi11g them in  the 

l u rch . "  H e  a l s o  was  concerned about h i s  

partn er, Emi ly  Albu,  w h o  h a d  just ga i ned 

a tenured position in  classics at Davis after 

years of searching. 

"I fi gured h e  was go n e , "  s a i d  C h a r l e s  

Wa l k e r, a n  e b u l l i e n t  o l d e r  c o l l e a gu e  o f  

Taylor's at UC-Davis.  The two m e n ,  w h o  

bow a n d  call each other "doctor," h a d  bet on 

it, in  fact. "I lost a hundred dollars on him," 

\Valker said.  " I  went clown to the ATM and 

got five crisp twenties. He was disappointed. I 



thi n k  he was expecting a hundred-dollar b i l l ,  

so he could  frame it." 

A l a n  Taylor was born i n  West Buxton,  

Maine,  and grew up in  Windham, graduating 

from Bonny Eagle High School .  He decided 

to apply to l i be ra l  arts schools, and Colby 

accepted h im.  There he took a h istory class 

from Harold Raymond, and from then on he 

took every Raymond class he could.  

Raymond,  who retired in  1 994, was the 

H i story Departmen t's " u ti l i ty supersta r, "  

Taylor said. Raymond threw hi mself i nt o  four 

or five d i fferent specia l ties. His Civil vVa r 

course was perhaps best known, but he also 

offered sem inars on the Napoleonic Wars 

and Russian h istory. 

"Your first impression was someone who 

was quite shy and reti r ing," Taylor said of 

his mentor, " but he j ust l i t  up in front of a 

class . . . .  H e 's the best lecturer I 've every 

heard, and I 've heard a lot." 

Taylor learned his lessons well, according 

to R aymon d ,  w h o  sti l l  l i ves w i th h is  w i fe 

i n  Watervi l le and gets periodic vis its from 

h i s  former student.  Asked i f  Taylor is h i s  

most accomplished student, Raymond agreed, 

adding, "One of the two best." He also had 

Doris Kearns Goodwi n  '64, who, he notes, 

was a govern ment major: "Alan is  more sol idly 

enn-enchecl as a member of the profession. He 

was my best student in  terms of the pleasure 

of worlcing and ta I Icing with h im."  Raymond 

was equal ly impressed with Taylor's teaching 

during a one-year stint in 1 984-85 when they 

both taught at Colby. They sti l l  talk history 

intensely, "even when he's gone way beyond 

my abi l i ty to contribute to his knowledge," 

Raymond said .  

cla i m  o n e  bit  of influence. " I  rarely advise my 

students to do anyth ing, but when I found he 

was under some family pressure to go to law 

school, I decided to say something." Pointing 

out Taylor's uncanny research abi l ities, " I  told 

him he had something that's real ly unusual ,  

a rare gift." 

Research remains at the heart of Taylor's 

historical enterprise, though he succeeds with 

engaging narrative and memorable characters 

as wel l .  In an article in the Chronicle o/Higher 

Education, Harvard's lrich mentioned that, 

when she first met and befriended Taylor, he 

was doing research-and l iving in a tent. 

Tru e ,  says Ta yl or .  p u r e l y  p r a c t i c a l  

arrangement; a w a y  f o r  a graduate student 

to economize. He was studying early- 1 9th

century town and county records from the 

b o r d e r  of w h a t  w a s  t h e n  the d i s t r i c t  o f  

Mai n e-work that l e d  t o  h i s  doctoral dis

sertation and his first book, Liberty Men and 

When Taylor received an honorary doctor

ate from Colby in 1 997 he spoke fondly of 

h i s  o ld  professor. " I 'd l i ke to bel ieve that 

it's al l  n-ue," said Raymond, though he does 

TAYLOR ON TH E MARG I N S 
" I n  a place and a time that celebrated sincerity whi le practicing 
i nsincerity, [ Benjamin]  Frankl in seemed far too accompl ished at 
the latter . . . .  Owing to his smooth manner and shifting tactics, 
Frankl in invited suspicions far beyond his actual intent to n-ick. 
Even when he was fran k  and honest-especially when he was 
frank and honest-he aroused the distrust of rivals and colleagues 
certai n  that he must be up to something especial ly devious." The 
New Republic, March 1 9, 2 00 1  

" In  past generations, Virgin ia 's and ew England's h istorians 
competed to claim the b irthplace of democracy; but now they 
contend over when and where racism emerged. The common 
denominator is a persistent pride in  their chosen region as more 
important in defin ing 1 9th-century America-which used to be 
known as a land of l i berty but is  now seen primarily as a domain 
of i nequal ity and in justice ."  The New Republic, April  1 3 , 1 998 

"The elusive border that so frustrated national and i mperial  
officials i n  the early 1 9th century holds a lesson for h istorians 
of Maine.  Fundamental ly, that porous border reveals that Maine 
has long been much more than the northeastern margin of the 
United States. I nstead of accepting a marginal status within a 
nation-centered story, we should recognize that, as a borderland, 
i t  i s  a region that draws people together, rather than one that 
keeps people apart." Maine Hist01y, spring 2 000 

"The historical imagination works best, surely, when it  takes us 
beyond the self, beyond personal and contemporary l imits and 
into the lives of people who have been rendered alien by the 
passage of time." The New Republic, Dec. 9, 1 996 

"Smashing open the cabin door, the vigilantes quickly butchered 
the Indian famil ies, then plundered and set ablaze their homes. 
Later that clay, colonists rummaging through the smoldering ashes 
and the scorched bones found a bag contain ing the Conestoga's 
most precious possessions: two wampum belts and six old docu
ments, all produced at past treaty councils to certify the Indians' 
status as al l ies of Pennsylvania. The longest and oldest docun1ent 
was a cherished copy of the treaty made in 1 70 1  with Wil l iam 
Penn, the colony's Quaker fow1der. By the terms of that n-eaty, the 
Indians a11d the colonists pledged 'that they shall forever hereafter 
be as one Head & One Heart, & live in n-ue Friendship & Amity as 
one People."' The New Republic, Aug. 9, 1 999 

"As the first president over the empire of l iberty, [ George] Wash
ington created and mastered an almost impossible role that has 
consumed most of his successors: somehow to appear a lways, 
perfectly, and simultaneously imperial and democratic." The ew 

Republic, Jan.  1 9, 1 998 
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Great Proprietors. H e  haunted public l ibraries 

by day a n d  campground at n ight. "After a l l ,  

i t  was  summ e r  i n  ;\Iaine," he sa id .  " Lots of 

people camp out." 

Taylor rarely seem i mpressed by his own 

research feats. One of the more intrigu i ng, 

i n  W illiam Cooper's 1irn:11, i nvokes an analysis 

of  Cooper's electoral popularity a the town 

spread .  By a n a l yz i n g  1 9th -cen tu ry voting 

record (,·oters' preferences ,,·ere then public), 

Taylor show that the fa rther from the vi l lage 

a voter l ived, the l ess l i kely he was to support 

Cooper. ked about that d iscovery, Taylor 

said it  was no big deal .  

"That 's Alan a l l  ove r, "  U l ri ch sa i d .  I n  

retro pect, i t  may look easy, but "it  involves 

hundred of hours of going through census 

record town by tow n .  A n d  of course i t  

requi res a keen a na lytical  m i nd t o  phrase 

the q uestion to get the answer you want," 

h e  said.  

An archi,·e that was an essential source for 

f V i//iam Cooper's 1in1:11 represents another facet 

of Ta�·I r's a b i l i t i es-people ski l l s .  Taylor 

had  been curious a bout the Coopers s ince 

h i  own boyhood when he read The Pioneers 

b�· Jame Fen i more Cooper-in large part, a 

fictional ized account of the l i fe of Cooper's 

father, YVi l l iam.  But unl ike most 1 9th-century 

documents, which repose in public archives, 

the Cooper fa m i l y  papers were sti l l  in the 

hands of  a l inea l  fam i ly descendant, Paul 

Fenimore Cooper J r. 

P a u l  Cooper h a d  been approached by 

scholars but had turned down their sometimes 

h igh-handed requests for access. He hoped to 
write a book h i mself and, in fact, made several 

false starts. By the time Taylor approached 

h_im, Cooper was 70 and doubtless real ized he 

would never write the book. He gave Taylor 

a tour of tl1e collection, which, 1aylor qwckly 

real ized, was a historical treasure. 

Once the ice was broken, Cooper warmed 

to the younger man. " By the end of the week, 

he had practically adopted me," Taylor said. 

Cooper eventually gave ful l access, asking only 

that Taylor not write about \Vi l li am Cooper's 

sto rekeeping or maple  sugar ing-subj ects 

about  w h i c h  Cooper sti l l  hoped to w r i te 

articles. Paul Cooper died only a few months 

later. The pa pers were given to H a rtwick 

College and,  after a suitable interval, Taylor 

resumed his research with a plan for the book 

already i n  hand. 

RECLAI M I NG TOWN BALL 

Among the papers sent to f lartwick, Taylor 

even tua l l y  saw the  d r a fts P a u l  Fe n i m ore 

Cooper had writte n .  "ft  was kind of sad," 

Taylor said. " He a lways got stuck at the same 

place-a classic case of  wri ter's block." 

Asked whether he ever suffered from the 

malady, Taylor sa id,  "Than k God, no."  To 

the contrary, he writes "quickly and a lot," he 

said-a method that requires m uch rewriting. 

He spent a lmost two yea rs convert i n g  h i s  

doctoral  d i ssertation i n to Libe1·ty Men and 

G1wt Proprietors, ha lvi ng its length . For h is  

most recent book, American Colo11ies, based 

on secondary sources ratl1er than a rchives, he 

worked one chapter at a t ime.  

Taylor needs six to seven years to produce 

a book, he sa i d .  He d escri bes a l a bori ous 

process that depends on summers, sabbaticals, 

research fel lowsh i ps and presenting papers 

at conferences. 

Along wit l1 h i s  success as a scholar  and 

autl1or, 1aylor remains committed to  teach

i n g  and excel s  at i t, col leagues say. "The 

traditional way college teachers are evaluated 

is  in  scholarship, teaching and service," said 

one, Karen H al ttunen at Davis.  " ormal ly, 

you find a teacher whose books are stimulat-

For tho e who i magine tl1at a hi torian' l i fe  is a l l  work and 
no play, tl1ere' something to see every Friday afternoon on 

fielders rather than to swing for the fences. One out-on a 
caught Ay, or a throw that h its a runner, who need not keep 
to the basepaths-is all the batt ing team gets. Games are won 
with 1 1  or 2 1  runs. 

22 

the ath letic field of the niver ity of Cal ifornia  at Davis. It  is 
to\1 nha l l ,  a game Alan Taylor learned during his many stays in  
Cooper town, X.Y., and introduced fi rst to the Boston rnver
si� campu when he taught there. 

One of a number of ball games that, by a process t i l l  dimly 
under. tood produced the modern American game of basebal l  
( a n d  the British game of cricket), town ball probably most closely 
rc�emblcs rounder , a game sti l l  played by British schoolgirls. 
In  Cooper to11 n,  the Farmer' ;\ I use um organi zed a team in  the 
1 9  0�, and e\·entuaJ J �· a league, tO re\•ive the game. 

There a rc four bases, but the batter stands between home 
plate and fir t, and the base are actually take . in cricket, 
an� hit h� the batsman i. in play; there is no foul or fair ter
rito� . The mo. t effecti,·e offcn ive strategy i to hit  between 

B t. E R  0 2  

Taylor describes townball  as "less competitive," but after a 
match with his j un ior and senior undergraduates, tl1is visiting  
writer-who joined the seniors-attests that it 's certainly not 
for the faint-hearted. Keeping up with the students was tough 
enough that an imminent engagement after seven innings pro
vided a welcome ex_it. 

\Nhi le  his colleagues can't fault Taylor's integrity as a scholar 
or writer, they do have occasional questions about his town ball  
performances. Taking advantage of his position as the local 
townball  authority, " He's been known to bend the rules a bit," 
one colleague said .  dds anotl1er, "I wouldn't bet against h im 
on that field." 



ing, but whose lectures are dul l ,  or one who's 

un i nvolved i n  the com m u n i ty. Al an excels 

in  a l l  three." 

The two courses Taylor  was teach i n g  

last fal l  offered stri k ing contrasts. On one 

p a rt icu l a r  Fr iday his upper-level  class i n  

colonial  h istory studied images, from Queen 

Revo l u t i o n ,  i m m i grated to C a n a d a .  The 

book w i l l  f ocus on upstate New York and 

the Lake Ontario region. Taylor sees similar 

phenomena along the Maine border, though, 

a n d  he d i scusses them in  a ,V faine Hist01y 

article about the tragicomic career of George 

lmer, assigned during the \Var of 1 8 1 2  to 

ing that eventual ly he found a new advisor. 

Overcom ing marginal ization is at the root 

of Taylor's ach i evem ent, accord i n g  to h is  

friend and colleague Charles Wal ker. Wa lker 

praises Taylor's "bri l l iant w1derstanding of the 

first political party system" in William Cooper� 

Town,  where he u ncovered the tra n s i t ion 

TAY LO R'S G RA DUAT E  A DV I S O R  I M P LO RE D H I M TO F O RSAKE H I S D E S I RE TO W R I T E  
A T H E S I S  A B O U T  MAI N E  . . . .  T H E ADV I S O R  S U G G E ST E D  T H RE E  P O S S I B LE TO P I C S :  A 
H I STO RY O F  D REAM I N G ,  A H I STORY O F  T H E C H I C KE N  I N  AM E RI CAN SOCIAL  L I F E  O R  
A COMMU N I TY STU DY O N  CAP E  CO D. " FO R  A T I M E  I J O K E D  THAT MY D I SS E RTAT I O N  
WOU LD B E  A H I STO RY O F  D REAMS ABOUT C H I C KE N S  O N  CAP E  COD."  

Elizabeth to the Virgin ia  settlements. Taylor 

was quiet as he moved around the classroom 

seeking responses, wi l l ing to wait.  Most of 

the students were h istory majors whom he'd 

had before. 

In  a freshman-level survey of American his

tory through tlie Civi l War, a large afternoon 

l ecture,  Tay l o r's d e m e a n o r  cha nged.  H e  

paced tlie stage, spoke d ramatical ly using a 

microphone and drove home his points about 

tlie Constitutional Convention with bull et

l i ke precis i o n .  Asked about the contrast,  

he said, "You have to be able to adjust to a 

d i fferent audience." 

Tuylor's next project, a lready well under 

way, i s  a stu dy of the border lands  of  the 

Northea st-a hot topic among h i storians 

who a re i n trigued by questions of identity 

and how people do or do not fit into existing 

socia l ,  racial and i deological frameworks. As 

i n  previous works, he includes marginal ized 

people so long left out of formal h istory. 

The paradox of borders, Taylor said, "is 

that they are intended to separate people, but 

end up atu-acting tliem i nstead ."  That is also 

the case along the Canadian border, which 

continues to be a magnet for settlement and 

development on both sides. 

Tuylor's book wi l l  examine tlie "late loyal

ists," former colon ists who, wel l  a fter the 

Eastport, across the border from St. Stephen, 

which was tlien in the hands of the British . 

U l m e r, fa i l i n g  to perceive the l oca l  a n d  

regional interest in  commerce a s  opposed to 

an embargo, was ulti mately sacked. 

"As h i sto r i a n s  redeem the p l aces a n d  

peoples previously dismissed as margi n a l ,  

as  peri phera l ,  we can perce ive the tru th 

that every region is i n  the center of some 

wider network of human exchange of people, 

goods,  and cu ltu res," Taylor wri tes.  " We 

start to perce ive a fu l l er North American 

history where borders are invitations rather 

than walls ." 

The article strikes a rare personal  note 

as wel l ,  deta i l i n g  Taylor's experi ence as a 

gra d uate student  at B r a n d e i s ,  w h e re h i s  

fa c u l ty adv iso r  i m plore d  h i m  t o  fo rsake 

his desi re to write a thesis about i\ 1 a i ne,  

warning tliat it  would ki l l  his job prospects. 

Maine was too marginal .  " H i storians treated 

Plymout h ,  D e d h a m ,  And over, a n d  New

buryport as if  they were microcosms of the 

American whole," Tuylor sai d .  The advisor 

suggested th ree poss ib le  top ics:  a h i story 

of d re a m i ng, a h i story of the c h i cken i n  

American social  l i fe o r  a com munity study 

on Cape Cod. " For a time I joked that my 

d issertation would be a h i story of d reams 

about chickens on Cape Cod," he writes, not-

from the Federa l ists to the Jeffersonians who 

succeeded them.  " It's deeply movi ng to see 

how people who were m a rgi n a l i zed were 

empowered," Walker said. " H is discovery is 

one of tlie great conu-i butions to historical 

writing in the last century." 

Taylor, as a contemporary hjstori an, gives 

fu l l  voice to those formerly excl uded from 

American narratives. Yet he is ,  in his  own 

esti mation, old-fashioned in  his  conviction 

that "truth is an objective worth pursu ing.  

Many academics have given up on it,  even 

as an ideal." Such relativism comes at great 

cost, he said. " I t  drains academic work of a 

lot of its excitement." 

i\ 1aking judgments isn't something Taylor 

shies away from. " [ He's] a master of clarity 

and analysis ." Ulrich said. "\Vhatever topic 

he takes on, he i l luminates." 

He does so witl1out a lot of fuss. \Nhetl1er 

it's his Maine upbringing, his desi re to balance 

family with career considerations or his deci

sion to remain at a less-famous institution, 

Taylor seems content to continue his  work 

in unexplored corners of hi story. He isn 't 

looking for any new prizes, which are, in the 

case of the Pulitzer and Bancroft, general ly 

once- i n - a- l i feti m e  eve nts .  "I  have al l  the 

prestige I need," he said .  " 1  want to be able to 

go where my principles take me." @ 
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