Below are four entertaining accounts of research experiences by recent graduates with Honors in History. We hope that their (mis)adventures will entice you to look into the Honors program. Contact the History Honors advisor for more information. 

Pablo Duran, 2003 

Superficially, the Jimmy Carter Presidential Library is eerily similar to a local, public library. It has many of the same dark stone edifices, along with several rows of metal bookcases. The contents of the boxes sitting on these metal bookcases are what sets this library apart from others, however, and they were my reasons for traveling to Atlanta, Georgia while working on my honors thesis. During a week-long stretch, I sat at a table at the Carter library and read memos from the White House, read internal reports and classified materials, all of which had landed either on the desk of the president himself or that of his closest aides. It truly was history. My honor's thesis slowly developed around my experience at this library. Spending the next few months actually writing the thesis meant turning back to the documents, back to the primary sources, the pieces of history. One particular moment at the library helped set it apart from any other experience while I was writing my thesis. My trip to the library was in the late fall of 2002, just after President Carter received the Nobel Peace Prize for his humanitarian work and partially as a nod toward his personal involvement during the 1978-1979 Middle East Peace Accords. One afternoon while sitting at a desk and reading a memo from Chief of Staff Hamilton Jordan to President Carter, on of the library aides pulled me to a separate office where several researchers had gathered. Sitting on a table was the Nobel medal given to Carter, allowing we few to view it before the medal was placed under glass. Next to the medal were the original notes and memos on the peace plan used by President Carter. For anyone studying history and particularly for anyone looking to truly perfect the art of studying history, such a moment is a privileged one. 

Seth Hall, 2003 

My honors research was on the political theories of a twelfth century English saint and monastic, Aelred of Rievaulx (an arcane topic, I know). No matter how much one studies a subject from afar there is nothing that can substitute for primary documents, or as close to primary documents as possible for such a topic. So, my project took me to the British Library in London aided by an undergraduate research grant by the History Honors program. The preliminaries of such a journey were rather rigorous: two letters of recommendation from the University, one letter from Dr. Graham stating that I had the proper training to deal with such manuscripts, plus all the other things that go into travel overseas. Well, I arrived on a drizzly mid-morning at Gatwick, went through customs, etc., and then out to wait for the shuttle to my hotel. I managed to turn around for a moment and, voila, my carry-on was gone, inside of which were all my letters and my money, and the keys to my suitcase. I shall spare the mundane details of filing police reports in the UK and dealing with replacing travelers checks, and I can even withhold the details of the lengths it took to break into my Kevlar suitcase using a paperclip, butter knife and pure will power. Though I was out all of my letters I thought to myself, "They are Britons and are understanding." I was going to give it a try anyway. I went with the attitude of "all they can do is say no." I applied and received my readers card, so with the false sense of bravura that only an undergrad truly knows, I took the daunting marble stair to the Manuscripts Room. I presented my readers card, filled out a form to see the manuscripts that I was after, and waited, and waited, and waited. Waiting seems to be a big thing at the British Library; some, I have been told, have had to wait for days to see their manuscripts. When it became almost intolerable the nice person behind the desk told me to see the superintendent. I explained my situation and told him who I had studied under. No problems, he seemed to be a medievalist and understood. Work like mine couldn't be done in a day, so I went back, but this time it was hardly as pleasant. I had to once again face the same ordeal of having to see the superintendent. I though "he was nice before, not a problem." Wrong. It was a different superintendent. If you have time some time I could recount to you the entirety of the conversation, but it was excruciating, the cross examination took near an hour, I was begging, pleading about to offer my first born, anything. I gave the superintendent everything she could possibly want, I even tried to go over he head to the curator of Manuscripts, whom I had a slight in with, but no, she was on holiday. Somehow though, I made it and saw the manuscript, I had talked my way in, even though I had the superintendent looming over me for the first thirty minutes or so. Then endured random checks to see if I was doing everything correctly, I was by the way. Anyway, the research got done, and changed my thesis drastically. Though my work with Aelred might not gain me fame, I now have no problems at the British Library. 

Mary Mullen, 2003 

My best advice to those writing an Honors thesis is to jump right in. If you wait around and try to brainstorm too much you will never get anywhere! Don't worry if your topic seems boring and your thesis is uncertain, the more research you do the more it will come together. Whatever you do, don't wait around or before you know it your time to do important research will be gone. My thesis meant a whole lot to me since it was about Ireland, where my grandparents are from. I think learning about your heritage makes the process even more meaningful. So, if you are at a loss for a topic, look at your heritage. You would be surprised how little I knew when I started. 

Spring Robbins, 2003 
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Reliving my honors thesis research, I am amazed that my sanity lasted through the project. Or, I should say, that my sanity returned once I was finished with the project! Tackling a topic that was far too broad and with little concept of what I was doing, I jumped into the sea of materials available to me, and did my best to tread water. During my swim through 18th and 19th century pedagogical literature for women, I was attacked by creatures common to the sea of knowledge. Malevolent copy machines that growled and ate my copies, micro-fiche machines that whirred but refused to work, a computer with all the speed of a lumbering manatee, not to mention the corrupted Word program that started resembling an ugly creature of the deep before it was reinstalled. Twice. Corrupted disks floated about like dead fish, and reefs made up of precariously stacked books, papers, and empty mugs kept me prisoner at my desk. Luckily for me, my advisors threw me life preservers of encouragement. Dr. Steen helped me with most of my primary research, encouraging me to just "keep writing." Dr. Schibeci suggested fabulous secondary sources, and helped me to see beyond my tunnel vision into a world that was far larger than just France and England. Like some other-worldly dolphin or mer-person, the key to my rescue from the depths of material that I had immersed myself in was a dear friend, Katie Friesen. Through many midnight editing sessions, copious quantities of caffeine, not to mention the hysterical phone calls and computer snafu's, she helped me help myself out of the chaos and onto the shore of reason. Finished with my project, I have forgotten how scary the water was. I catch myself saying, "That wasn't so bad. Maybe I'll jump back in." So begins the rest of my academic career, a career that I may not have considered if it weren't for my senior honor's thesis. 

