Peter de Beauvoir Brock:
Scholarship in Action

John Stanley

Professor Peter Brock challenged people.
The most polite and solicitous of men, he
challenged his family and its traditions with
his pacifism. He challenged historians with
the fields and eras that he chose to study. He
challenged some activists by his emphasis on
non-violence. He attempted to make every
aspect of his life contribute to challenging
oppression wherever it may happen, abroad or
in his adopted homeland Canada.’

Born on Guernsey, one of the Channel Is-
lands, on 30 January 1920, the family of Peter
de Beauvoir Brock had a long association
with the island (as signified by his French
middle name). The family’s military tradition
went back centuries: his ancestor Sir Isaac
Brock died at the Battle of Queenston Heights
(October 1812), stopping an American inva-
sion. Since family members were always offi-
cers, they were ensconced in the upper middle
class. (He once confessed that his mother was
“something of a snob.”) Raised by a nanny,
whom he remembered fondly, he spent his
early years on Guernsey before being sent to
Oxford for his education.

There was nothing in his family history
that would have indicated an interest in either
Eastern Europe or pacifism, the two fields to
which he made such a large contribution and
which moulded his life and work. However, it
was clear from an early age that he was a
rebel, best evidenced by his refusal to kow-
tow to the family’s military role. For example,
he never addressed his elderly maternal
grandfather as “General,” as did everyone
else in the family, but rather “Grandfather.”
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Indeed, his sister-in-law Helen Brock recalled
that his pacifism started while he was still on
the island, at Guernsey College.

He attended Exeter College, Oxford, and it
was there that he became a secular pacifist.
Disillusioned by the Church of England, he
had no religious attachments, but he joined a
pacifist society in Oxford. During World War
II, he refused military service. For this re-
fusal, he spent two months at Wandsworth
Prison and another four months at Wormwood
Scrubs. (He was always cautious about shar-
ing his prison experiences and he only
recorded his memories in the privately print-
ed, From Wandsworth to Wordwood Scrubs:
One Man’s View of Prison, in 2000.)> He was
released to alternative service and worked in a
hospital for the remainder of the war. During
this period he came to admire the Quakers’
pacifism and compulsion for social justice,
but he did not join the movement.

Nonetheless, it was this newfound link to
social service and familiarity with the Quak-
ers that first led him to Eastern Europe. East-
ern Europe played no role in his youth or ear-
ly education. Interwar England paid little at-
tention to the eastern half of the Continent. In
dealing with the international crisis over the
Sudetenland in 1938, Neville Chamberlain,
then British Prime Minister, referred to the
Nazi threats to Czechoslovakia’s integrity as
“a quarrel in a far away country between peo-
ple of whom we know nothing." The Munich
settlement revealed an extraordinary naivité
on the part of the British elite, but most intel-
lectuals would have agreed that there was lit-
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tle of value or interest east of Berlin. In the
aftermath of World War II, Peter Brock joined
the Anglo-American Quaker Relief Mission
in post-war Poland. This task linked his social
service experience with a well known pacifist
movement. Poland had been devastated by
the war. Most of its great cities had been pur-
posely destroyed and huge population trans-
fers were taking place — Germans being
moved west, Poles fleeing from the east, for
much of inter-war Poland had been annexed
to the USSR. To carry out his duties he
learned Polish, but his interest in the country
soon went beyond work: he admired the
Poles working with the relief effort, travelled
through the war-torn country, and began to
understand that this land had a long and sig-
nificant history.

He wanted to learn more about a country
that his Oxford education had ignored and so
enrolled as a doctoral candidate in Polish his-
tory at Jagiellonian University in Cracow in
1948 3
cities spared total destruction. (The Russians
had liberated it before the Germans could de-
stroy it.) While much of its faculty and stu-

Cracow was one of the few Polish

dent body had been murdered, its ancient
Jagiellonian University slowly returned to
academic life. To take a Ph.D. in Polish histo-
ry and at a university in a country that was in
the process of being engulfed by the Soviet
system was a curious, even risky, choice.

The young man’s decision was typical of a
pattern: Brock demonstrated his devotion to
causes that he cherished by exploring and
writing their past. In taking on Eastern Eu-
ropean history as a field of study he was go-
ing against a long tradition of ignorance and
indifference. Since the nineteenth century,
Europe’s history has been considered to be
that of southern England, northern France,
and western Germany. Ranke, the great Pruss-
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ian historian - still regarded as a key figure in
historiography - infamously remarked that the
Slavs and Hungarians had made no contribu-
tions to Western civilisation.* Some nations
might enter this narrative for brief moments —
Italy during the Renaissance and under Fas-
cism, Spain and Portugal in the Age of Explo-
ration, Russia at the time of Peter the Great
and in 1917. Others — Scandinavia, Switzer-
land - were completely excluded by this ap-
proach.

Poland only entered this traditional narra-
tive at two points — its disappearance as an
independent state in 1795 and then as the site
of World War II’s beginning in 1939. It was
treated as a peripheral state and its history as
marginal by virtually all English-speaking
historians. In deciding to focus his scholarly
focus on Poland, Brock was rebelling against
a centuries-long consensus just as he had pre-
viously gone against family tradition, His
very choice of field and place of study con-
fronted Ranke’s and Chamberlin’s beliefs
while validating the importance of studying
the past of a “far away country.”

By broadening his scholarly interests to
other East European peoples, he underlined
his refusal to accept this hackneyed view, re-
jecting an academic consensus by making
Eastern Europe central to his scholarship. His
choice was no accident: his scholarship was a
political act - validating another people’s sto-
ry - and it followed a life-long tradition of
making his principles his life. He saw the
consequences of this traditional historian’s
attitude: in his relief work in Poland, in find-
ing a permanent position, in discussions with
academic colleagues, in the difficulties that he
had in placing his students.

He was among the very few foreign stu-
dents in Poland as Stalinism became Poland’s
order of the day. During his time in Cracow,
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there were only two foreign students enrolled
at Jagiellonian, but he successfully defended a
dissertation on an important Polish peasant
leader, Bolestaw Wystouch, in 1950 and re-
turned to England, at the height of the Cold
War.>

Unable to find appropriate employment —
for short times he held jobs as day labourer
and school teacher — he entered a doctoral
programme at Oxford University, completing
a dissertation on the Unity of The Czech
Brethren in 1953.% His second doctorate was
thus also in East European history, but in con-
trast to his Jagiellonian doctorate dealing with
the nineteenth century, his work on the
Czechs took him back to the Reformation.
This work consciously or unconsciously un-
dermined academic routine in another way.

For decades, historians have concentrated
more and more on the twentieth century and,
indeed, students are most attracted to this pe-
riod. Brock never gave in to this fad: in ad-
dition to the modern era, his work encom-
passed the Ancient World and delved into the
Renaissance, Reformation, and Counter-Ref-
ormation.

Brock was still trying to find his place in
the academic community when he married
Carmen Williamson, a Quaker born in Ja-
maica, in 1958. This marriage linked Brock
to the Friends’ movement for the rest of his
life. While they had no children, they en-
joyed travelling and Brock dedicated many of
his books to her. Carmen never took a partic-
ular interest in his work, although she typed
many of his manuscripts. However, she set
the tone for his home life, providing a struc-
ture of everyday life while pursuing her own
political activism, particularly supporting to
refugees. The couple’s home on 82 Moore
Avenue in Toronto frequently served as home
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for newly arrived refugees to Canada.

Even with two doctoral degrees, Brock had
a difficult time finding a position. There was
suspicion of a Polish Ph.D. and there were
few positions in East European history any-
where in the English-speaking world. For a
while, he served as a research assistant to a
historian writing a history of childhood. (It
was never completed, despite mounds of
notes.) Encouraged by English colleagues,
such as John Keep, he eventually left England
for North America, taking up a contract posi-
tion at the University of Toronto for the
1957/8 academic year. This one-year contract
was followed by others at the University of
Alberta, Smith College, and Columbia Uni-
versity. He stayed on at Columbia and en-
joyed living in New York City.

As an interracial couple, their life could
not have been easy at this time, even in the
northern United States. When looking for a
home while taking up a position at Smith Col-
lege in Massachusetts, the couple was refused
housing. However, it was the Viet Nam War
that impelled them to leave the United States.

Ontario’s university system expanded
enormously in the 1960s as the baby boom
matured and the provincial economy expand-
ed. The University of Toronto was a chief
beneficiary of the provincial government’s
new found interest in post-secondary educa-
tion. The university’s history department
suddenly was funded for new positions and
Brock won a tenure-stream position at the
University of Toronto, taking up his new,
permanent post in 1966.

He was an impressive candidate. By this
time he had written four books (three of them
in Polish). He was already starting to branch
out beyond Polish history by publishing arti-
cles on the Circassian, Ukrainian, and Czech
past, He had also written his first articles on



Peter de Beauvoir Brock

the history of pacifism. He taught courses in
Polish history and participated in the teaching
of undergraduate European history courses.
He also supervised the work of six successful
doctoral candidates. He never taught an un-
dergraduate course or graduate seminar on
pacifist history and he never supervised a
Ph.D. candidate working in this field. In this
sense, he was isolated, but the history de-
partment’s professors were known for their
individualistic, non-collaborative approach to
scholarship. Professor Brock was never
threatened by most faculty members’ lack of
interest in his work and he made good friends
in such colleagues as Ann and Harvey Dyck.
He and Carmen felt at home in Canada and
became citizens.

As a historian, Professor Brock’s greatest
contributions may be found in the work de-
voted to the history of pacifism. His impris-
onment had only confirmed his dedication to
pacifism and he was clearly immersed in the
topic. His major, groundbreaking work an-
nounced that a new field was birthing. The
thousand-plus page Pacifism in the United
States: From the Colonial Era to the First
World War, published in 1968 by Princeton
UP was followed in 1972 by Pacifism in Eu-
rope to 1914.7 Quakers were treated in these
volumes as were Mennonites; Brock dealt
with all pacifist groups, favouring none. (He
noted that he devoted as much space as he did
to the Quakers because they left such abun-
dant records in contrast to the Mennonites.)
These two books established the foundation
for a new field of history, the history of paci-
fism. While Brock had predecessors in this
field — he noted his particular debt to Bart de
Ligt, the Dutch author - none had focussed on
the history of pacifism.? “No ideology owes
more to one academic than pacifism owes to
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Peter Brock,” wrote Oxford political scientist
Martin Ceadel.

Brock’s work in Polish history was of an
entirely different nature. While he produced
significant works of synthesis, such as his
seminal essay on Polish nationalism, he never
produced huge monographs in that particular
field.19 Most of this work was related to pop-
ulism or nationalism. He had a special interest
in groups seeking political recognition and
social justice, whether it was Poles struggling
to regain their independence or peasant par-
ties attempting to carve a political role for a
majority of the population. His preferred
method was to write tightly focussed scholar-
ly articles that he would eventually gather to-
gether in a volume of related essays. This
approach led him to explore the history of
most of the East European peoples including
the Kashubs, Lusatian Sorbs, Slovaks, Be-
larusans, Russians, and Hungarians, discover-
ing unifying elements in those diverse histo-
ries. While he produced, short monographs on
Eastern Europe, there was nothing to rival the
“Brock-busters” in pacifist history that as-
tounded his editors at the University of
Toronto Press. The distinguishing traits of
his scholarship on Eastern Europe was his
deep erudition in addition to a distinct even-
handedness. He liked the peoples of Eastern
Europe and he lived among them. However,
he did not idolise and he did not internalise
their nationalism (a common trap for histori-
ans). No matter how difficult the issues —
such as the conflicts between Germans and
Poles — he tried to present all the relevant
facts and was always open to new interpreta-
tions. He valued his Polish colleagues’ contri-
butions, but he paid no credence to the wilful
ignorance of the German contributions to the
history of what is now western and northern
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Poland.

This approach of filling in gaps with fo-
cussed scholarship while promoting fairness
in interpretation made his work significant not
only to Anglophones who knew little of
Poland, but also to Poles who saw a different
perspective in Brock’s work. His articles and
essays were known, cited, and published in
Poland, even under the Communists. His Pol-
ish-language books, published in London,
were available for purchase in Warsaw. Prof.
Brock’s approach emphasised scholarship
over synthesis, detail over broad narrative,
and an emphasis on comprehensiveness and
fairness. These qualities have made his writ-
ing a gold mine for scholars over many
decades. By the 1980s, he was the foremost
historian of Eastern Europe in Canada. (Ad-
mittedly, even by that date, there were few
scholars of the region in the dominion.)

A remarkable feature about Brock’s schol-
arly activities is that he always undertook to
study the language of whatever topic interest-
ed him. In the English-speaking world, histo-
rians have frequently attempted to research
broad topics with limited linguistic resources,
insisting that a few major languages are
enough to do research. If special languages
are required, a research assistant or translator
may be engaged. Brock’s style of work con-
tradicted and challenged this approach. In or-
der to write a single article on the Tolstoyan
movement in Hungary, he spent two years
learning Hungarian. In order to write on
Gandhi he learned Gujarati and spent a year
in India.!! By the time he died, he was able to
work in English, French, German, Norwe-
gian, Dutch, Polish, Czech, Lusatian Sorb,
Slovak, Belarusan, Ukrainian, Russian, Ital-
ian, and Gujarati in addition to the Latin and
Ancient Greek he had learned early in life. In
his final years of life, he studied Japanese and
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Hindi. He clearly enjoyed learning lan-
guages, but more importantly he recognised
the necessity to master them well enough to
carry out scholarly work for he did all his
own research.

Although he retired from the University of
Toronto in 1985, he continued his prodigious
scholarship. In a single year — 1991 — three
monographs appeared.!2 He was honoured by
an international conference at the University
of Toronto celebrating the field that he had
founded." In his last year of life, he complet-
ed two works — one in Polish historiography,
another on conscientious objection.'* The bib-
liography of his work runs to 29 pages.

I have emphasised the great scholar, but he
was a well-rounded individual. He could
sometimes appear unworldly. Harvey Dyck,
his colleague at the University of Toronto’s
History department, related an anecdote about
his interview for a position at Columbia Uni-
versity. Others might ask about salary, pen-
sion, workload, but Peter Brock asked about
students — and where one might walk on
Manhattan.!> He delighted in listening to clas-
sical music on CBC Radio Two and was a
long-time NDP supporter. (He would have
been appalled at what has happened to the
programming at his preferred radio station.)
He believed in openness and acceptance and
it should not have surprised me — as it did —
when I saw his name in a whole page of The
Globe and Mail, purchased to protest the
1981 bath house raids by the Toronto police.
With Carmen he attended Toronto Symphony
Orchestra concerts for many years. While he
surrendered these pleasures upon Carmen’s
death, he continued to go to the opera occa-
sionally. For example, the last performance
he attended was that of Poul Ruder’s opera
The Handmaid’s Table, performed by the
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Canadian Opera Company and based on the
novel by Margaret Atwood. He also did not
remain tethered in old ways. Late in life he
became a vegetarian, noting that he wanted
no more animals to die on his behalf. While
marriage to Carmen had involved him in
many facets of Quaker work, after her death
he returned to his Unitarian roots; Upon his
death at home on 28 May 2006 — after a ten-
month struggle with prostate cancer - his fu-
neral was preceded over by a Unitarian minis-
ter.

Brock’s success as a historian, as in other
aspects of his life and work, was centred on
an insistence to make his life count. He fo-
cused on what was most important to him and
this effort produced a wave of scholarship.!®
His contributions have proven useful to
scholars in many countries, drawing attention
to figures, movements, events, and even
whole peoples that otherwise might have been
ignored. His lack of prejudice but also sympa-
thy for his subjects was a model to scholars
and students.!’

It would be easy to look at the hundreds of
articles and books authored by Professor Pe-
ter Brock as simply reflecting a diversity of
broad interests, but as a group they reflect a
central concern of Prof Brock: a struggle
against injustice and oppression. He always
looked at events from the underdog’s point of
view. This concern for justice unified his
scholarship as it did his life.'8

Recognition was important to Professor
Brock, not for his own self-esteem, but rather
to bring attention to his scholarship. Late in
life, he learned that some friends were plan-
ning to put his name forward for an Order of
Canada. He immediately put an end to this
initiative; he was not interested in political
honours. However, in 1991, he was awarded
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the Doctor of Letters honoris causa from the
University of Toronto and he enjoyed the oc-
casion, displaying his honorary degree in his
study at his final residence on Avenue Road.
He learned that he had prostate cancer ten
months before his death. While he had to
abandon research, he continued reading travel
guides and studying ancient Greek. His excel-
lent caregivers took him out in a wheelchair;
he used cabs to go out to restaurants with
friends. Within a few weeks, all of the taxi
drivers on St Clair Avenue were acquainted
with the elderly gentlemen who knew all
about their various homelands and tipped
well. In his last month, he could not go out,
but friends visited and he would call me regu-
larly for books from the library or other er-
rands, my Ariel to his Prospero. He died pain-
lessly in his sleep on a beautiful Sunday af-
ternoon. The Bulgarian building superinten-
dent and I waited with his body until the fu-
neral attendants arrived. A private funeral was
held at the Mt Pleasant Cemetery in Toronto
and his ashes were scattered. The executors of
his estate were a Quaker, Trevor Sput, and a
Mennonite, Ann Dyck. While he was com-
fortable even in retirement, he was not inter-
ested in possessions or even his own papers.
Drafts were often disposed of after a book
was finished, correspondence was thrown out
once he had replied to it. The papers that re-
mained were deposited in the University of
Toronto Archives. (There is also some family
correspondence that Prof. Brock donated to
Pickering College, Newmarket, Ontario.)
Prof. Brock’s eighty-six years left an ex-
traordinary legacy for scholars and activists
alike. His scholarly is not only an aid to
scholars, but a goad to broaden historical
horizons. In giving a place in history to the
slighted and the ignored, he had found his
own voice. Through scholarship he made a
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deeply personal commitment.
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