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by Jimmye S. Hilliman -lin Short I 

Last Thoughts for a Bibliotaph 

In the end we all come to be cured of 
our sentiments. Those whom life does 
not cure death will. The world is quite 
ruthless in selecting between the 
dream and the reality, even where 
we will not. Between the wish and the 
thing the world lies waiting. 

-Cormac McCarthy in 
All the Pretty Horses 

I had been contemplating this task for 
five years, dawdling at it during idle 
moments when fatigue had set in from 
real work, culling the marginal and un
wanted items, stalking ftie cabinets and 
bookshelves for an opportune moment 
to strike, and torturing over the pro
cess of disposing of books, chapters in 
books, journal reprints, monographs, 
book reviews, all sorts of professional 
articles, magazine and newspaper clip
pings, speeches, and lots of just plain 
"junk"-not to mention personal cor
respondence and memorabilia and ar-

tifacts associated with a fifry-year pro
fessional career. Finally, NOW the pro
cess had become really personal; a new 
phase was upon me. 

The easy decisions had been made. 
Each item I now reached for evoked an 
unimaginable trauma, each choice a 
unilateral confrontation. After even an 
hour of handling these pieces (fondling 
some!) and of trying to decide their 
disposition, I would become dog-tired. 
Over and over went the monologue: 
"Surely this colleague would want this 
book, that colleague that seminal ar
ticle, the departmental library my clas
sics. Who gets my diaries and scrap
books? Will it ever end? 

In this present mission I discovered 
not only (1) useless relics, but also (2) 
items which, because of their frequent 
use over the years, had become part of 
my professional personality, and (3) 
other items of recognized collector's 
value-classics. In the first category 
there were heaps, and decisions came 
easy. Out they go. Whoops! Here's a 
mint copy of George Peek's 1922 
monograph, EquaLity for AgricuLture, 
and a tattered, yellowed sixteen-page 
typewritten monograph by Mordecai 
Ezekiel of the BAE (Bureau of Agricul
tural Economics), entitled "Kinds of 
Agricultural Surpluses," a simple but 
classic piece dated 1927, Washington, 
D.C. KEEP! Parity, Parity, Parity. John 
D. Black (1942)-who wants that? 
Thence to those titles which evoked 
much decisional ambivalence because 
they had been part of my "working 
capital" for forty-plus years. What to 
do with copies of Schultz's AgricuLture 
in an Umtable Economy (1945), George 
Mehren's Marketing Notes (Berke
ley,1950) , Gale Johnson 's Trade and 
AgricuLture (1950), Heady's Production 

Economics (1952), Cochrane's Farm 
Prices, Myth and ReaLity (1958), and a 
hundred other dog-eared volumes? As 
to the classics, no doubt copies of 
Smith, Malthus, Ricardo, J.B . Say, 
Ohlin, Keynes (GeneraL Theory), Hicks 
(VaLue and Capital}-many of an origi
nal printing-could be easily auctioned 
off. I shall keep Marshall's Principles at 
home alongside my FauLkner Reader 
and the King James version, until the 
ultimate dispensation! 

Many boxes of books had been sent 
to Vista University (Mamelodi Cam
pus) in the Republic of South Africa 
over the past few years. Others were 
on their way. In fact there's a Hillman 
Collection there! Forty years of the 
AJAE and special i tems related to 

Each item I now reached 
for evoked an 

unimaginable trauma, 
each choice a unilateral 

confrontation. 

Mexico were deposited at the Univer
sity of Sonora, Hermosillo. Multiple 
copies of books and journal articles that 
I had authored were dispensed to Stu
dents on a discretionary basis, and joint
authored or other items of local Ari
zona interest were graciously offered 
gratis to departmental colleagues. (The 
process in the latter was to pile the stuff 
on a table outside my office and put 
up a sign: 'HELP YOURSELF ';. after 
twO weeks or so I would put up an
other sign: "CUSTODIAN, PLEASE 
REMOVE.') 

But I soon discovered this to be an 
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exercise analogous to Dukas' Sorcerer's 
Apprentice: the more I disposed of, the 
bigger the problem became. Each ad
ditional item to be decided upon took 
a disproportional amount of time, men
tal energy and will power! I was paying 
for a lifetime of "packratting" and of 
caring for historical-institutional con
tent. I was suffering a scholar's guilt 
about caring for the written word in 
an era now characterized by the Infor
mation Highway, microfiche, facsimile, 
e-mail, and a disdain for traditional 
communications language; an era where 
libraries are viewed by many as corre
sponding to mausoleums; and an era 
where many assume that all answers as 
well as all truth emanate from the lat
est model PC-brown box on one's desk 
or side table. 

A pandemic predicament 
As the weeks passed, boxes were as
sembled in which I would reposit ev
erything, and my mental attitude 
changed from one of fear and remorse 
to that of audentes fortuna juvat! I be
gan to toss books, papers, and office 
materials about wildly, filling waste bas-

I was suffering a scholar's 
guilt about caring for the 

written word in an era now 
characterized by the 

Information Highway ... 

kets rapidly in a state of primordial glee. 
Fortunately, I had to take some weeks 
off, as vacation was at hand, and upon 
return resumed a more rational pace. 
Doesn' t every professional go through 
a similar experience, I asked myself, or 
shouldn't they, or won't they have to? 
Such thoughts gave me a temporary, 
pacifying surcease. 

The process accelerates, the time to 
accomplish the job shortens, and my of
fice ambience becomes a compression 
chamber of decision-indecision. The 
question common to every item is: how 
important is this? Which gives rise to a 
larger question: is this whole damned 
job important and worth doing?! And, 
ultimately, toward the end of the day, 
as one's mind wanders, you begin ask
ing the big philosophical question: What 
in life is important? Here I am in my 
fanciful world of paper, playing God, 
shuffiing boxes about in my personal 
universe, and exorclslllg the 
bibliomaniacal devil which brought me 
here. I nodded. A Great Spirit engulfed 
my heated brain. Dreaming, I saw a gi
ant computer screen flashing Ex Libris, 
Ex Libris, Ex Libris. Just then there was 
a knock at the door. A colleague asked, 
"Jimmye, y' care to go to lunch?" 

A way out? 
That afternoon the scene shifted again, 
back to reality. By a certain date the 
job had to be completed. Experience 
had taught me there were three courses 

at this juncture. First, I could abandon 
the entire process and admit failure
admit that collecting, storing, preserv
ing is a worthless exercise-and "pitch 
it" all, except for a few selected classics. 
This was tempting. I once had a col
league who told me, "Jimmye, my 
working procedure is to keep everything 
on my desk for thirty days, after which, 
if I haven't used it, I throw it out." 
That explained why he had absolutely 
no files and no library! 

Second, I could do nothing, let oth
ers (the departmental head, my wife) 
dispose of everything after my depar
ture or demise. For many years as a 
department head I had disposed of the 
bibliographic chattels of countless fac
ulty who had retired, departed for other 
employment, or died on the job. Typi
cally, some of those who were retiring 
would say, pointing to their pile, 
"Jimmye, maybe somebody will find 
that material useful!" I would respond, 
"Yes, yes, don't worry, I'll take care of 
it." Fortunately, the University of Ari
zona has an excellent garbage service! 

Finally, there was the possibility of 
building one's own library, putting lit
erally everything in it-even myoid 
turn-of-the-century oak desk which, it 
is rumored, once belonged to one of 
the University's presidents. After all, 
Tucson is one of the few places that 
doesn't have a U.S. presidential library 
nearby, so another academic curiosity 
might aid in attracting tourists when 
things are otherwise slow here in the 
Sonoran Desert! 

I rose from where I was sitting on 
the floor amongst the ravaged flies and 
shouted with Casarean certainty: alea 
jacta est! [tJ 

Jimmye S. Hillman is professor emeritus in 
the Department of Agricultural and Resource 
Economics at the University of Arizona. 
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