e a

S 2 g e




Kurt Vomnegsut
Eugene V, Debs Award
Terre Haute, Indiana, November 7, 1981

I studied public speaking at Shortridge High School im Indianap-
olis, That was a lomg time ago; It was wmc“before the founding
of the John Birch Society im Indianapolis. It was about the time
of William Dudley Pelley amd his Silver Shirts.

A lot of people dom't take my home tovm as seriously as they
should, But them I tell them that it is the world's largest city
not on a mavigable waterway; and the first place im America where
e white man was hanged for the murder of am Imdian, It is probably
also the last place where a white mam was hanged for the rmurder of
an Indian, Indianapolis is more tham just a speedway with the Eli
L1illy Company in the infields It takes ome heck of a lot more than
a speedway and the Eli Lilly Compamy to produce a Jemes Whitcomb
Riley ﬁi; the Reverend Jim Jones;

At Shortfidge I learned the first two rules for public spezkers.
Jin Jomes probably kmew them, too, First rule: "Hever read a
speech.," Second rule: "Never apologize.,"

Ever since them, I have read all my speeches and I have apologized
as much as possible, I realized that mo other traimed public
speakers would be doimg these things, and that audiences would
find them refreshing noveltiesb In America, if you want to become
famous, you must do something which everybody else has been told
not to doy

In fact, wé are in the home now of & man who was told along

with everybody else, "Whatever you do, don't gum up the railroads;

They are the lifelines of our mighty nation," S0 he became famous
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by gumming up the lifelinmes of our mighty mation.

After that, he tried to gum up the First World War, If he
were alive today, he would probably try to gum up the Ehird
World War, Anything for feme.

Now it is time for am apology —-- two apologies, actually.

My first apology is for accepting an award named after a labor
heros I am no labor hero. The Eugeme V. Debs Award should always
co to a working stiff, but it's too late now, Ome thing I can
give you my word of homor about amyways: I have never crossed a
picket linme amd I will mever cross a picket line, I would rather
be dead.

Amn I from a liberal family? Not strikingly so., As I reported
jn the introductiom to my great novel Jailbird, my father, an Indian-
apolis architect, was startled to learm inm 1945 that there had Dbeen
some doubt about the guilt of Sacco amd Vansettil

My first ancestor in this country, ny great-great-grandfather
Jacob Schramm, who cleared a farm in Sugar Creek Township, Hanéock
County, wrote to a friend in Bavaria in 1842: "It appears that human
weakness makes it impossible to sustain a republic om this earth for
any lemgth of time, and the majority of people need, necessarily,

a driving leader without whom they will imevitably winmd up in chaos,
Nevertheless, the Americams are still very proud of their freedom;
even though they are the worst of slaves, and there is sure to

be a bloody revolutiom before a monarchic govermment can gain a
foothold here,"

what radicalized me? What made me think that the Bill of Rights
was.more than a scrap of paper? A splendid education in the Imdian-

apolis public schools, plus the Great Depressiom, plus three years

as a private in the infautry;
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What radicalizes Americans? America;

Apolofy mumber two: I am sorry for the damage which story-tellers

have dome to the minds of the young, This is not my surreander to

the Moral Majority, which burms my books., I will comtinue in my
writings to hint where babies really come from, and that God should-
n't be put in charge of everything until we get to kmow Him a little
better, and that our exalted leaders are Just like a lot of nitwits

I went to high school with, amd that Americem soldiers have been
knowa to curse whem wounded, and so om.,

I don't apologize for any
of that,

I apologize for all the stories amd plays which have taught young
people that there are stars amd bit-part players, amd that the

stars are all that matter. Look! There is the Emperor Napoleoam

crossing a battlefield after a victory -- astride his dapple gray.

What are all those heaps of rags om the ground? Those are bit-part

players, dying or dead., Aud who is this beimg borme toward the

Emperor in a sedam chair, covering her ears so that she cam't hear

the groams of the bit-part players? It is the Empress Josephine!

Whet lips! What eyes?

While I am at it, let me apologize for chess sets, too, with

all those pawns @0 obviously borm to be sacrificed, It is nothing

to lose a pawm. It can even be fum -—- im a gambit. But losine- a

king: that's something else again,
But writers cam't be held respomsible for the seeming moral

lessons imherent in chess sets, So I withdraw my apology for chess,

I confess, however, to having writtem plenty of stories in which
some characters are made to seem a lot more vital to civilizationm

than others —- stories with kings and pawmns, so to speak, Almost
We.

all writers tell stories like that, But SEER don't tell such stories



pebs Avward —— 4.

becoause we think life is like that or should be 1like that; we do

it in order to hold the attenmtion of our audience; It is a purely

fechnical matter. Anm audience cannot care equally about dozems of

characters all at omce, It gets confused and then bored, having

lost track of who is who; So we give all the important actions

chearactiers,
and speeches to just a2 fewW

We create stars. We say in effect to audiences, "Just keep your

eyes on the stars, and get to know 2 1ittle something about them,

and you won't miss amything."

One of the few writers who has gotten away from this peraicious

scheme just a little bit is that great socialistiigig?ge Bermard

Shaw, Another is that great:humanitarian, the physician Anton

Chekhovb But meither ome of them got all that far away from its

And I call it a periicious scheme because it is shockingly

clear to me now that people have so mingled stories and real life

in their minds that they imagine that in real life there are

stars om the one hend, 2ard, on the other hand, people who do mo%

matter. This will not do anywhere on garth, but it particularly

will mot do inm America, which is gtrugeling toward democracye.

How tragic it is im our would-be democracy for it to be widely be-

1ieved that most of us—.# can be as casually

sacrificed as pavnSe

Send the pawas to fight in Vieinam., gend them here, =senrd them

there —— send them anywhere., or forget they exist, That's 0.K.,
tooe

We are not supporting characters in the cast of Hamlet, ready

for aay sort of humiliation oT death, if only the Prince of Deunmark

can learm & thing or twoe.
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st
IAthought of meking this apology tem years ago, at the time

of the riots and them the massacre of comvicts and hostages alike
at Attica Prisom im upstate New York., What happemed at Attica
was at least a statistical curiosity. It was the largest massacre
of Americams by Americams since the Civil War, Forty-three Ameri-
cems were killed by Americans,

What caught my eye, though, was the behavior of lNelsom Rocke-
feller, them Govermor of New York; The situation was this: He
was im Albany, while at Attica comvicts had taken over much of
the prisom, including ome of four courtyards. They had also
captured fifty prisom employees, which they were holding as hostages;
This was an extremely damgerous situation, Damgerous to whom?
To the convicts and their hostages. The convicts and their hostages
and their terrified families amd friemds all begged Rockefeller
to come to Attica —— to exert the magic amd grace imheremt in his
office as governmor, so as to make it possible, somehow, for mo one
to die, He was asked to risk his dignity, amd perhaps even his
body, in order that some lives be saved., This is a familiar emough
sort of summomns to other sorts of public servamts -- to policemen
and firemen and soldierss

But Neleson Rockefeller proudly declined to come. Instead, he
sent State Troopers im with their weapoms blazing, firing at anything
that looked like a human beingg Ten of the forty-five killed were

hostages, Some rescue?

Ten years ago;

Why didm't Nelsom Rockefeller come to Attica? Because he believed
himself to be a leading character in a story, I think —-- the only

leading character in this case, Nobody else femous was imvolved.
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which Lapilsr rom Corst to coust
Nobody else had a nameﬁ'“ Was ey

Nelson Rockefeller homestly believed that if anything demeaning
happened to him, the star of the Attica story, the story would be=-
come confusimg snd borimg to the audience, It would stop being
a wonderful story; So he refused to come to Attica, amd he ordered
the state troopers to opem fire indiscriminantly oa 2ll the bit-part
players instead.

Did it bother him much that so many of the mobodies who were
killed amd wounded were virtuous hostages rather than wicked con-
victs? There is little evidemce to that effect, A dead bit-part
player is a dead bit-part player, no matter what side he may have
been on, Ask the Emperor Napoleom after a great victorye. Ask
the Empress Josephine:

Ten years agoe.

Have we learned emything since them?  Well, I am telling yow
here im Terre Naute, which meams "high ground"™, what we should have
learned, and what we had better teach our childrem: the star system
in real life is making us as sick as dogs in spirit, amd it will kill
us all, if we dom't watch outy

Consider the attitudes of the virtuous United States of America
and the wicked Umion of Soviet Socialist Republics as they deploy
their rockets amd warheads for world war Threeg The angels on
our side aad the devils on theirs are sayimg to each other, as though
they were discussingi==rtheap amd earthy resource like bauxite or
coal or irom: "If we get mad{eifough or scared emough, we will blow
all your bit-part pleyers away,"

And what is it we are hearing more and more about this seeminzly
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inevitable and perhaps even desirablé Third World War? "Dom't
worry, Some stars will survive, All we need is a few stars
for the story to go om and om 2nd om."

Speaking for our side, I wamt to say that, at a minimum, in
my opimion, Bob Hope will survive, Palm Sprimgs will survive.

So why wouldm't I apologize for literature's havimg been taken
so seriously? I wonr't even get into the damage we writers have
dome with the endings of our teles, Evemts in life don't emd.
Only- stories end. But now we story-tellers have people expecting
not only that evemts will emd ever so neatly, but that we will umder—
stand 21l sorts of things we couldn't understand before -- at the
end. So'by all means, let us hasten to the end.

Bon voyage!

But let?'s forget emdings tonight —-- for wanat of time., Let's
stick to the star syndfome, which I comsider the moral herpes of
our era,

My Lord —- we mow have this young momster mamed David Stockman,
who has beea so impressed by fictiom as to believe that bit-part
players in real life needn't even have food or shelter or clothing ——
outside of prisom or the armed forces, of course., He can't see that
they even deserve work or hope.

And what can be the meaning of the lumatic displays of de luxe
clothes and food amd crockery im Washingtonm, D.C., these days, but
that our officials imagine themselves to be leading characters in
our story? They are reassuring us that America is 0.K., no matter
how gruesome 1ife becomes in High Ground, Indiana, since our stars
are becoming happier all the time,

No end of good news from Washingtom, D.C.
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Let Terre Haute send these ringing words to the Distriet of Co-
lumbia: "We are wmot fans!™
How deeply imfected are we all by what I have called the moral
herpes of our era? Comsider how inappropriate to this era, how
exotic, how almost imcomprehemsible these words are, the most
famous words ever spokem by Eugeme V., Debs:
(Has any speaker im this house ever failed to quote them?)
"While there is a lower class, I am in it; while there is a
criminal element, I am of it; while there is a soul in prisom, I
am not free,"
low many of us cam echo those words and mean them? If this

were a decent nation, we would all find those sentiments as natural

and easy to say as, "Good morning; It looks like arother nice day,"

But the star system has made us e
— _ S—— ; E— P —
e —— — - —— 7 ez
Sy o]] ravenous for the slirhtest proofs
that we matter to the Americam story, somehow, at least a little
bit more tham someonre else,
I will now parody the words of Eugeme V, Debs, not to make fum
of them but to bring them most sickeningly up to date:
"While there is a lower class, I cam scorn it; while there is
a criminal elememt, I cnm make war om it; while there is a soul in
vrisom, I can imagine that I am free,"
What should we do about this? We should teach our youne that
life is nothing like a movie or a play or a book or a television

show -- or a picture in a frame, Childrem at am early age have

mo trouble telling salt from pepper or apples from oramces, Tet
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us teach them to make ecually cuick and sharp distinctions be-
tween life amd art,

Let us tell them why some characters are more important tham
others in art, amd that this has notgimg to do with life itself,
Life has mo unimportant characters,

Let our childrem be quick to spot persoms who imagine that they
are characters in a story, and to umderstamd that such person are
not omly a little batty, but that they have often appeared im history
as very bad news,

Vitler,

Caligula.

Is nobody ever to be sacrificed, pawam-like, for somebody else?
0f course sacrifices will continue to be made, I only wemt Ameri-
cans to decide for themselves to what extemt, if any, they were
born to be sacrificed, liamny Americams, facing real dangers,
will surely find themselves saying what Nelsom Rockefeller should

have said whem he was asked by mobodies to come to Attica: "Very

well —-- the time has come to pul s EE—SECEE———eEE————, Ty life
on the line.” T+ IS v d J\h‘f "

I thenk you for the Eugene V, Debs Award,

Tonight you have made me msnSEEEESEEEEEEsssssteey O 8{"-".

-End -
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