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BVA Speech

Boston, Mass.

I told you in the Qfch that this would be a hard year for me to get any sort of speech written. It's really something of a mistake to give so much of your materials so near a convention. And then, of course, there was that business of being called upon to make a speech at breakfast the other day -I haven't recovered front the shock of that yet -in fact it almost woke me up. 

You know me well enough by now to know that I am not one of these "Breakfast bubblers" -people that scintillate over their corn flakes are just out of my line. What you don't know is what an expert I am at languages early in the morning. I took one of those night flights to the Coast a couple of months ago. It was somewhere around six thirty in the morning when I arrived at the Los Angeles airport -it's hard to tell, you know - they are still confused on time out there -three or four hours behind us. I took my ride up into the center of town, and then decided to walk to the Cathedral. I was doing all right -no dog, no cane, no guide -and then I decided I ought to check up on my orientation. I was in the Mexican section at the time, and I dropped into a corner store. I spoke to the woman behind the counter - of dark skinned and wearing a black dress -Could she tell me the way to St. Vibian’s Cathedral? She looked at me for a minute and I could tell she was having difficulty understanding -and then she spoke to me -I don’t t know any Spanish, but I it was clear enough that that was what she was speaking. I wasn't any help to her -"No speak -sorry no speak. She tried it again without any success -and then she looked across the store and yelled to the men on the other side: "Hey Joe. Anybody here speak SPANISH?


But the real difficulty about writing e speech is the main subject. There was a time when I used to talk about the V .A. Central Office is always a good target. The only difficulty with that is that you just think its a target. I remind you again of the big gun from the Surgeon General's office. It's almost five years now since he warned us: "The V.A. is like a feather bed. There is no sense hitting it. 

If you do you seem to make an impression, and then you find out that you have only made the feather bed bulge somewhere else" The funniest part of that is that I that thought he was kidding. It's been sad experience. 

So I don't see any good reason why I should talk about V.A. And yet there are a couple of things that need saying, and I don't know who is going to say them if I am don’t. I think perhaps the best way to say it is to try to keep from getting too excited about it and, just to give you a little history. We can go back to the very early days of Avon to get to the time when I had my first interview with Central Office. It was a nice interview -a friendly one with a very friendly person –We talked about the number of men who might be expected to come through blind -we talked about the things that might be necessary -we talked about the need of preparing the home and the preparing of the community as well as the preparing of the man. We discussed the fact that the ordinary person would know nothing about blindness, and would have all manner of strange ideas about them. We talked about the need of having some understanding in V.A. – about having a few men who would be trained a little to know what the blind could do, and something of their real potential. We talk about training men and then setting them up for territories -they would go to the hospitals -to Avon and to Philadelphia Naval -they would get to know not just e vague handicap -but the individuals - the men - they were dealing with. They could go back into the territory for which they were assigned – they could get things ready. Get jobs opportunities set up. 

It was really a very nice conversation- and with a big wheel. I was naive in those days -my dealings had been with the Army and the Navy. Still we got somewhere. Not from my conversation, I suppose – but at least we got somewhere. The war was still on – and the heat was still on- V.A. Central Office turned over a new leaf - (temporarily) - they picked out training officers and advisement men-teams of them. They put them through a special course given by the American Foundation for the Blind. It wasn’t a long course but it was a concentrated one. It brought the men taking it directly to the hospitals; they had talks from people who knew what they were talking about-and also from me. They met the fellows who were in the hospitals -they learned something about these men, at least, end they learned something about blindness. It wasn’t just lumped with all other categories of disability -it something to fight about. It wasn't something that meant sitting on a pension -it was a major combination of handicaps –which gave a real challenge to any training officer worth his salt. It didn't mean that this was the roughest deal, and “what were you supposed to do for such a guy anyway“

Here was a specialty that these men were trained in. Here was something that they had the beginnings of' knowledge about. And the regional men went back into their districts to do their job. Not all of them were 100% - human nature doesn’t work that way. But all in all, they did a good job-a representative job. They knew that their job was to help blinded veterans -and many of them were outstanding in the job they did. 

The V.A. should get real credit for these men at this point. But that is all pretty much a part of the history at this point. I'm offering a. reward at this point. It's a lost and found reward. And I'm offering it in the name of B.V.A.  If anyone in V.A. or out of it can locate half of those trained men they can claim the reward. And what is more -it is a "dead or alive" reward -we don't care a bit that is whether the person who does the locating is in Central Office -or still in general circulation. 

The cutbacks go on - they continue to go on. Only within the last two months, we have lost more of these men who know what it is all about. And we can't afford to lose any more. I know the answers of V.A. They will say that we don't realize the functions of the Office. "Our section is set up just for men who are looking for training. We can’t be doing all of that type of work. And so forth. And so on." It just happens that we do know the setup of V.A. and knowing it, we still say that the job of V.A. is to set these men up in training and to see that that training is successfully completed. 

We call on VA to set up these men again -not the same men -who knows where they are now? But train other men- a set them up give them some kind of real training. Let them have a broader territory if you will, but let us have some men who know something about blindness. We are tired of hearing from various parts of the country about so-called training officers who think that the blind cannot be trained or placed; we are weary of the type that thinks it is a triumph if a blind man sits at home and makes an occasional belt or a rubber mat; were are tired of hearing of blinded vets being put down at the bottom of the list because a baffled training officer doesn't know what to do about their rehabilitation and has too many other cases on his list to take time out to study the problem. 

There still is a job to be done -and somehow, someway we must get it done. And – somehow, someway – V.A. has to be convinced to do it. That is your job, fellows. I have put it on the record. 

Speaking of records - we made a few this week I have heard from a few people who say that there was too much business this week and not enough recreation. We’ll try to do better next time - in 1976 that is. In the meantime there is at least one thing worthy of recognition. I don’t know how many of you saw the newspapers the day after the sightseeing tour. They ran a picture of Pete Giovetti and Herb White standing outside the door of Brink's-scene of the million-dollar holdup. Ever since that picture came out, there has been all kinds of activities in town. Commissioner Sullivan and the F.B.I. say it is the best clue they have had since they found the holdup guns. 

But there were other records, too, this week -real records. Records that showed something of what B.V.A. IS and even more – what B.V.A. CAN BE.

There was a float in that parade this morning -a float that all too few of you saw -It carried the emblem of B.V.A. - a living emblem. And it carried the motto of B.V.A. 

There is something about mottoes that makes us a little hesitant about them. Sometime they come empty words – worn - out words – and I get particularly weary of worn-out words.

Let's look at that motto for a minute -and get some idea of what it means –see if there is anything worn out about it. 

"That the blinded veteran may take his place in the community of his fellows - end work with them for the creation of a peaceful world.”

What does it mean? Well it means something of what we talk about last year. It means - not some community of blinded veterans - or some community of blinded civilians, for that matter. 

On the other hand, it doesn't mean some place of special privilege. It means the community of the men of your generation -with not only the job opportunities -but the advancement opportunities that open to men with equal intelligence and equal abilities. The motto means (among other things) that you are to be recognized not for your blindness, but for yourselves. And it means, even beyond that, that you recognize who your fellows are -that you have united to fight not just prejudices against yourselves but a hundred other prejudices. 

What about the records? I said there were some broken this week. Included, of course, were the records of the redemption you have received. You know; of course, about the official reception from the city. What some or you may not know is that this week the Legislature of the Commonwealth rushed through the finishing touches on a bill to honor you and to aid in this convention. You may not know that the Governor this week invited your representatives to be with him as he signed the bill. You may have no idea of the coverage that was given to your convention both before it came and during its time here by the newspapers. The people who know conventions in this old City say that there has been nothing like it in the city's history. And the reason for it -well, a great part of that reason is one that few of you recognize yet -that you have begun to establish a reputation. Don't think that it doesn't go before you. You are know as a group that doesn't go out for grab legislation (but don't let that keep you from fighting strongly for your rights -including the right not to have your special awards dwindle to nothing with the shrinking dollar)You are known as a conservative group -but at the same time properly radical in your fight for every group -in your fight for equality, so that not only will blind persons not be "second class citizens" -but there will be in this country no such thing as second class citizens. You are known for these things already and it is as a result of this type of policy that we can get a City like Boston -and a Commonwealth like Massachusetts to turn out for you. To turn out in record style to things that have been done for no other convention. 

But the one big record is the record that you set yourselves this morning.  I told you at the Parkman Bandstand something about how I felt about that. Now, without so many strangers here -I want to give it to you straight.  I made the proposal for that parade -and I made it knowing something of what I was doing.  It’s not easy thing to be looked and to be watched at -to be gaped at or to be pitied for 4,5,6,7 years – to be asked foolish questions by people who have no idea what they are talking about -or what it's all about. 

I knew when I put it to you that I was putting something to you that wasn’t easy. I know how long it is since most of you marched well before the days when I first knew you in Army or Navy hospitals. But you voted it and voted it overwhelmingly. And today you carried out that vote.

I was thrilled from the start of the parade -thrilled by the impression that you make on the sighted public – an impression made in a way that meant it would sink home. But by time for the marching to start I was a little jumpy. 

I got more jumpy when your Southern Colonel gave you his first command. And then he wheeled you into School St. -and I saw you come swinging up by City Hall -and the goose flesh came creeping up on me -And suddenly I saw it -and I knew, that you were doing something to a crowd of people. It will be a long, long time before anybody who saw that sight can ever again get the idea that you are a lot of helpless people vegetating away in VA BEDS. And you came up past the reviewing stand- News photographers were flashing madly, then, and the command came for "eyes right”. You did it, gang.  I saw your friends then. I look at Fr. Murphy of Valley Forge. I watched Kay Gruber of the Foundation. I spotted some of your wives - and theme I saw surge or pride. And I'm sure that anybody who looked at me saw it too. 

Behind you in the parade-came your float that spoke of peace and understanding - and the building of a new world. It meant something even when you didn’t march before it. But with you before it - and with the impression that you had made -Suddenly this and all of your floats speaking of job opportunities had new meaning. 

You did something to people today -something that turn their thoughts about blindness in a new direction. In Boston's name -and in my own -I am grateful for it. You know how strongly I feel that the greatest need in this whole work is to educate the sighted public. For the part that you did towards that today I can speak in the name of more than two hundred thousand civilian blind in this country. May God strengthen your hand as you go on among your fellows to work for the creation of a peaceful world.
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