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There is one thing you by now, after two of these talks, that you never have trouble in getting me started by only in getting me stooped. This time, though, I’m not quite sure where I should begin because I don’t know quite what you are looking for.


I imagine some of you are expecting me to flay the Veterans Administration. I hate to disappoint you but, by this time, I hope I have learned my lesson. I should have learned it a long time ago. I remember one time sitting in on some high Eschelon stuff and hearing an officer refer to Veterans Administration as an old-fashioned feather bed. You hit in one place and are happy  at the dent you made and then find it bulges everywhere else. The officer stated at the time that it was a useless battle and speaking of officers who have put up  a fight, I imagine that Omar Bradley (to whom all credit for the work he did) must be consider the job of Chief of Staff as a sort of vacation.


You men have given a far better answer that flaying the Veterans Administration every time in the past you expressed a legitimate gripe there was somebody in the feather bed to accuse you of looking for something for yourself as if it had been something to which you were not entitled.


The answer you have given is plain enough for anybody to read. It is not for yourselves only you were working but for a lot of other people as well. Rehabilitation is perhaps 90% self, but is not 90% selfish, and men just don’t establish rehabilitation programs for themselves. 


When you set up a rehabilitation program like you men have announced at this Convention, you are working to help the “Joe” who was in the bet next to you at Lederman or Dibble, at Valley Forge or the Philadelphia Naval Hospital. You are working for the G.I. who was overseas with you and will lose his sight next year or ten years from now. You are working for all the civilian blind by setting up a program which you plan to make the very best, and which others can take example by. You are working (though please God, it won’t be necessary) for the kids who may yet be drafted into the next one.


Certainly this is a far better approach than gripping or than any remarks, which I may make at any time against Veterans Administration. This you men know, however: that in establishing this program you are sticking your necks out and there will be plenty who will want to chop them off. Knowing you, I am sure you will go through with it and I hope that, among others, Veterans Administration will learn from you.


I hope don’t think that is giving you too much of a build-up; that is one thing I try never to do but its on thing that bothers me when I hear it done. I heard it this winter at a meeting of blind vets.


While I was sitting back waiting to be called on (you know how that is you don’t know quite then your turn is coming and every time the toastmaster or master of ceremonies begins with something like “there’s one man we’re especially proud to have with us today”, you begin to put the final polish on your talk, until you realize it’s somebody else he’s talking about) Anyway, while I was sitting back waiting for my turn to me, I had a chance to hear one of the other speakers telling about how proud he was to be addressing such a group of heroes.


I sat back and shuddered a bit because I knew he had hit a wrong key. I didn’t mind so much the fact that he’d probably lost a few votes by it but it was easy to see the reaction on the faces of the gang. No remarks were passed at the time but I could almost see the remarks forming in their minds.


It’s a funny thing about that “heroism” play but we’re all a little weary of it. It’s not that we’re weary of the heroes but rather that we’re weary of the speeches on Patriots Day and the 4th of July and the forgetfulness in between. 


You fellows have often heard the hero described as “the men who got seen” until it sounded almost like “the men who got caught”. There can be something very healthy about that attitude towards the hero when it’s a real modesty and a desire not to bask forever in the glory of a good deed well done. There’s something pretty unhealthy about it, on the other hand, when it grows out of skepticism and cynicism, and it’s a pretty sorry thought that ingratitude and insincerity can ever make “hero” and 
”heroism” to be worn-out in our language.


I’d be very much surprised if there are any among you who want to spend the rest of your likes sitting around and being called “heroes” or putting on the hero act. When you’ve really been a hero, you know it yourself. You don’t need to tell anybody about it nor does he need to tell you. But, on the other hand, if there’s anything a man wants, if he’s even half a man, it’s to be a hero in the real sense.


After all, what does this word mean but a man? It comes to us from one of the strongest words in the Latin language, the word, “vir”. The Romans had two words for man. The one was “homo” and it stood for any male, and the other was “vir”. The vir was the man who was all man. The vir was the man who was every inch of a man. 


If you look up a word “hero” or, for that matter, the word “vir” in the dictionary you will see that in either case it’s the man who stands out above the rest. It’s the man with guts. 


In this business of heroism, there’s one point where people often get lost. They do it with regard to blindness, forgetting all too easily that the guts that count the most is not the guts that get your eyes blown out but rather the guts that keep you going afterwards. It takes plenty to put in a position or to keep you in a position where the shell lands or the booby trap explodes, but it takes even more to meet up with some of the things you meet up with afterwards. 


It’s probably relatively easy to be a hero in the presence of plaudits or of foreseen praise. When heroism really meets its test, it’s in the face of forgetfulness and ingratitude. Some of you have certainly met it, to a degree, all of you have. The difference between the parties and acclaim of their hospital days and the attitude of the people who today say, “ What right has he out in the street, anyway?” The difference between the positive statements of a few years ago and today’s actual or implied question, “what does he wants a job for, anyway?” the government giving him a good enough pension”.


But what makes it hardest of all to be a hero every day is the attitude of those sentimental fools I talked about last year who seem to think that is a somehow less a  man if he has a physical imperfection. It’s the emotional morons who seem to think what the measure of integrity is physical wholeness. 


It’s when you meet up with these that you have basically to know you’re a hero, to know that you’re a “vir”; to know that you’re every inch a man. Sometimes to know that you have to stop reflect a bit; stop to think what your purpose is; stop, indeed, to know why God made you a man. 


The struggle is a long one and a hard one that calls for fortitude, for guts. You can’t beat the selfishness by being selfish nor the ingratitude by shouting about it. You can’t beat the sentimentality by being a sentimentalist not the emotionalism by mere emotional appeal. It’s a daily struggle and a struggle that goes on within yourselves. 


It’s easy to fall by the wayside. We all know that there are some who, for the public benefit, have waved a stump or polished a glass eye. The remarkable thing is that so many go on fighting the battle.


The one great need in it all is that you yourselves must know yourself to be a man – must intend always to be a man. It’s those who have doubts who fall by the wayside. It’s those who are basically insecure, who underneath question their own manhood. Some of them thin that they’re going to prove it to themselves be sexual activity; some try to prove it by beating their wives; some of them by going to through life with a chip on their shoulder defying anyone to knock it off. Some, on the other hand, take the other road. There aren’t so many of them but their method is to ride along with the sympathizers and to accept their sympathy. Where there is no one to sympathize, they sympathize with themselves. No longer sure of themselves, they seek for dependence, the dependence of the cradle or the dependence of the womb.


The Romans gave us the word “hero” from their word “vir”. From that same word they gave us another word, that in their own way they always tied up very closely with it. Like the word “vir”, in the Latin it is strong: it is the word “virtus” that has to do with manly strength, and from it comes a word that sadly in English has overtones of weakness, the word, “virtue”. Virtus is of the vir, and virtue is of the hero. The problem you meet as blinded veterans, disabled in greater or lesser degree, demand that you be heroes, demands that you have this manly strength, demand that you have the virtue to meet them  with. And the virtue forbids that you take any path of escape. It forbids the path of extreme aggressiveness by which some would prove to themselves that they are men or the path of extreme subservience by which others would admit that they are not. 


If you’re a hero; if you rise above the rest, you’ll take the right way, even if you have to take it alone. But you won’t have to take it alone – and never lose sight of this – the way, and the only way, is the way for which you were put here; they way of love, and for each every one of you that way calls for manly love – of God above all things and of neighbor as of self. Most of you have no need of providing to yourselves or to anyone else that you are men. You have proved it once to your own satisfaction – that is why you are here. 


What is true of you as individuals must be true of the B.V.A. You must keep it always founded on the fact, sure in your own minds, that you are men above the rest. Then you need never take the paths to either side – to extreme subservience. You need never constantly spoil for a fight nor to cry when you see the need of one. If you have any lingering doubts that you are a men, you can make of this organization one to build your own ego, your own idea of self. If, on the other hand, you are sure of yourselves, then will make sure that no tendency to self-centeredness will creep in. The program that you have announced for the rehabilitation of the blinded veteran is a sign that you are traveling along the right road. May you continue to do so, intent on the love of God above all things and the love of neighbor as of self for the love of God. 


For, strange as it may seem (and stranger still, perhaps, coming from me) you are heroes. May your heroism live always not for your personal glory, may it lead instead to the greater glory of God.   
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