“FRAGANCE GARDEUS”

Transcript of talk by Reverend Thomas J. Carroll. 

Chaplain, before the Blinded Veterans Association on the occasion of their Tenth Anniversary Convention at 

the Hotel New Yorker. New York City. August 3. 1955. 

It is 1955! 

In 1946, I talked to you in New York. At that time, I talked to you of the BVA and its future. I talked of your obligations to the BVA, of your obligations to each other, and the need for true love of self. 

In 1947, we went to Chicago -- the Hotel Sheraton. I talked to you again that year, and the results were newspaper captions -- (I was going to call them headlines, but they weren't that important): "Blind Priest Flays Va"(. But that year I talked about other things, too. I talked about adjustment -- adjustment to blindness -- to neighbors -- to family and to life. 

And then, in 1948, we were out at the Hollywood Roosevelt. And the theme that year was the Vir -- the man. It was a theme of heroism -- of "virtus" -- of the man who is so much a man that he doesn't need to prove it -- to himself or to anybody else. 

In 1949, in Washington -- I told you that I was talked out, that I had said everything that there was to say, or at least that I could say. Then I decided to stick out my neck a bit and talk about something that I called "The Advantage of Blindness". And that year I talked about abstract thought -- about the ability to rise above the visual --about the possibility of finding peace in the midst of a world of cluttered thoughts.

Then it was 1950, and we went to Indianapolis. That was the year I was mad. It was the year I talked to you about "Splints and Splinters"((. And the papers then said "Blind Priest Flays Ghetto for the Blind". As a matter of fact, I have some sections of that talk here. I'm just going to give you a couple of those sections because they have to do with something that I’m going to say to you today:

"Call it the sunken gardens for the blind; call it garden apartments for blinded veterans; call it what you will, it is still segregation. It is the formation of a ghetto for the blind, and, whether the pressure is from within or from without, I am utterly, unalterably opposed to segregation in any form. I am opposed to it, as are you".


"There are 300,000 blind persons in this country. One of the greatest difficulties that they face, economically, socially, and every other way, is the fact that the great mass of the sighted public has certain false and preconceived notions about blindness. The great need of our generation and of generations to come is for a program of public education to overcome this. That need is not going to be met by running away from the problem. We can never hope to educate the public about the potentialities, the capacities, of individual blind per sons, if we cater to the emotions of the public and lead blinded veterans to a life apart from the sighted world". 

"The segregation of the blind is basically false. The notion is wrong at heart. Segregation from without is the result of intolerance, of prejudice, and of bigotry. Segregation from within is the result of dependence. Segregation from within is immaturity. 

Segregation from within is (and there can be no other word) SURRENDER”.

I said many other things that year. But those, I call to your attention. In 1951, in Boston -- that was after that famous parade, and I was a bit carried away by the occasion -- I spoke my pride in BVA, and I talked again about your contribution to public education and to thinking in work for the blind -- your fight for the rights of others -- your restraint from grab legislation -- from special privilege, and all the rest. 

And then, it was 1952, in San Francisco, and I talked on dependence and independence. 

In Philadelphia, in 1953, I talked on Peace, the "Eirene", the Greek peace of the intellect; the Pax, the ordered peace of the Romans; but most of all the Hebrew Sholom, the God-given peace. 

Last year, in Toledo, when it seemed that, particularly in sections of our own country, there was a reaction against the intellect, against intellectual thinking; when "tag-thinking" seemed to be at its heights, I spoke to you again of peace -- but this time I stressed the so-called "Eirene", the intellectual peace of the Greeks. I spoke to you of the need of thinking to solve the complex problems of the day -- that in our time and in ourselves we might find the beginnings of God's peace. 

Where are we now? 

In 1955 we are back in New York -- the tenth convention, and in some ways I feel that I have said everything that I could say. And yet in other ways I feel that there are so many things that need to be said. But one thing I would like to speak of is my pride in the BVA. My pride in you. I spoke of you many a time during the war years. I spoke of you as a cross-section -- a cross section of the Armed Services of the United States. And thus, a representative sample of your generation, of the rising, the growing generation --the group that was coming up. I was proud of that sample -- hopeful for the country just from knowing you. Now I look back over these nine years that I have been with your organization, and I am still proud -- proud that I have been the Chaplain of it. 

Now don't let me seem to exaggerate. I'm not here to say that you're a great organization in terms of ordinary measurement. You are not. You're not a great pressure group. You're not a vast veterans organization. Your treasury, most of the time, is a flattened pocketbook. There are millions of Americans who don’t even know you. 

Yet I say you have a greatness. I say you have a greatness that you don't even begin to recognize. A greatness that is in your history -- the history of your action; it is in your public statements; it is in the reflection of yourselves, and of your thinking to the public; it is in the things you have done and in the things that you have tried to do. 

Believe me, it was good today to be here and see the citation for Lloyd Greenwood. No small part of the credit for this goes to him! It goes to many others of you -- all down the line to everyone of you. Because, remarkably, in the midst of all the human pressures that must be upon you, that must even be within yourselves -- you have kept uppermost not some idea of special privilege, not some notion of grab legislation, but the motto that you set for yourselves in the beginning. What was it? "That the blinded veteran might take his rightful place in the community of his fellows and work with them toward the creation of a peaceful world". 

To you the term "blinded veteran" has not been interpreted (as so easily it might have been) in terms of "Jewish Veteran" or "Christian Veteran". It has not been restricted to mean the white veteran, or the negro veteran. But -- in, terms of your own emblem --you have worked for the human rights of those who live under the Star of David as well as those whose banner is the Cross of Christ, and for the blinded man, the blinded veteran of every race. 

You have sought and fought for the rights under law of your membership, and also of others who are not your members. You have gone beyond this by your interest in the civilian blind -- in the things you have done for the civilian blind persons of this country -- that they too might receive equal treatment. 

"That the blinded veteran might take his place -- and his rightful place -- in the community of his fellows". The "community of his fellows" which your organization sees is not any segregated world of the blind. It has been the community in which you have lived and belong, the American generation of which you are a part. And your own emphasis has been on the men who have not had the opportunity to take that "rightful place" as yet. Your emphasis on rehabilitation has been remarkable, something that offers an example to civilian and government agencies around. 

You know that I believe that even more remarkable, more outstanding; more a mark of greatness has been your work for peace! It goes back to the days when the flames of war were not yet extinguished, and the flames of hate were still burning strong in many hearts -- when men among you began sending CARE packages to your recent enemies. It continues now through your gifts -- token gifts even -- to blinded veterans of other nations; and through the strong influence that you have exerted in the councils of the World Veterans Federation. 

No, your greatness is not in numbers nor in wealth. It is in the fact -- if we may say such a thing of an organization -- it is in the fact that the BVA is adjusted to its handicap, is adjusted to its blindness. 

Try that analogy for a moment. Think of the BVA as an individual. Think of the organization as a personality. 

The BVA wants neither special privilege nor second-class citizenship. It is no blind beggar to live off the public sympathy. Nor is it a maladjusted braggart who seeks to throw his weight around. It is not satisfied with working only for self, but works for, and with, its fellows in the community. It has accepted its blindness without being overwhelmed by it; and has determined in spite of it to be a part of the existing world, to make its place in that world, and to make that world better. 

Well, we could go on with this, but every comparison limps -- particularly when you compare the non-personal (or the corporate personality) to the individual human person. 

I am not saying, nor would I say, that each of you has yet made this adjustment. For this you know is contrary to the truth. But I do say it of your organization. I do say it of the unit, of the entity, which is the BVA. Now I have said a lot of nice things, but I don't want anyone to think that in my old age I have become all sweetness and light. I don't want you to think that I am going to leave you just with words of praise and congratulation.

I can still see certain things that I believe should be called to your attention -- certain possible warnings to be held out to you.

*****

The first of these that I would warn you of is the area of special privilege. No matter how little you may seek special privilege, remember that there are many people around who in their misguided zeal are anxious to heap it upon you. There are many factors involved in this. Some of them are deep psychiatric factors that I don't intend to go into at this point. But there are many people who are incapable of giving you real acceptance, and who must "cover up" by handing certain privileges to you. Many of these privileges seem so inconsequential and so comfortable that it is very easy to accept them and even to seek for more.

Now I call to your attention the letter from one of your members in the present issue of the Bulletin -- your BULLETIN. I think the letter was from Walt Strommer, but whoever its author, I congratulate him. He noted: that blinded veterans' cars may be driven free of toll across the New York Thruway, and he wondered if this was not some special privilege to be frowned upon. 

I know that this matter pertains to only one state, and perhaps from that standpoint seems not a good example. And I am well aware that I do not know all the background of this privilege! Actually, I have purposely refrained from finding out. I use it as an example --one of those things that can creep in the legislation of any state, which holds a danger (and a not-too-subtle danger) of blind people being marked as different. For what is there in the veteran's status that gets this privilege? And what factor in the handicap of blindness suggests that blindness calls for freedom from tolls on a toll highway? I might as easily have talked of the free fishing license, which some state legislatures have given to the blind, the free fishing license that I believe is abhorrent in its implications. Or I might have talked of the free subway fares or bus fares that some cities have. Gentlemen, I certainly am not referring to the concept of single fare for the blind person and guide when the blind person must travel with a guide. But are you aware of how quickly the concept of free riding can cause society to think of you -- each and every one of you -- as free riders, "free loaders", all through life? 

*****

And now there is something much more subtle that I would warn you about -- something with all the subtlety of a good perfume, of a fragrant bouquet. To enter into this subject, I have to criticize some very good, some very kindly people, perhaps some friends. But it happens to be one of those cases where I firmly believe that the cause is too important for me -- or for you -- to keep quiet. 

There is a movement abroad in the land that I believe is dangerous! It is dangerous because of the harm that it can do to public attitudes about blindness and the blind -- about you! It is the movement for the establishment all over the United States of what are prettily called "fragrance gardens" or "scent gardens" for the blind. 

What are they? They are gardens established especially for the blind in public parks, in botanical gardens, or in semi-public floral centers. These gardens are chosen especially of plants and herbs which are "fragrant", which can have a particular appeal to the olfactory sense; the paths are marked with special braille markers; and the blind visitor (should I say "sightseer" -- or perhaps "smellsmeller"?) is privileged to examine the growing things with his sense of touch. I believe there is something in the idea about an invitation in braille to pick the pretty flowers. 

Late last year, when a single one of these projects was announced, I wrote some words on the subject, which expressed my feelings about it. At that time it seemed to be but a single project; $50,000 was raised for it in Brooklyn. But, I tell you, the movement is spreading. Today's New York Times carries a piece about the $250,000 being spent for a Fragrance Garden for the Blind here in New York in Central Park. And there is every indication that the movement is going to be carried to every section of the country. In fact, some of those interested have said they intend to do this. 

[What is it? "Millions for defense but not one cent for tribute!"? $250,000 for fragrance gardens. ..but how much for rehabilitation.?] 

I am fully aware of the implications in my rashness in criticizing such a project. I know that, if word of my criticism of it goes out, by nightfall individual blind people will come hotly rushing to its defense. Be that as it may -- this needs to be said, and I say it. 

According to the first announcement made of the project (the Brooklyn one) "Lilacs, lavender, honeysuckle and roses, whose fragrance is quite familiar, will be mixed with less known aromas of flowering tobacco, Russian olive, artemisia, and some of the more exotic herbs". 

I will go back to my first reaction and underline some of the things I then said. As I said when they announced it: 

"I'm sorry! " 

"Why does this leave me cold? Why do I give such things a 

jaundiced reception? ". 

"Surely there is nothing wrong with flowers and their fragrance? Surely there is nothing 'out' about botanic gardens? And surely you wouldn't deny to the blind the opportunity to enjoy these things?"

"I've heard all the arguments and I'm still cold. " 

[If one may say that on this 95 degree day in the Hotel New Yorker. But I ~ cold to this project] 

"Admittedly part of my feeling is the reaction to the prettiness of it all…to the too, too heavy perfume of the publicity. To the cloying feeling of the whole idea". 

I said this when the Brooklyn project was announced. I say it again. 

"…I would have no feeling of opposition if the botanic garden group wished to do something to offer new smells to the people of the area. I am only disturbed that such a garden should be thought of (and named) as a garden for the blind.

"Why?" 

"I would be disturbed if someone set up a special symphony orchestra for the blind. I would not like it if some museum set up a special tactual section for the blind. I would disapprove if a group of gourmets or of wine tasters should set up a little sub-group for the blind". 

[I don't think the hearing of blind people is necessarily different, nor the taste, nor the touch; and I haven't yet been convinced that the smell of blind people is different] 

"But I have a vague feeling of even greater disturbance that there should be a special garden of fragrance for the blind. I get vague overtones here that I do not like. Fragrance, scent, aroma --they are all perfectly good, and the sense of smell is a God-given sense to be used to recognize the glory of His creation. But the area of aroma, of scent, and of fragrance is a somewhat nebulous, area, and the feel of it all is the feel of that unbodied sentimentality that too often pervades this field of work -- the field of work with the blind. 

"The picture (admittedly my own) of the group of the blind leaving the busy hard-smelling world of their fellows to go off and bask in the tropically heavy perfume of their own scented Nirvana is a little more than I can take".

"Admittedly, this chemically-harsh world of ours is difficult. And all its scent-masking, smell-killing efforts make more awful the deadly monotony of the turmoil of the city. And gardens and fragrance both have much to offer – but ‘Fragrance Gardens for the Blind’. "

Those are the words that I wrote at year end. Now if any of you think that I have softened since I wrote these words, let me say that with each day I have become more convinced of this, as I see the publicity and the reaction to it. I remind you that these gardens are not a part of schools for the yet a place for relaxation in segregated homes for aged blind people. These are sections of public parks set aside for a special purpose. 

I say to you that the danger may seem subtle, but indeed it is real! What is going to happen to all your efforts to educate the public -- to have blind persons accepted as a part of normal society -- if without a word of protest you allow this fragrant publicity to go all over the country. It fits so easily -- so terribly -- into the public concept of your supposed world of darkness. It fits into all of the stereotypes, and allows people to do sentimental things for the blind instead of facing the reality of rehabilitation to the world of your fellows. 

Gentlemen, I remind you that one section of this country raised $50,000 for one of these gardens; New York is about to spend, or is spending, $250,000. Do you believe that the sentimental fundraisers are going to let this die here? If you feel as strongly as I do, or half as strongly as I do, about this, you will certainly make some public statement about it. For, Gentlemen, I say to you that these smell gardens reek with sentimentality; they have the stench of pity and rejection; they are redolent of the poison aroma of segregation --of what I have previously called the "ghetto of the blind". 

*****

There are other things I would talk to you about, if time permitted. I would like to talk about the strengths and weaknesses of the regional group idea -- to remind you again of the danger that even a regional group by too frequent meetings can subtly, imperceptibly, lead people into a segregation they do not want. For lack of time today I will merely remind you to be eternally vigilant over these things -- to be sure that your every activity leads toward integration rather than segregation -- and that you meet the public always as a group of veterans rather than a part of some "world of the blind". 

You have done great things for the civilian blind by your policies; by your proof that disability compensation does not take away motivation to work and to live. I would suggest to you that you might well get strongly behind the movements which will establish some form of federal insurance against blindness, so that blinded persons in the community will share in your security and your dignity as well as your viewpoint. 

But whatever you do, I say to you, let it always be in keeping with your motto. For in the years that have gone, you have done well; and your greatness has been in the fact that so often you have been on the side of the angels. Let it continue so. 

In conclusion, today, I paraphrase my words from your first banquet here: "What changes a man is not blindness but the reaction to it -- not the blinding, but the receiving of it. It is my continued prayer above all else, that your reaction, your receiving of this burden, your readjustment may be such that your wills conform to the Will of God; that His Will may be done among you as it is in Heaven; that you -- and I -- may so meet our obligations, so fulfill all our duties to God, to neighbor and to self -- that we may all rejoice together in the eternal sight of God. "May He be with you"! 

( Fr. Carroll has no eye trouble. The reference is to the sobriquet given him by members of the BVA.


(( The 1950 address discussed the abortive attempt of a few veterans to establish an organization to raise money from the public for a project: of "Garden Apartments for Blind Veterans".
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