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PREFACE Dorie McCullough Lawson


I began working with my father in 1992, just after the publication of Truman. At the time, the head of publicity at Simon & Schuster was Victoria Meyer. Victoria was seasoned and direct, and she knew what she was doing. She recognized right away that we were running into a language problem between us: When we were working, talking about our main subject, David McCullough, what should we call him? She didn’t want to say “your father,” but calling him David, with me, seemed strange. She said, “Let’s decide right now about how we will refer to him.” We agreed that DMcC was it. And from then on, for all the time I worked with my father, when referring to him in writing in the professional world, it was DMcC. In writing the introductions for this book, I felt the same strangeness cropping up again. So for me and for all of you, it will be DMcC throughout.



I WORKED WITH DMcC for nearly thirty years, predominantly managing his public life and also doing all manner of other things. Mike Hill was his research assistant for almost forty years, and he, too, was someone who would always help in the “all manner of things” category. DMcC said he never could have accomplished what he did without Mike, and the McCullough family knows this to be true.

For the past two years, Mike and I have been going through DMcC’s papers. He left behind letters, calendars, multiple evolutions of original manuscripts with his handwritten editorial changes, ideas, notes, lists, diagrams, paintings, drawings, and photographs. He never worked on a computer, so everything is in its original physical form, tactile—as he liked it. Most of the material was neatly filed, in dark-gray or tan steel filing cabinets. But so, too, were some papers haphazardly put in boxes and stacked in a barn. When those cartons were opened, occasionally inside were not only his papers, but also acorns and nests and other things you might find in a New England barn. Thankfully, even in these there was little damage of consequence.

History Matters is a collection of pieces that we thought merited revisiting. Some have been published before for small audiences, but many are previously unpublished. Included are speeches, essays, tributes, interviews, and some more personal items. The book is by no means exhaustive, and there are certainly areas of his work, his life, and his personality that are not covered, including, among other things, his disciplined way of approaching everything, his love of walking and walking sticks, his insistence on things being done in particular ways, his love of lyrics and quotations, and his readily available humor. But above all, what is not sufficiently represented here is Rosalee. There is not enough of Rosalee… Rosalee Barnes McCullough, his wife of nearly sixty-eight years and mother of his five children. She was his true north, and it was she who truly made it all possible.

There has been a great expression from people across the country wanting more of DMcC’s perspective, more of his wisdom, more of him, and especially now. In History Matters, we give you a little more of David McCullough.






FOREWORD Jon Meacham


Nobody knew very much about him. In the winter and early spring of 1945, Harry Truman of Missouri—a former Jackson County judge and United States senator—was, improbably, the vice president of the United States. The third man to serve in that office under Franklin D. Roosevelt (John Nance Garner of Texas and Henry Wallace of Iowa had come and gone), Truman was a natty, no-nonsense, plain-speaking man who loved history, his family, the Democratic Party, brisk daily walks, and bourbon whiskey. Curious about the border-state politician now the proverbial heartbeat away from the presidency, the prolific American correspondent John Gunther sought Truman out for an interview. What, Gunther asked the vice president, interested him the most? The answer was characteristically pithy. “People,” Truman said.

Truman’s most notable biographer, David McCullough, would have given the same reply, and American life and letters are all the better for that shared passion. In McCullough’s hands, history was an unfolding, contingent, and above all fascinating story of people—of human beings driven by fear and by hope, by ambition and by altruism, by vice and by virtue. From the Johnstown Flood and the Brooklyn Bridge and the Panama Canal; from young Theodore Roosevelt and George Washington and John Adams and Harry Truman; from Americans in Paris to the Wright brothers to white settlers on the frontier, the McCullough canon grew from a voracious curiosity about what Thomas Jefferson called “the course of human events.”

Now, thanks to the deft and loving editing of Dorie McCullough Lawson and of Mike Hill, we have a kind of last testament, a final McCullough dispatch from his long and fruitful assignment as a chronicler of the American past. In the pieces collected here—many previously unpublished—we can listen once more to a man who loved art, music, drama, adventure, and courage; we can see the world as he saw it, feel it as he felt it, and love it as he loved it.

For that is an essential element of David McCullough’s appeal: He wrote with a large heart, a buoyant—and sometimes boyish—enthusiasm, and a wonderfully wide-eyed wonder at the possibilities and the glories of the human story. And history was a story, an unfolding drama in which the men and women of a given moment could not know how everything turned out—whether the waters would recede, or whether the plane would fly, or whether the battle would be won.

The rendering of great history, then, is rooted in humility and in empathy. Which are the same things that make for great citizenship, and therein lies a truth about David McCullough’s life and work. Like Horace, who said the purpose of poetry was to delight and to instruct, McCullough’s books, essays, and public remarks not only delighted us but also subtly tutored us in the art of being human—of loving our neighbor as ourselves, of giving as well as taking, of lending a hand rather than clenching a fist.

With McCullough, we were given a privileged seat to watch flawed people—the temperamental Truman, the acerbic Adams, the self-absorbed TR—overcome their failings to give us a more perfect Union. Like Tennyson’s “Ulysses,” McCullough’s subjects were a part of all that they had met, and he put great weight—decisive weight—on telling their stories with literary distinction and an appreciation that they did not dwell in some land called “History” or “the Past.” Like all of us, they dwelt in a vivid, living, chaotic present. And McCullough’s mission was to make their present real to the future—a key task, perhaps the key task, of the historian and the biographer.

And how he loved that task. “We speak a language that isn’t ours,” McCullough notes in these pages. “It’s been handed down to us with a tradition of expression and power that is well worth a lifetime of study, and particularly for those for whom writing is a way of life. I love what I do. I love every day of it. Happiness—true happiness—is not to be found in vacations or the like. It’s to be found in the love of learning and doing what you really want to get up and get to each day.”

When McCullough got up to go to work, he would get to it with dispatch. Twenty years ago, on the occasion of the publication of his book 1776, I spent a day with him for a profile about his life and work. As I wrote then, the only sound in the room on Martha’s Vineyard where he wrote—a tiny book-lined shingled building, just eight feet by twelve—came from the clack-clack-clack of a 1940s Royal manual typewriter, bought secondhand in White Plains, New York, in 1965. The setting was snug, almost claustrophobic, but it was there, in his backyard office, that McCullough’s imagination roamed the American past.

When he looked up from his Royal, he could see the restored farmhouse where he lived for fifty years with his wife, Rosalee. The house, McCullough recalled, was “part eighteenth century, part nineteenth, and part twentieth”—a good way to describe the canon of work he created in this small office. The pages that he pulled through the carriage of the typewriter—about four a day—made McCullough a central figure in a renaissance of popular history both in print and on television. From Ken Burns’s The Civil War to The American Experience, McCullough’s baritone was the voice of the past. He loved the story of asking a question of a clerk in a grocery store about the whereabouts of something he’d been sent in to buy. On hearing McCullough speak, the man asked, “Are you David McCullough?” “Why, yes,” came the reply. “Oh, I so loved your narration on the Civil War documentary.” A bit puffed up by the praise, McCullough thanked him. “Yes,” the clerk went on, “I’m insomniac, and when I listen to you, I go right to sleep.”

The least cynical of writers, McCullough was also clear-eyed. “History is not the story of heroes entirely,” he said. “It is often the story of cruelty and injustice and shortsightedness. There are monsters, there is evil, there is betrayal. That’s why people should read Shakespeare and Dickens as well as history—they will find the best, the worst, the height of noble attainment and the depths of depravity.” McCullough was, interestingly, a wildly popular anachronism. In a politically and culturally polarized America, he spoke in warm, unaffected tones about the classic Ben and Me, or about Two Years Before the Mast, the first book he ever bought with his own money, or about how history teachers should use Gershwin in the classroom.

Born in 1933, the son of the owner of an electrical supply company in Pittsburgh, McCullough, the third of four boys, grew up in a largely vanished world. His childhood was spent in comfort at 549 Glen Arden Drive; he attended a private high school and graduated from Yale in 1955. He worked as a writer and editor at Time Inc., then went to Washington to be part of the New Frontier, taking a job with the United States Information Agency under the CBS legend Edward R. Murrow. Standing with Rosalee outside his office, recounting the story of his job interview, he recalled being asked what he knew about Arabs. “Sir, I don’t know anything at all about Arabs,” McCullough replied, only to be told, “Well, you’ll learn.” He found himself producing a magazine—which he had never done before—directed at the Middle East. Thinking back on the time, McCullough glanced at Rosalee and said, “I had to learn a lot fast, didn’t I, pal?” She smiled at the memory.

McCullough asked the question with a sweet, vulnerable look, the look of a man who long depended on the woman he married in 1954. Without Rosalee, McCullough would not have become such a towering cultural figure. In the late 1960s, he was working at American Heritage in New York as he wrote his first book, The Johnstown Flood, at night and on weekends. After the account of the devastating 1889 disaster in Pennsylvania was published, the McCulloughs faced a decision: Could he quit the day job and focus full-time on books? With five children, it was not an easy call. “Rosalee’s courage at that time was crucial,” he recalled. “If she had been reluctant, I can’t imagine I would have done it.” There were hints of his future success: Reader’s Digest had taken The Johnstown Flood as a condensed book. The initial payment of fifteen thousand dollars, McCullough recalled, “really changed my life.” They settled on the Vineyard full-time in 1972 in a house they had bought in 1965 with a down payment of four thousand dollars. They installed a furnace in the house, built the office, and went to work. “You could live on the Vineyard for almost nothing then,” he recalled, “which was good, because that’s what I was making.” When McCullough would be invited to speak at colleges in those early years, his businessman father would say, “Great, maybe they’ll offer you a job.”

The old man needn’t have worried. The boy who was transfixed by the N. C. Wyeth–illustrated editions of books like Treasure Island had the gift of story, and he knew how to share that gift. In 1992, with the monumental Truman, McCullough won the first of his two Pulitzer Prizes. The other came in 2001 for John Adams.

David McCullough painted with words, and the images he has left us are windows into a past that is at once remote and proximate. Remote because the stuff of his stories unfolded long ago; proximate because the forces that drove the people in those stories are perennial—love and fear, dreams and nightmares. And those forces drive us, too.

The only thing new in the world, Harry Truman once remarked, was the history we don’t know. Because of David McCullough, we know a great deal, and we also know where to look to find the most important things: at ourselves. For history is not dead, but living; history is not past, but unfolding. And as McCullough taught us, nothing matters more.

“In the last analysis, I never know why I choose what I choose to write about,” McCullough once recalled. “There is just a click.” And when that click came, he would move out through the screen door, down the porch steps, and through the backyard and sit down in the office, where the clacking of the Royal would begin again. “History, like America,” McCullough said, “is always a work in progress, an experiment, an adventure, a journey.” How lucky we are that David McCullough invited us along for his.








PART ONE WHY HISTORY?








WHY HISTORY?


In 1995, DMcC was honored with the National Book Foundation’s Medal for Distinguished Contribution to American Letters. Over the course of his lifetime, he was awarded fifty-six honorary degrees and more than 125 awards, including the Pulitzer Prize twice, the National Book Award twice, and the Presidential Medal of Freedom. He met each and every recognition with delight and gratitude. When he received this overarching award for contribution to the literary world of his country, he was honored indeed. These are his remarks delivered at the awards ceremony.



History shows us how to behave. History teaches, reinforces what we believe in, what we stand for, and what we ought to be willing to stand up for. History is—or should be—the bedrock of patriotism, not the chest-pounding kind of patriotism but the real thing, love of country.

At their core, the lessons of history are largely lessons in appreciation. Everything we have, all our great institutions, hospitals, universities, libraries, cities, our laws, our music, art, poetry, our freedoms, everything exists because somebody went before us and did the hard work, provided the creative energy, provided the money, provided the belief. Do we disregard that?

Indifference to history isn’t just ignorant, it’s rude. It’s a form of ingratitude.

I’m convinced that history encourages, as nothing else does, a sense of proportion about life, gives us a sense of the relative scale of our own brief time on earth and how valuable that is.

What history teaches, it teaches mainly by example. It inspires courage and tolerance. It encourages a sense of humor. It is an aid to navigation in perilous times. We are living now in an era of momentous change, of huge transitions in all aspects of life—nationwide and worldwide—and this creates great pressures and tensions. But history shows that times of change are the times when we are most likely to learn. This nation was founded on change. We should embrace the possibilities in these exciting times and hold to a steady course, because we have a sense of navigation, a sense of what we’ve been through in times past and who we are.

Think how tough our predecessors were. Think what they had been through. There’s no one who hasn’t an ancestor who went through some form of hell. Churchill in his great speech in the darkest hours of the Second World War, when he crossed the Atlantic, reminded us, “We haven’t journeyed this far because we are made of sugar candy.”

Now, history isn’t just good for you in a civic way. It isn’t just something you take to be a better citizen. It does do that, and that in itself would be reason enough to stress its importance. “Any nation that expects to be ignorant and free,” Jefferson said, “expects what never was and never will be.” And if the gap between the educated and the uneducated in America continues to grow as it has in our time, as fast as or faster than the gap between the rich and the poor, the gap between the educated and the uneducated is going to be of greater consequence and the more serious threat to our way of life. We must not, by any means, misunderstand that.

But, I think, what it really comes down to is that history is an extension of life. It both enlarges and intensifies the experience of being alive. It’s like poetry and art. Or music. And it’s ours, to enjoy. If we deny our children that enjoyment, that adventure in the larger time among the greater part of the human experience, we’re cheating them out of a full life.

There’s no secret to making history come alive. Barbara Tuchman said it perfectly: “Tell stories.” The pull, the appeal, is irresistible, because history is about two of the greatest of all mysteries—time and human nature.

How lucky we are. How lucky we are to enjoy in our work and in our lives the possibilities, the precision and reach, the glories of the English language. How lucky we are, how very lucky we are, to live in this great country, to be Americans—Americans all.







AMERICAN VALUES


DMcC was captivated by architecture. He loved forms and light and what design expresses about a society. From the United States Capitol to Rouen Cathedral, to the Canal Zone employee housing in Panama, to the steel mills of his hometown of Pittsburgh, to the Wrights’ plain house in Dayton, Ohio, to his own eight-by-twelve-foot office, he loved it all. He drew plans at the kitchen table, and he thought about architectural design all the time. He talked about architecture in some way or another every day. It was part of who he was.

With his love of architecture and commitment to history, he naturally cared deeply about historic preservation. He proudly served on the board of the National Trust for Historic Preservation, and in 1991 he delivered the following address at the National Preservation Conference in San Francisco.



Let us listen first to a voice from the past. The year is 1878.


And then upon all sides, what a clashing of architecture! In this one valley, where the life of the town goes most busily forward, there may be seen, shown one above and behind another by the accidents of the ground, buildings in almost every style upon the globe. Egyptian and Greek temples, Venetian palaces and Gothic spires, are huddled one over another in a most admired disorder….

But Nature is a more indiscriminate patroness than we imagine, and in no way frightened of a strong effect. The birds roost as willingly among the Corinthian capitals as in the crannies of the crag; the same atmosphere and daylight clothe the eternal rock and yesterday’s portico; and as the soft northern sunshine throws out everything into a glorified distinctness—or easterly mists, coming up with the blue evening, fuse all of these incongruous features into one; and the lamps begin to glitter along the street, and faint lights burn in the high windows across the valley—the feeling grows upon you that this also is a piece of nature in the most intimate sense; that this profusion of eccentricities, this dream in masonry and living rock, is not a drop scene in the theatre, but a city in the world of every-day reality.



That is Robert Louis Stevenson’s evocation of Edinburgh in the heyday of the Victorian city. Note please what he is saying. The intriguing blend of the old and the new. The intriguing pull of past and future. The delight in eccentricities. The tolerance of difference. The strong point is that this is reality, not a drop scene in the theater as he says. Not television as we might say.

What is this pull of the past? Why do we care so, you and I, about history? Is it just because we are Americans and we care about our country, because we love our country as we would care about the past, the beginnings of someone we love? Or is it larger than that? And is it strange this commitment we have to understanding the past? Or conversely, why are so many out there who do not care? Is it something like having perfect pitch? Are they tone-deaf? Are they color-blind? What are we really doing with our efforts in saving buildings, writing books, making films, taking photographs, caring about who we were, where we came from?

To begin with, it belongs to an old human instinct—not wanting to be in a rut. We have no more wish to be provincial in time than we would to be provincial in space. Because fate or God or whatever it is has placed us in this particular time very briefly, we do not see why the limit of our experience as human beings should be contained within just that time. Why should we not move on to the larger stage of the past? Why should we not know how many others have gone before us? The great majority, as they used to say in Stevenson’s nineteenth century.

We are also drawn, of course, because we see so many remnants, so many reminders of the past all around us. And we are drawn, I am convinced, because we are at heart storytellers. We need stories as we need food and water. Consider that for nine-tenths of all the time that anything like human beings has existed on this planet, all of their information, all they knew about who they were and how to survive, came to them through stories passed down generation after generation.

And that is a quality which has guaranteed and supported our survival as a species. It is one of our mechanisms for survival. We cannot just abandon it, just pass it by. If we do, we are going to become something less than human.

But I really think that what draws us to history, the pull of the past, is change. It is what is new, not what is old. And change is the essence of life. What we are really interested in, what we care about, is life, people, and what happened to them and why, and what changed, what was new?

Looming over Florence is the Great Dome by Filippo Brunelleschi—the cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore. The dome itself is 375 feet high. It was built more than five hundred years ago. It was built before Columbus sailed. It is magnificent. It is the essence of Florence. It is the Renaissance. And it is a mystery. Nobody knows what the actual technique was that Brunelleschi used to create that great triumph of the Renaissance.

When it was finished, it was not Gothic. It was not Romanesque. It was something new, different from anything that had been built before. And therein is a huge part of its appeal and its importance. It speaks to us of that time as do any of the great books, the great paintings, the great statuary.

Almost exactly five hundred years later on another side of the world in a very different time by a very different people, a great bridge was built in San Francisco. The Golden Gate Bridge was begun in 1933 and finished in 1937. We should all, in my view, be grateful that we live at the time of the Golden Gate Bridge.

Both of these huge and monumental and memorable structures are symbols of affirmation, in their way. They speak of values. Consider what that bridge, that magnificent American accomplishment, represents. It is built at the entrance to the greatest sea in the world, subject to high winds, fog, storms, and a tide of seven knots. And it had to have a span, a single span, of over four thousand feet. It was to be higher above the water than any other bridge in the world.

And it does something terribly important and extremely essential for all of us never to forget. It makes that place more powerful, more meaningful. It gives both scale and a sense of humanity and time to that magnificent, natural wonder of the gateway, the entrance to the harbor.

The environmentalists say any intrusion by construction by humans will lessen the power and beauty and meaning of a particular landscape. Anything built on Storm King Mountain, it was said during the great fight over that place on the upper Hudson River, will denigrate it, lessen it. But as architectural historian and teacher Vincent Scully said, “The Greeks would have known what to build on Storm King Mountain.”

The Golden Gate Bridge ought to take our breath away for many reasons. But it cannot be seen just in context of where it is. It must be seen in the context of the time that created it. As much so as Brunelleschi’s dome.

The Golden Gate Bridge was built when Franklin Roosevelt was in his first term. It was built in the era of Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times. It was built at the time of the Berlin Olympics. Built at the time of the abdication of the King of England for “the woman I love.” Built during the Great Depression. And built during a period when two of the most important events of the twentieth century took place, foretelling everything that has so changed in our world. Two events that took place not much more than one hundred miles apart.

One, in Copenhagen, where Niels Bohr and his colleagues at the Institute for Theoretical Physics determined that if the uranium atom were split, it would release a power beyond any previous understanding or example. And just across the way at a small German fishing village, the Nazi government had instituted the first rocket experimental station under the young, brilliant physicist Wernher von Braun. So in that period when this magnificent bridge was going up, we have the beginnings of the nuclear age and the rocket century.

I grew up in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, surrounded by old structures. I went to get my books at the Carnegie Library. I went downtown and walked by the old H. H. Richardson jail and absolutely shuddered with fear. It looks just like Dickens. I was in a city where there are more bridges than in Paris. I grew up with bridges. I have been interested in them all of my life. I am not an engineer. I am not even a historian. I am an English major. But I am drawn to the past because I care to know what happened.

Now what of the future? What is the future for our work, your work, my work? And what will the values be that determine this future? I firmly believe, as an English major, that there ought to be no use of the expression “the foreseeable future.” There is no such thing. For a historian to presume to be able to read the future is as absurd as for almost anyone to presume to read the future.

I think that what I am about to tell you concerning the future has much more to do with what I hope the future will be than any prediction of what, in fact, will happen. I hope that we will become a people who care about the past because we care about the future. I hope that we will become a people who are less self-centered, self-conscious, and selfish in terms of our own time. I have often thought and said that the digital watch is the perfect symbol of our time. It only tells you what time it is now as if there had been no time before and no time to come.

We will need people who understand that history is a spacious realm. There must be no walls. Nothing happens in isolation. Never has, never will. Our picture of the past changes almost daily. Where the spotlight for so very long has been on only a few people, a relatively few people, male, white Americans, the lights on the stage are coming up. And all those people who have been on the stage all the time are now in the light and in focus. We see how many there are, how diverse they are, and how greatly they have made what we call “American civilization.”

And that means opportunity for historians, opportunity for biographers, opportunity for people who want to go out and look at the landscape and decide what should be preserved and saved.

We have to enlist a broader spectrum of American skill and imagination. We have to be more inclusive. Edinburgh, that wonder Edinburgh described by Robert Louis Stevenson, gave forth to what was essentially an English-Scottish-Western Renaissance of its own in the eighteenth and early nineteenth century. In medicine, philosophy, people like David Hume, came the origins, the beginnings, of whole idea of an Encyclopedia Britannica, not to say Sir Walter Scott and Robert Louis Stevenson.

And why did it happen in that tiny, little, northern, bleak town? Why in a place smaller than New Haven, Connecticut? Well, we do not know. But one of the things we do know is that in Edinburgh in that day, everybody saw everybody. There were clubs, societies, associations. They met almost every night. Lawyers, doctors, engineers, poets—people of all professions and all persuasions saw each other, talked, worked, imagined together. No walls. No barriers. No status order. We must encourage that.

Filmmakers, photographers, must be part of what we do, must be considered the flag carriers of what we do. We do not much like television, and we do not much care for television for good reason. Most of it is terrible. But it is part of our culture, and we are in the grip of our culture as we are in the grip of our past. Television can indeed reach a very large, very appreciative audience if it is done right.

“The world is young,” said Emerson. “The former great men and women call to us affectionately.” There is no such thing as the dead past. The marvelous thing about the past is whenever you reach down into it, all you find is life. You could even argue that there is no such thing as the past. There was only somebody else’s present. And all those people who went before us building bridges, raising great structures of all kinds, writing books, painting paintings, founding industries, all of them shared with us the puzzling and intriguing question of how is it all going to come out? They did not know any more about their future than we do about ours.

“Past things shed light on the future ones,” wrote Francesco Guicciardini. If you’ve never read I Ricordi by Guicciardini, I urge you to do so. It was written in the sixteenth century in Florence in the shadow of the Brunelleschi dome. “Past things shed light on the future ones. The world was always of a kind. What is and will be, was at some other time. The same things come back but under different names and different colors. Not everybody recognizes them, but only who is wise and considers them diligently.”

We will, I hope, see a new generation of Americans who are more humane, more tolerant, more eclectic. I hope very much that we will devise an educational system that does far more than is being done at the present to reward students in the school system from grade one on for two qualities that are largely ignored in the present system.

The first is imagination, originality, spontaneity—call it what you want. The second is a willingness to take risks. I have run a test in some of the courses I have taught where I have asked an audience, or a large lecture class, to take out a piece of paper and write down all the things you can think to do with a brick. It is very interesting because there is no correlation between those who have had traditionally high grades in their previous scholastic careers and those who come up with imaginative or ingenious thoughts on what to do with a brick.

Risk-taking is another very rare quality among students and must be encouraged. They are extremely skilled at reading a teacher’s mind. They are extremely capable of giving you what they think you want, which is not taking risks. Therefore, tests must be devised, processes of experimentation must be devised, whereby the student is not competing against anybody else but himself or herself.

All great civilizations have had at least two things in common: confidence and a sense of continuity. And we gain both from our sense of the past. We are confident because we know who we are. We know what we have done. We know we have been there before.

And because we know what has been done in the past, we know what the standards are. We know what we must live up to. And if we have a sense of the past, then we also have a sense that what we do will be looked at in the future as the standard by which to measure one’s performance. How we wish to be measured in the future is a concept that can only come to those who have some sense of measuring themselves against the past. And continuity, of course, is the essence of writing history and caring about the future.

I do not think human nature is going to change in the future at all. I do think that we are living in one of the most revolutionary of all times. What happened in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union was a tumultuous change of a kind that we will not even begin to understand or comprehend for many more years. But be assured it is immensely important. It is an earthquake in time. A Krakatoa in history. And that is exciting. That is change. That is what we are interested in. What’s new, we say, we Americans. What is new?

In 1964, I went with my young family to the New York World’s Fair. And like millions of others, we stood in line to get into the General Motors exhibit. And eventually we came to the point where it was our turn. Several small children, a husband, and a wife. If you went to the General Motors exhibit or if you’ve read about it, you may remember that it was a series of automobiles on a conveyor belt. You got into the car, and you rode through the future in a brand-new, shiny General Motors car, naturally.

And the future that was displayed, the future that was to be now, right now, our time, was one of exquisitely shining, glassy, spotless buildings set in a landscape in which there was virtually nothing from the past. And the centerpiece were magnificent highways, eight, ten, fifteen lanes wide on which the automobiles traveled without the necessity to drive the car. They were on conveyor belts or some sort of beam that was going to guide them spaced safely at reasonable distances.

There was a large machine that was chewing up the jungle and creating buildings as it went along. This was the world of the future. The world of tomorrow. Well, we climbed into the car, a white Impala with red seats. And I asked our little boy Billy, who was five years old, if he would like to drive. He got behind the steering wheel, and on we went through the world of tomorrow for roughly a half an hour, or whatever it took. And after it was over and we came out blinking into the sunshine, we were all saying, “Boy, wasn’t that something?”

I turned to little Bill, and I said, “Well, what did you think, Bill?” He said, “I don’t know. I was too busy driving.” He understood the future better than the people at General Motors. The world of the future as portrayed by General Motors had no bearing on our time. But Billy McCullough was saying we must have a sense of responsibility. He felt very responsible. The whole family was dependent on his ability to guide that automobile.

Saint-Exupéry’s Wind, Sand and Stars is one of the greatest books that deal with the problem in nature. He said that responsibility is the essence of morality. If we do not care about our past, if we do not write history and biography, take photographs, make films, save buildings, save whole towns, and save the works, too, of the industry and science of our rich, diverse, and protean culture, then we are being irresponsible in the extreme.
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