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I HAVE ALWAYS wanted to preach a sermon. I receive daily letters from every
part of the country about the Truman biography and from the people in my
walks around our town or on my travels who want to react to something in the
book or who want to tell me about some experience they’ve had with Mr.
Truman himself. And one of the common reactions, interestingly, is for them to
discover what a wonderful sense of humor Harry Truman had.

People will say he was a funny man. And indeed he was. I have to say if he
hadn’t have been I wouldn’t have wanted to have written about him. Also, of
course in his day in particular, humor was a great part of politics. Part of the
professional equipment, part of the artillery, part of the sugar, part of the hook of
politics both on the political platform and behind the scenes in the smoke-filled
rooms and to Truman the most delightful of all the political humorists and spell-
binders of the day was his Vice-Presidential candidate in 1948, his running mate,
I should say, was Vice President Alben Barkley who was a great stem winder of
the old school; very colorful in his fashion but known to go on interminably.

The story was he was rushing back to Washington to vote on a bill and his
train was going to make one last stop in a town in Kentucky and it had been
billed that Senator Barkley was on the train and he would speak to the
multitudes when he arrived and a good sized crowd had gathered and Barkley
came down from the train and he knew he had just five minutes to speak and he
began in his usual style and about three minutes into it he looked at his watch
and he looked again began to shake it like this and a fellow in the back said don’t
worry senator, there’s a calendar right behind you.

Mr. Truman’s rule was speak no longer than twenty minutes. He said, “You
save no souls after twenty minutes. Stay just a short time and then get out of
town even if you have to sleep in your car.” I may break Mr. Truman’s rule. The
sermon I want to preach is one I feel very strongly.

IT’S A WONDERFUL TOWN, this community of Independence, this town I
know most of you live in and most of you care about has the same essential
appeal as does the subject of Harry Truman. It’s character. Now for a historian to
stand before you and say this house or that house or that church or this
courthouse or that railroad station has great historic importance is of course



understandable because that’s a historian’s professional duty to preserve those
monuments, buildings, places on earth that have historical importance even if
we’re not historians.

But the preservation of the community of the architectural setting, the scale
and relationship significance of street scapes to ceremonial buildings,
government buildings, the preservation of all of that intact is important because
that is the essence of the town’s character has nothing to do with history. Yet at
the same time it has everything to do with history. I’m very, very effusive. I find
I’ve become very interested in the relationship of culture and history. Now
culture has become, unfortunately has become an exaggerated greatly affected
word.

What does it mean? What we care about – what it matters to a community –
to a people at a given time. What do we sing? What do we read? What plays do
we go to? Which speakers do we applaud? What do we abhor? What we think
old-fashion and funny, all of that? We teach history, unfortunately, by and large
by excluding culture. You have the history of art over here, the history science
and medicine over there and we have in the center, we have subject we call
history with a big “H” which is principally political history and military history
and social issues. But it’s not that way and never was that way, it’s all one
subject. It should be talked about as one subject, written about as one subject and
more importantly understood as one subject. Now if culture and history are
joined that then raises the question, and I don’t know the answer to it, but it’s
well worth considering, is culture, does culture drive history? Which is the cart,
Which is the horse?

TO WHAT EXTENT was Harry S Truman the man he was, and thus the
president he became, because he came from Independence. To what extent did
the culture of this community, this small American town, so close by a
burgeoning very American city, shape and direct this young man. The answer to
the question is, of course, somewhat obvious. It shaped him.  It is shaped him a
lot. What else is it shaping? How many others? What is driving us now to
perceive the world as we do when we are not even aware that we are being
affected by it?

The implication and the understanding of many people is that the historian
goes about his work in a deductive fashion. That you gather a certain amount of
material, you look at and you deduce certain conclusions and you then produce



your answer or your interpretation. Quite the contrary. The processes of
historians are mostly inductive, you soak it up.

People will say to me when I started the book, in the case of Truman.
“What’s your thesis?”

I haven’t the faintest idea.
“What do you think of Truman”

I don’t know.
“Do you think he is a great president?”

I, by no means, know nor do I want to know, nor would I every admit that I
might have a suspicion because I haven’t immersed myself in the subject.

And by coming to Independence and by working in the Truman Library and
looking at a lot of things and getting a feel, I begin to have some reactions and
eventually the reactions begin to build into a kind of a blurry picture. And then
when you begin to write you begin to find out what maybe you think and what
you don’t know and what question you need to raise.

And then you begin to count, over and over, almost every day, those
questions that could not have been answered then. What didn’t they know?
What didn’t they have in a community, like Independence? What was different
about, say, the background, culture and origins of Franklin Roosevelt.

NOW LET’S TAKE a very simple analogy. From the front gate of Hyde Park,
into the Hyde Park home – Franklin Roosevelt’s boyhood home – is about a little
over a quarter of a mile. You enter great gates. You drive along a drive. You’re
approaching an estate. The house is large imposing, solid established. It’s more
European in feeling. It’s more like a country house in England. Then there’s the
Hudson River and the grandeur of that and the space of the land that the owner
of the house controls, if not economically, visually.

I think it’s 22 steps from the front gate of the Truman House to the front
porch of the Truman House. What do you see when you look out? You see your
neighbors. Therefore you are a neighborhood. Franklin Roosevelt and his family
were neighbors to no one, visually. When Mr. Truman retired from office, many
Independence people have told me, that at night you could walk down Truman
Road past the house and look and see the former president of the United States
sitting in that little study room with his reading light reading a book or reading



the newspaper. That’s not some remote figure, some aristocratic ruler in his
castle above the river, but a neighbor. And he is accountable.

If you grew up in this same community you were always accountable to your
parents, your neighbors and to your teachers, to your relatives, to your brothers
and sisters. Everybody knew everybody’s business and everybody was
interested in everybody’s business. And while we have a literature filled and
eloquently filled with accounts by Theodore Dreiser, Willa Cather, Sinclair Lewis
of the stultifying affect of small town life in America, and while we must no
romanticize small town influences, nonetheless, there are huge and obvious
forces that work on anyone living in that culture that are bound to have a
positive effect. And we need to know more about that.

WE NEED TO KNOW more about the symbolic importance of architecture. The
idea was the courthouse was literally and figuratively the center of the town.
When you went up to the courthouse square, you had all the necessities of life
and the shops and the center of the town – where the town clock is – is a place of
government, free government. You could go and petition your government
there.

The person who is the official there is your neighbor. He walks up the same
street to the townhall. The fact that you tell the time, by the town clock, is
extremely important. Your orientation in both time and space is being
determined by the symbolic building which is the center of your government. If
government is at the center, then government matters. It is not extraneous.

Now some people don’t care about any of this. Some people couldn’t care
less. Town people leave at the depot and they return to the depot. Not just
imagine what it meant then in emotional terms and the emotional residue in the
vicinity of the old Independence depot. The people going away to war, people
going to college, people going away because they had to get out of town. People
coming home for wedding and funerals. Do we dismiss all that? Do we tear the
old thing down or crucify it with graffiti because it has no value and those people
have no meaning to us? Well maybe those people don’t have meaning to us, but
the culture they created is still here. We are all, every single one of us,
beneficiaries of the people who went before us. And if we dismiss them and
write them off as irrelevant, or boring, or old-fashion and out of date and dead,
then we are not just being ignorant, stupid, blind. We’re being rude. Gratitude.
Where’s our gratitude?



Now people have often said to me and they still write to me about it and they
ask this same question on television interviews, “Do you think it’s possible that
we could create, in this society today, another Harry Truman?” Of course it’s
possible. Now it might not happen in Independence. It might happen because of
an entirely different circumstances, well, she may be growing up in a barrio in
Los Angeles. We don’t know about that, but I think, right now, there’s a very
exciting and commendable and promising demonstration of much of the same
kind of quality, that was in Mr. Truman in this community all along, in the work
and the nerve and the imagination of the Hawley family and what they have
done with the Arabia. Imagine what they have done. They went out and brought
up from 45 feet down a 173 foot long steamboat that sank in the Missouri River
in 1856.

AND THEY DID IT one their own. Not only that they have reconstitute,
recovered and put one display thousand of the items that were on board there in
the wonderful Hawley Museum, which they also created. You have in Kansas
City, so close by, one of the most remarkable museums in America. I know
because I have seen of the museums in America, most of them which have been
done by professional archeologists, by people who have been trained at the
Smithsonian or our great universities. Bob and Flo Hawley, David and Greg,
they have a heating and air-conditioning business. Bob Hawley used to talk care
of the furnace at the Truman House. He’s still look after the heating and air
conditioning units at the Truman Library. he’s not a scholar from Harvard, not is
he an economist, nor is he a financier, nor he is a structural or construction
engineer, nor an archaeologist, nor a museum designer, nor or any of his sons or
daughters or Mrs. Hawley. But they care about that old boat and all that it tells
us about that distant and now vanished America. It’s the ultimate time capsule.

And because we have a feeling, an understanding of the life of the ordinary
life, the day by day reality of the life of those Americans that preceded us it
makes so much of what we have possible but it has already changed the
historian’s understanding of that era. The variety, quantity and quality of the
everyday goods that they have was far better than we had any notion. There are
products from every part of the world – China, Cuba, France Belgium, England.
If you’ve not seen it, by all means go and take your time and look how good it all
is. The Hawleys have been independent and they have been motivated not by
money, but by a love of history and love of the adventure that the exploration of
history necessarily demands. They really didn’t know, they tell us now, what



they were getting into. They also really didn’t know how exciting it was going to
be. And how much they were capable of that they didn’t understand.

They rose to reach far beyond what anybody could have expected. They
themselves included. That is exactly the story of Harry Truman. He cared. They
care. His passion for history is well known. The old man sitting in the window
up the street here, by the light of his reading lamp, was reading history or
biographies as he had since he was a small boy.

NOW IF ONE LOVES one’s country, or one’s town, a desire to protect what is
best about it or to save and perpetuate its character is an expression of that love.
But in the case of Independence, Mo., the responsibility is greater than that. What
is done to save the distinguishing characteristics of Independence is really, in
fact, and always at heart, should be for the national interest. Your town is known
everywhere, I assure you. And everywhere I travel, people tell me: “Those first
few chapters made me want to go see Independence.” “Those first few chapters
have led to a completely different interest and understanding in the nature and
in the life and times past in Jackson County.” “My husband and I are driving
west later this month to visit the Truman house. Is it like it used to be?” Etc.

You have as much as responsibility to maintain the best of your city as the
people in Concord, Mass. have because Emerson lived there. As much as the
people of Emporia, Kan. do because William Allen White lived there. As much as
Salem, Ill. because Abraham Lincoln lived there. Isn’t just for you to decide willy-
nilly that it just doesn’t matter anymore. Because you have national duty and a
great opportunity, not just to serve your town but to serve your country.

We’ll all be in your debt, those of us who do not live here. My sermon has run
past 20 minutes. I hope I have made one or two converts. I have agreed to
become a trustee of the National Historic Trust and I also have agreed to become
a trustee of the Truman Library. I am not a joiner. I’m not inclined to be on
boards of any kind. I usually don’t like that very much. But these were subjects
that mattered enormously and furthermore, I can’t imagine subject more
interesting or any undertaking with a stronger pull than the history and the story
of our country and our people. And history just isn’t in books. It’s all up and
down these streets. And knowing something because it is a fact isn’t really
knowing something at all. To really know something is when you feel it. And
when you come here, you feel the story of Independence, Missouri and thus the
story of the United States of America. Thank you.


