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I want to begin these remarks on a personal level. Some of you know me well. We have been close. But to many of you, I am a total stranger—a name, I guess, and perhaps a face and a voice. Some of you I've never met.
I'm a native of this state. I was born and raised over in Mason City; and I still have family there. Actually, as I think about it, I've got family and friends scattered all over this state; and so does my wife, Arlene, for she too is an Iowan. We met and married in Iowa. Iowa has been good to me. Although I now reside outside its borders, I am still an Iowan. I have the heritage and the feeling that go with being an Iowan; and I'm proud of it.

I've spent a lot of time in this part of the state. I am familiar with its people, its cities, and its towns. As a youngster I lived nine months out of every year in Vinton where I attended and graduated from the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School. I'm no stranger to the Waterloo-Cedar Falls area. U.N.I. is my undergraduate alma mater. But I would hasten to point out (for those who might think me partisan toward the smaller of our state univer​sities) that I also have a great fondness for Iowa City (and yes, the Hawkeyes). Only four years ago Arlene and I were both in school here, living on Iowa Street near the Pentacrest and enjoying every minute of it.

We've now been in Washington nearly four years; and I wouldn't trade places or with anyone. Representing the blind on a daily basis before the federal agencies and the Congress is a challenge; and the competition for time and attention is stiff. Yet there are rewards; there are victories. The times are changing; and we stand in the vanguard of this change. In fact, we are the vanguard; at least, that is true with respect to the affairs of the blind.
In the field of work with the blind, Iowa has a unique status. It was here in this state that, in 1958, a leader of the organized blind was entrusted with the management and direction of the state's programs. In those days there was nowhere to go but up: Iowa the worst programs for the blind in the 48 states—everyone agreed on that. I was a kid at Vinton then; I suppose about in the sixth grade. I remember asking Skeets Powers (some of you remember him) what would become of me when I could no longer come to the school. He told me that would be up to the Commission in Des Moines.
I didn't know anything about the Commission. I had heard things. I had heard, for instance, that some blind people were put to work in their homes making things. Others did…I didn't know what. You see, I didn't have contact with a single successful blind adult. To me the future was a never-never land; and I can tell you this, I didn't like being blind. Little did I know that I was about to be among the first generation of blind people in Iowa who ever got much of a chance.
The record of accomplishment and growth over the past 20 years coupled with—as I have already said—the fact that one from the ranks of the organized blind was given the challenge of bringing Iowa's programs up from the bottom of the heap adds up to placing Iowa in the very center of the national spotlight. Today it isn't possible for a major (or even a minor) event affecting programs for the blind in this state to go unnoticed in the rest of the country. Twenty years ago no one much cared. Today all eyes arc focused on us here.
For the organized blind movement, Iowa was a first; and it will always occupy a special place. That is inevitable. If the programs and new initiatives begun in Iowa had failed (regard​less of the reason), the movement would have been crippled forever; and perhaps the blow would have been fatal. But the programs did not fail. They succeeded—succeeded in fact beyond anyone's wildest expectations. And to that extent, the blind—wherever they live in this country—have been encouraged. They can point to Iowa with pride; and they can look to their own states with hope. 
There is nothing magical or mystical about what transformed our programs here. Partly, I suppose, it was just the fact that they were so bad to begin with. They say, "When you're second, you try harder"; so I suppose it follows that when you're dead last, you try hardest of all. In part it was a new awareness by the public, by the civic clubs (Lions, the Federated Women's Clubs, and others). The media became interested: The new programs were news. Beyond this, the Legislature played a key role, responding to the public good will and to the articulate blind men and women who explained with pride the new plans, the dreams, and the progress. Yes, we must not forget the role of the blind themselves. Turning Iowa's pro​grams for the blind around was not an act of charity done for the blind without our partici​pation. It was an act with purpose and design, fashioned through a united front—the public, the Legislature, and the blind acting collectively with good will and good faith. 
In very large measure, too, the change in focus and effectiveness of our programs came because of a man and the philosophy he brought with him. It is no coincidence that Dr. Jernigan's appointment as Director of the Iowa Commission for the Blind marked the begin​ning of the new era of opportunity for blind Iowans. He has been our teacher and our leader. He began by believing in us; and now we believe in ourselves. He has taught us to hold our heads up high, not to be ashamed of our blindness. He said it was respectable to he blind; and we came to believe him. He has told us that we should expect to lead normal lives and that our blindness does not diminish our obligation to assume ordinary responsibility in society. "You can't have rights without responsibilities," he has said; and he has led the march to crumble the barriers which have kept us from the mainstream of social and eco​nomic life. Today we can say with certainty that we are as productive as any other group o; citizens we can find in this state; and we're proud of it. We have come of age. Once we were down; once we were dependent; but no more.
I have already mentioned my own background. The personal growth and progress I have enjoyed are directly attributable to the enlightened philosophy and positive leadership of the Iowa Commission for the Blind and its Director. I often wonder what would have hap​pened to me if I had been born just ten years earlier. When I was a youngster coming up in school, I wouldn't carry a cane. I was ashamed to be blind. I tried to hide it, which of course was impossible since I always got proved the fool. I wanted to work; but I didn't know what I could do; and the superintendent at the school had told me that I couldn't be a teacher (he said there were discipline problems); so he dashed my only dream.

When I visited the Iowa Commission on Friday, June 12, 1964, I was a mighty depressed and hostile fellow. Two weeks before, I had graduated from high school; and the future was closing in on me. I didn't want any more counseling; and I didn't want to admit I was blind. I think I just wanted to be left alone. Dr. Jernigan knew this the minute he met me. That day was our first meeting. Thank God it wasn't our last. I agreed to go to the center—some​thing I thought I'd never do; but I did and it changed the course of my life forever. Since that time I've earned a college degree and graduate credits, taught school (the superintendent was wrong—blind people can successfully teach school-I did); and I have worked in pro​grams for the blind, seeking to encourage others as I was encouraged. Today I hold a satisfy​ing and important post in Washington which itself symbolizes the ascendancy to national leadership of this state's programs and philosophy.

Now, I have deliberately taken a lot of time to give you this as a background to some things which I think need saying. I have mentioned the legislators (some of them are here tonight); and I have mentioned the press. It is no secret to any of you that we have our share of opponents among both of these groups, although fortunately they are not in the majority and may they never become so. Overwhelmingly we enjoy good will and coopera​tive relations. In the past I think we may have been reluctant to speak out forthrightly on this subject. For some of us, our jobs and the fear of reprisals may have prevented it. Per​haps in other cases, we have felt that the Legislature and the media might somehow deserve a greater degree of deference than one would customarily show toward the general public; and it just may be that some legislators and members of the press have sought to encourage this attitude.
Tonight I propose to take a different tack. You see, even though I am not currently a resident of this state and have no plans to be in the future, I have a stake in what happens in this state. All blind people do.

I've been reading the newspapers. I think more is written on blindness and the blind of Iowa than you could find in any other state. Also without question the articles are more positive. But there are notable exceptions. Take the Des Moines Register, for example, which is one of the better known newspapers in the country. In general its articles about the blind are fair. Yet on October 16, 1977, the Register published an article written by Jerry Szumski which is filled with such blatant misstatements and obvious distortions that we can only conclude it was an attempt to put down the blind and undercut our efforts to be inde​pendent. This is a serious charge, but the article justifies it. To take one example, Mr. Szumski wrote:

"Membership dues to the organization totaled only $1500 in 1976, according to [Better Business Bureau] Council. Edlund [and he means NFB Treasurer Dick Edlund I said members pay either '$2 or $5 a year, depending on the state.' At $2 a person, $1500 trans​lates into 750 dues-paying members—far fewer than the 50,000 total claimed. President Sanders said many members don't pay dues because they can't afford to."

To read this, you would think that we in the Federation are a crowd of liars and crooks. Except that Mr. Szumski discussed this very point with Ralph Sanders, national president of the NFB, and the matter was explained to the reporter in great detail. At that point, Mr. Szumski understood—assuming that he has even average intelligence—that individual NFB members pay dues only to their local chapters or state affiliates. He was told clearly that each state affiliate pays yearly dues of $30 to the national organization no matter how many members there are in the affiliate.

Ralph Sanders told me he went over this and explained it to Jerry Szumski. Therefore, vie can believe that Ralph Sanders was lying—which I don't believe—or we have to believe that someone got to Mr. Szumski and persuaded him to write what he knew was not the truth. This is not an isolated instance. It is typical of the misrepresentations and innuendos with which the Szumski article is filled. But in case you think Mr. Szumski intends to make his October 16 article merely a one-time shot, with nothing mean or sinister behind it (just news reporting), I suspect you will have second thoughts when you hear something more of his game-plan. (Incidentally, I only learned what I am about to tell you after I had already written these remarks.) A former employee, who attended the Carter dinner in Iowa a week ago last night, says that he was approached by Szurnski, who said something to this effect: "Did you see it? I really hung one on Jernigan and the Federation. Now, tell me: You used to work there. Can't you give me some stuff that will help me in what I'm trying to do?"

I ask you, does that sound like an innocent question, just honest reporting? You know it doesn't, but that's not all. A former Commission staff member reports being contacted by telephone this week by Jerry Szurnski, who explained that he gut her name by looking through state records. She was invited to "tell all she knew," and she did. She said the Commission was a great place, and that its Director, Dr. Jernigan, is a fine man. Mr. Szumski promptly lost interest and hung up. Put these two incidents together, and what they add up to is not very pleasant. The question is who go to Mr. Szumski? Who is he fronting for? Will we ever know?

Why would anyone want to put down the blind, you might ask. I will talk about that in a moment; but let me say here that Jerry Szumski and the Des Moines Register are not the only ones. If you reviewed the press clippings from the past two sessions of the Legislature, you would quickly get the idea that a couple of our representatives and senators have noth​ing more important to do than to gripe about the Iowa Commission for the Blind. I realize that many of these chronic complainers (and I choose those words deliberately) are from this part of the state; and a few of them are here in this audience tonight.

The Legislature meets in January. Unless I miss my guess, one or more legislators (prob​ably Mr. Patchett with the backing of folks such as Art Small, Russell Wyckoff (from Vinton, of course), Scott Newhard, and Bill Hargrave) will make it his business to find a friendly reporter (a likely candidate would be Frank Nye of the Cedar Rapids Gazette) and he will let fly with a blast at the capital cafeteria. The Swiss steak will be too cold; the potatoes too pasty; the vegetables too bland; and the service too slow—or at least these will be the allega​tions. He may introduce another resolution to put the cafeteria out to bid by private industry; and the press will pick up on that. Soon the flap over the capitol cafeteria will be the hottest item in town; and always the public will be reminded that the food service is managed exclusively by the Commission for the Blind. But will the Commission be contacted in a good faith effort to seek ways of improving the service, if improvements are needed? No. Will the manager of the cafeteria be consulted? No. Somehow, only the press and the public are interested. It's a strange thing, you know, that the cafeteria can run smoothly without incident except during legislative periods. Are the palates of some of these legislators more sensitive than those of state employees or the public? No, of course they are not. It's just that a few of these elected representatives seem to have an unusual need for political grandstanding; and the real issues somehow slip by them. Fortunately, I doubt if you can get to be Governor of Iowa if the only plank in your platform is reform of the capitol cafeteria.
Inevitably there will be other issues. Someone, for instance, Mr. Wyckoff, since he is from Vinton, will likely propose adding the superintendent of the Iowa Braille and Sight Saving School to the Commission board; and for good measure, he will probably throw in an oph​thalmologist along with the heads of some of the larger state agencies—DPI, Social Services, and so forth. That matter was settled long ago, but apparently it suits a political purpose to continue to raise the point.

I'll bet you anything that Senators Rush and Redmond will again mount the attack on behalf of dog guides and their users. You know, they think the Commission discriminates. Can you believe it? This phony dog issue is a natural for the press. Frank Nye loves it; but I'll bet his readers are getting tired (you might almost say "dog tired") of the whole affair. Unless I miss my guess, though, Senators Rush and Redmond will have another tug on the old heartstrings to see if there isn't just a bit more political mileage to be got, as you might say, from the same old dog. They know as well as anyone that the Commission does not discriminate against dog users; and both the Attorney General and the Citizen's Aid have affirmed the Commission's policies. Furthermore, the Commission and the organized blind working together are largely responsible for the passage of legislation protecting the rights of dog users. Senator Robinson suggested a cow t test of the Commission's polities. I hope he tries it. Incidentally, I have read that one Don Gagne (a not very successful blind person from Dubuque) is under investigation by the local Human Rights Commission which has received a charge of discrimination alleging that Mr. Gagne and his association prohibit dog guides from remaining with their masters in certain portions of the organization's building in Dubuque. Since Mr. Gagne has been a leading attacker of the Commission (presumably supplying Messrs. Redmond, Rush, and Robinson with their material) they may want to have a look at his operation and then beat a hasty retreat. Once again, though, I doubt if you can get to be the Governor of this state riding on the back of a dog guide.

Another phony issue trumped up by Senators Redmond and Rush was a general conflict of interest charge leveled against Dr. Jernigan when he served as Director of the Commission for the Blind and President of the Federation. I wonder what they will think up now that he no longer serves as NFB President. Perhaps they will try to take credit for his resignation, and maybe Frank Nye will write another article about it. Mr. Nye has had a lively interest in this phony issue as well.
I wonder if these senators charged Governor Ray with conflict of interest when he was chairman of the National Governors Conference. They may have. I wonder if they charged Secretary of State Melvin Synhorst with a conflict of interest when he presided over the national association of secretaries of state. I'll bet they didn't. It seems that we have had an Insurance Commissioner once who allowed himself to compromise his public position and the trust of the taxpayers of Iowa by becoming president of the national insurance commis​sioners group. I believe there may even be a legislator or two serving on the board of the National Association of State Legislators. It seems that there may be "conflicts of interest" which until tonight have escaped the watchful eyes of Senators Redmond and Rush.
I think the blind would like to know what is the conflict. We were proud to have a fellow Iowan serving as President of our national organization. We were sorry when he found it necessary to resign; and should he ever want to come back, we would to the last Federationist vote for him and welcome him once again. So what's the conflict? Show us it you can. Whether you like to hear it or not, Dr. Jernigan has been a credit to Iowa; and as Iowans, we are proud to call him our friend and to walk beside him.
Depending on the length of the 1978 legislative session, we can expect some other tired and shopworn issues to emerge. On a slow day, Senator Doderer, who (despite her protesta​tions to the contrary) has always resented our striving for independence, will probably try to take a few behind-the-scenes shots. Since she is testing the water to run for statewide office, she may or may not do it openly, but the kind of "liberalism" she seems to want for minorities involves a lot of bowing and scraping—short on independence and self-expression, long on groveling and hat in the hand. A true liberal can be recognized by her willingness to allow people to stand on their own, not just their availability as objects to be exploited in sobbing speeches and favorable press.
Obviously I could go on with issue after issue, charge after charge. But enough is enough; and I have made my point. The pattern of attack is well defined. The enemy is well known - make no mistake about that. But why? Why these attacks; and especially, why do they come from people whom you would ordinarily expect to be our natural allies—that is, from the relatively young and liberal wing of the Democratic Party in the state?

I have a theory about that which I'll share with you. In the first place, the fact that the attacks come at all is itself a sign of our progress and a measure of our success. In the old days nobody tried to clobber the blind or the Commission. Most of the legislators were probably unaware of our existence. I suppose we should take it as a compliment to know that we and the agency that we have built are worth batting in the nose.
But unless you are a masochist (and I am not), the pleasure to be derived from these abuses is relatively short-lived; and it soon gives way to something like the following analysis: The basic question we have to ask ourselves is, What is it that these so-called "liberal thinkers" want? One motivation might be to make a name for themselves by cutting somebody up, and the blind and the Commission come in handy. (Never mind that they claim to be speak​ing for a few [a mighty few) blind persons: They are still attacking the blind, along with the Commission.) Pursuing that line of thought for a moment, it is a natural for a legislator who is hungry for some human interest press to go after the program for the blind because, after all, everybody wants to take care of the blind; and it is even better if the handful they can get are accompanied by their dogs. What a great headline it makes: "Redmond Defends the Rights of Blind Against Oppressive State Agency," or "Rush Charges Program for the Blind Discriminates Against the Blind." All you need is a few (as I say, a very few) disgruntled blind people who represent no one but themselves and who—for whatever reason--have not managed to be successful. Get them to call a friendly newspaper reporter at the Gazette, and you've got the perfect dog-and-pony show.
(By the way, do you know that Frank Nye has been having trouble with his eyes for quite some time, and may lose his sight? Perhaps he is reacting with the typical fear, hate, hysteria syndrome that sometimes accompanies such problems. Many of us know. We have been there. We must not be too hard on him, and we must understand; but we must not take his comments seriously—or allow others to do so—as objective, honest news coverage. What he needs is help, not a newspaper audience. And while we are on that, the same might be said of Senator Rush, who himself has had difficulty with his vision. In the 1960's, Sena​tor Rush was in danger of becoming blind. As reported in the newspapers, he had a corneal transplant which restored his vision, but he must have gone through months of fear that he might become blind. This can do things to the personality and can make an individual react with anger and bitterness against the very people who are trying to help him. I recall my own hostility toward blindness and other blind people, and I remember trying to take it out on the Commission. But I was a youngster, and I didn't have the Legislature and the press to use as a forum. Who among us has not gone through the fear, hate, and hysteria syndrome; and yet each of us has benefited from the understanding and compassion of our fellow blind. I tell you, we must help these people and understand what they are going through. Of course, Frank Nye probably does not regard himself as blind, and undoubtedly, neither did Senator Rush when he was having his problems. Most of us have gone through that. The Frank Nyes and Senator Rushes see a vast difference between themselves and the rest of us: They feel they are successful normal people with vision problems, and we are the blind-the helpless, the unfortunate, the inferior.)

You see, when you get right down to it, I think these legislators and Frank Nyes (with an occasional Jerry Szumski or two now and again) simply do not believe in what we're saying about blindness. Don't you think that what these critics want is an agency where we can be kept? They wouldn't put it this way, hut wouldn't it be more satisfying if we were like pets in a zoo? Probably they would like to vote us a happy home complete with three meals a day, a roof over our heads, and legislators to come by from time to time to smile that benevolent smile. Do you believe for one minute that they would attack such a place and grandstand against it in the press? And if they did, do you believe the newspapers would,; print the story?

I think we ought to recognize these tired old attacks for what they are—attempts to bring back the time-honored custodialism. These so-called "liberal thinkers" are so tied up with the notion that government has to do things for people (particularly people such as the blind)—in other words, to take care of us--that they cannot bring themselves to accept the new concept that the people can take care of themselves. What other explanation can there be?
It was inevitable that these would-be caretakers and custodians would fall into league with those few blind people who have not yet gained enough faith in themselves to throw off the shackles of dependency. Actually, it is ironic that these "liberals" (oh, how they taint and belie the word!) have chosen the course they have; for in doing so they have allied themselves with the most reactionary forces. Let there be no mistake about it: The central role which our programs in Iowa play in the field of work with the blind carries with it the inevitable consequence that those who wish to see the organized blind movement destroyed will attack first what we are doing here. It is obvious that their interests are best served if a legislator can be talked or duped into fronting as the unsuspecting advocate. And if you're going to pick a legislator to do your bidding, what better choice could you make than one of those who purportedly comes from the ranks of the liberals.
Now, I don't want to be too hard on the Legislature. There arc a lot of good people there. Take for example, in the Senate, Bass Van Gilst, Joe Coleman, Louis Culver, Joan Orr, George Kinley, Charles Miller, Berl Priebe, Kevin Kelly, Cal Hultman, Lucas DeKoster, Warren Curtis, Irvin Bergman, Ray Taylor, and Elizabeth Miller. We also have many good friends in the House, where the support has been strong from members such as Floyd Millen, Andy, •Varley, Del Stromer, Terry Branstad, Frank Crabb, Glenn Brockett, Horace Daggett, Wendell Pellett, Bill Harbor, Elmer Den Herder, Semor Tofte, Dale Cochran, Jim Wells (who I believe is here with us tonight, and we are pleased that he has come), Fred Koogler, Jim Middleswart, Bill Griffee, John Brunow, Joe Rinas, and Jerry Fitzgerald. And these are only a few of our many friends in both the Senate and the House. Mostly the legislators deserve our respect and support; for, in the main, they have earned both of them. But there are exceptions. Today the blind—the organized blind—constitute a political fact of life. We have achieved political clout. Whether we asked for it or not, we've got it. In fact, to at least a certain degree, the very opponents I've been talking about have helped to give us this clout. And now it is up to us to use it.
In concluding these remarks tonight, I want to set forth what at least I regard as our blueprint for action for the future. For my part, I've had it with the Pollyanna politics of either ignoring or being gentle about responding to the attacks from legislators. That posture was more appropriate during an earlier stage of our development; but no more. Uncle Tom is dead—for the blind as well as for the blacks. I figure it this way: If a member of the Legis​lature can attack what we are doing, then he or she is fair game for us; and that legislator had better not cry "Foul." Yes, members of the Legislature do deserve respect; but they can only earn and maintain that respect by fulfilling their obligations to the people who helped to put them in office; and they do serve the people—or at least they are supposed to.
Respect, good faith, and good will are two-way streets. I'm told that when asked to come and be with us here tonight, Senator Doderer (she has never been much of a friend of ours) said that she would come unless, as she put it, "that Jernigan" was going to be the speaker; and she allowed as how she'd heard enough of him. I think it's time for us to announce that that kind of attitude toward any of us (the least as well as the greatest) won't do. If she didn't want to hear Dr. Jernigan, it's a Ieadpipe cinch that she didn't want to hear me.
You see, Senator Doderer, we've come of age. Once we were down. Once we were dependent. But no more. We've made a lot of gains in Iowa, coming from nothing in the mid-1950s to our present place on center stage. Maybe once you could frighten blind people by the fact that you are a Senator, but no more. You arc only a human being, just like the rest of us. The blind of the nation have a great stake in what we do here. The Iowa Commis​sion for the Blind has the finest programs and best-quality staff in the entire country, or for that matter, in the world. And these "liberal" legislators know that, if they can just bring themselves to admit it and to be proud of it. After all, we want them to share it with us. We also have the best Director anywhere. Name one state where the blind would not be glad to get him. And these so-called "liberal" legislators know that too; and we know that they know it. It hurts me, and I know it hurts you too, to see Dr. Jernigan working his heart out persuading, converting, guiding, and helping (as he helped you and me), and then to see these self-styled "liberals" and this Frank Nye going after him in the press. I wonder what any of them has ever done for a single human being that is comparable to what Dr. Jernigan has done for hundreds and even thousands of us. It's time for them to put up or shut up.
We have a saying: "We know who we are." We also know that by our behavior we will determine our own destiny. If we allow these few but noisy legislators and media people to run roughshod over us with these phony issues pulled from their hip pockets, we will get what we deserve—our future will be fashioned for us. The stakes are high; the challenge is before us. But the tide of change is on our side; and once people have tasted freedom as we have, they cannot be put back.
I think I know the strength of this group and the hundreds more like you across the state. I know my own strength; and I will no longer stand for what these people are trying to do to the blind of Iowa. As an Iowan and as one who cares, I am prepared to do what I have to do. Never has there been a time when public good will toward us has run higher. As the public has learned of our real problems and come to understand our true needs, the doors of opportunity have opened wide. We have acquired the tools of political power; and we know how to use them. I guess it's a fair statement to say that if we choose to use it, any one of us has more publicity value than even the most senior members of the Legislature.
Surely what I am saying is clear: A new era has dawned. We want no strife or confronta​tion. As in the past, we prefer peace. But if called to fight, we will fight—make no mistake about that.
The history books will record and men will long remember that it was in Iowa that the blind first made their stand against oppression, custodialism, and paternalistic treatment. It was in Iowa that the blind and their great leader took a program which was last in the nation and—together with the public, the Legislature, and consistent support from the Governor—they made it first in the world. There will be those who will resent our progress; let them make the most of it, they will not slow us down. We will fight as hard as we must. We are prepared to meet the challenge for the blind of this generation and the next. Let us come together and stand as one, for we know who we are, and we will never go back.
