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attentions of those present.  The American secretary of state coughed insistently, as if attempting 
to change the mood, but no organized effort could be mounted to remove the man at the 
lectern.  And so he continued. 

"When I was a child," he began, "I lived in a farming area famous for its sugar beets and 
potatoes.  Root crops.  Crops which lived and grew intimately in and with the soil.  We depended 
on successful harvests for our health and, in those days, our very survival.  Our lives were 
dependent on farming and the best farmers were the ones with a wisdom that went beyond mere 
knowledge.  The farmer had to love the soil, to understand the seasons and weather, the insects 
and diseases..." 

At first, the crowd sat slackjawed at the absurdity of a story about root crops at an economic 
conference.  But it was, after all, a story, and they listened.  The representatives from Ireland and 
Indonesia could relate to root crops, and a number of others were vaguely comforted by the use 
of the word "wisdom." It seemed to be in short supply these days.  One could almost detect a 
collective sigh arising from the audience. 

The Eastern European continued.  He wove a grand tale about the farmlands in which he had 
grown up and about how his grandfather had rescued the town from almost certain starvation 
because of his understanding of potato pests.  It was the year after the Great War, and had their 
crop failed, it would have spelled doom for the village.  There would have been no surplus in 
neighboring towns.  Heads nodded in response.  Many in the room had fought in that war or had 
directly experienced its hardships.  The story was coming alive in the hearts of those in the 
room.  The plot became richer as it captured the feelings and emotions of the world that emerged 
from World War II.  The world had rid itself of an evil force, was fast developing new inventions 
and farming methods, and was swept up in a wave of optimism rarely equaled.  For many 
countries it was a new renaissance; a new awakening.  And in the process, many fell asleep to 
what was happening to the land. 

People were becoming completely absorbed as the tale twisted and turned through the 
years.  Here they sat, 50 years into the "new awakening," hopelessly deadlocked on how to bring 
success to the world economies.  And the Earth was showing signs of the strain created by past 
successes.  Almost 6 billion people where there had been 2 billion . . .  stupendous, unparalleled 
wealth coexisting with massive starvation and misery . . .  The Earth was being eaten alive, as it 
were, by a malignant human cancer.  The tale was almost too sad to bear. 

But it was still a story, and the teller’s eyes reflected optimism once more as their burning 
brightness gave way to what might even have been called a twinkle.  He was telling of the lands 
from which many had come; lands which held hometowns and relatives, hills and rivers and 
trees, and great mysteries.  As he spoke, more than one pair of eyes became slightly misty and 
more than one heart felt a tug from an unidentifiable something.  And gradually the story of 
individual lands became a story of the land. It was a story of the Earth which then blossomed 
into a song of hope.  The air in the room was brittle.  All attention was trained on the Eastern 
European.  How he had gotten them to this point was itself a mystery.  Why, here was a dignified 
and powerful collection of more than 200 men and a few women, and they sat biting their lower 
lips like children listening to a ghost story. 
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      * This story, while fictitious, is inspired by a speech given by Vaclav Havel, President of the 
Czech Republic, at Independence Hall on July 4, 1994, on the occasion of his being presented 
the Philadelphia Liberty Medal.  The paragraph noted by the asterisk is a very close paraphrase 
of a portion of Mr. Havel's speech.  His entire speech can be found in the July 8, 1994, New 
York Times OP-ED section. 
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