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Alvin Cooperman: 
My name is Alvin Cooperman.  I'm the senior editor for nonfiction at the “Washington Post Book World.”  The “Washington Post” is a proud sponsor of the National Book Festival on the [National] Mall.  We're very pleased to be here today, and it's my great pleasure now to introduce what is surely one of the most successful collaborations in history writing and documentary filmmaking, Geoffrey Ward and Ken Burns.
[applause]

Ward and Burns have been working together for 17 years on documentary scripts, and companion histories -- 23 years.  Mr. Ward has written the companion volumes to four of Mr. Burns' documentaries, including “The Civil War” and the latest sensation, “The War,” which as you all know, began airing last Sunday on PBS.  Like the documentary, the book tells the story of the war in large part through the eyes of ordinary soldiers, and makes clear the crushing cost of the conflict.  Please welcome Geoffrey Ward and Ken Burns. 

[applause]


Ken Burns: 
Sorry.  We'll improvise; something we do all the time.  First of all, I just want to say on behalf of Geoff, but also Lynn Novick and Sarah Botstein -- Lynn is the co-director and co-producer of the film, Sarah is the producer of the film -- just how blown away we are by being with you today.  It's something so nice to see people who love books together in one place.  I said to somebody earlier that I thought that the book was still the greatest mechanical invention on earth.  
[applause]


And despite the fact that we all here have collaborated principally on film, we have to acknowledge -- not just because we will be speaking about a companion book, but because this is the way we operate as filmmakers -- too often in the film community, the image is seen as the enemy of the word and vice versa.  We do not subscribe to that.  In the beginning is the word.  

I count among the greatest blessings of my life the association with this extraordinary writer, and the chance to use words as well as pictures to tell the stories in the documentary.  And then the icing on the cake is to be privileged to watch as Geoff takes our abbreviated text of a film script and expands it into this glorious stand‑alone book.  The word “companion” should be forever banished when Geoff takes up his pen.  I was reminded of this a few moments earlier when we were asked to sign at the signing down on the Mall.  The textbook -- that is, just the prose, the distilled words from our supposed coffee table picture book that is now taught in high schools and colleges around the country -- the text that he was able to do is considered sort of the beginning introduction to the Civil War.  We hope that people will similarly realize what Geoff has done in the transformation of our script into a book, but Geoff and I are so awed by your presence here.  We also see there are microphones in the aisles, and so we wanted to, in many ways, get out of your way.  

Many of you are here because you are in the midst of watching our series; four episodes have been shown already.  Starting tomorrow night PBS will continue the broadcast.  Those of you with a little bit of extra time at the end of today, we're going to be down the Mall at the World War II Memorial, showing scenes from the episodes that are going to be shown Sunday and Monday and Tuesday nights, the concluding episodes of the series, and hope you can join us there.  There will be some veterans that I'm sure you will want to talk to as well.  But I thought that each of us would just speak for a few moments about our end of things, and so I’ll just talk a little bit about the film project and then turn it over to Geoff to speak a little bit more about the book and what's there, and then most of all, open it up to your questions.  

As you all know, PBS began broadcasting last Sunday, the 23, our seven part, 14-and-a-half hour series on the American experience in the Second World War, entitled simply “The War.”  It came precisely 17 years to the moment after our series on the Civil War was first aired, and it is a little bit daunting to think that we have spent 17 years of our professional lives, and the only thing we have to show for it is the removal of the word “civil.”  That first series began with a quote from Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.  He had been wounded six times during the struggle and would go on to serve his country once again as a justice of the United States Supreme Court.  He said, “We have shared the incommunicable experience of war.  We have felt, we still feel, the passion of life at its top.  In our youths, our hearts were touched with fire.”  

Holmes was struggling to put into words what everyone who has faced combat knows in his or her gut, that paradoxically when your life is most threatened, when violent death is possible at any moment—any moment, everything is vivified.  Your experience of life is heightened to a degree not felt in any other part of that life.  We are, as human beings, drawn to that horrific experience of war because we find in it this essential continuing paradox that out of the worst of human behavior also comes sometimes the very best of human nature.  And in that crucible of war, we find revealed to ourselves in incredibly horrible, terrible ways, not only the essential flaws of human nature, but sometimes the absolute heights to which it can aspire.  
Those who had participated in the Civil War, those combat veterans said after the war, after they had been in combat, that they had “seen the elephant.”  

That was the phrase that they used, this exotic phrase.  I guess it was the most exotic thing they could think of, to see the elephant, to distinguish their experiences from all other experiences.  They had been in combat.  They had been fired at.  They had fired at other human beings.  They had seen the elephant.  And for those of us who are engaged in trying to come to terms with those four years in our national life, where in order to become one we tore ourselves in two, we felt that in some ways, in a pale version of it we had seen the elephant, and we had almost collectively vowed that we would not take on the subject of war again.  We like to think of ourselves as emotional archaeologists, uninterested in excavating the dry dates and facts and events of the past, but interested in getting at the very human dimension that makes things like war so crushingly personal.  

And we hope that in some ways we had, at a remove of 140, 150 years, been able to share with you all a sense of what it might have been like to be in that war.  And so we spent most of the 1990s deflecting requests from our colleagues and friends and strangers that we take on this war or that war, usually the Second World War, usually from aging veterans or their families, anxious that their parents’ long-private dramas be finally shared with the world, each turn down cementing even further our desire not to go to war.  But we came across, toward the end of the ’90s, two equally horrific statistics.  One, we are losing more than 1,000 veterans of the Second World War each day in America; that we are losing among our fathers and our grandfathers a direct connection to an oral history of this unusually and admirably reticent generation.  

That if we, the inheritors of the world they struggled so hard to create for us, did not stop and hear them out, we would be guilty of a historical amnesia too irresponsible to countenance.  We would, of course, be entirely excused if we did not take on the Second World War.  It is not even a cottage industry; it is a mansion industry in the United States, producing thousand of books and thousands of documentaries.  But as we examined them, we began to see that most of them were interested in the context of the war, and lacked intimacy.  Those which were intimate focused on one particular moment and lacked the context, and nearly all of them seemed to us distracted unnecessarily by an interest in the generals and presidents who don't do the fighting and die; that were interested in the strategy and tactics that, in fact, abstract the human suffering that is at the heart of human beings going to war.  

That they were obsessed, as Americans often are, by guns and weaponry and armaments, that they get drawn inexorably to the evil, understandably drawn to the evil of the Nazis.  But somewhere along the line that interest metastasizes into a kind of fascination, and it's sometimes an admiration that we found abominable.  We also found that none of these films were willing to tell the story of the Second World War with the European and the Pacific and the home front conveyed simultaneously; that is to say, as it actually happened.  Particularly in our field of documentaries, you would focus on the Pacific or you would focus on the European, or you would focus on the home front or you would spend a few episodes in one or the other.  Nothing seemed to integrate what it was like to be at the experience of the war.  

The second statistic was just as bad as the first.  It came from research done by the National Council on History Education, and among a number of demoralizing facts about what our kids know and, I guess, most particularly don't know, one item stood out.  It seems that an unacceptably large number of graduating high school seniors think we fought with the Germans against the Russians in the Second World War.  These two awful facts, that we are losing our soldiers and losing our historical compass, finally got us to reconsider our stance that we not revisit the messy chaos of war.  And of course, all of human life is chaotic, nothing more so than war, and our own emotional desire not to be forced back into that seeing of the elephant was too lame an excuse in the face of the urgency that we are losing, literally, our fathers and our grandparents.  And so we set to work trying to do a different kind of film.  We wanted to tell it entirely from the bottom up.  

If you aren't in this war, in combat, or waiting anxiously for somebody in that war to come back, you are not in our film.  There are no Monday morning quarterbacks, no armchair historians describing the war.  There will be plenty of time for that, but we are losing these men.  And very shortly it will be impossible to do this film or anything like it.  We couldn't have done it 10 years ago; they weren't talking.  In five years most will be gone, and the Second World War will be the province only of historians.  And no matter how good they are, they will necessarily have to abstract what took place.  We have the opportunity to listen to veterans say, “I raised my rifle.  I adjusted the sights for the wind and I killed that man, and this is how I felt.”  And we have that throughout the film that we have made.  

We decided to focus on individuals -- knowing full well that we couldn't tell the whole story -- on a handful of individuals, most of whom come from four geographically distributed American towns: Waterbury, Conn., Mobile, Ala., Sacramento, Calif. and tiny Luverne, Minn.  Lynn and her team, Sarah, went there, spent five years visiting and revisiting these towns, getting to know where people lived, how they lived, where they ate, the movie palaces where they got the bad news from the newsreel, stayed behind and got to know the kids collecting scrap, the people who worked in the factories and worried and grieved about their loved ones, but most of all, got to know the veterans that would be followed off to war; not the good war of our subsequent mythologizing, but the worst war ever, responsible for the deaths of nearly 60 million human beings.  

We were privileged to bear witness to their testimony, to be ushered into their lives, some speaking for the very first time about what they experienced in the war, sharing with us these privileged, isolated memories of what it was like to be a ball turret gunner in a B‑17, to land at endless Pacific islands, to freeze to death in the coldest winter in European record during the Battle of the Bulge.  They immersed us in the war.  And we have struggled now for nearly six and a half years to try to do justice, to try to honor the great gift they gave us of their accumulative memory, to organize a story of the Second World War, which is by all accounts arbitrary, random, abstract, but real in the experiences of what they went through, and give a sense of what everyone else who was in that war went through.  These four towns could be any four towns.  

These 41 people that you meet in our film could be any one of the people who marched off to war or stayed behind in the face of that conflict.  And we are, more than anything, privileged to have spent the time together as filmmakers and friends and colleagues struggling to tell the story; that we work in public television that has provided us the platform to share our story with the country, that we have worked with the best publisher on earth, Alfred A. Knopf, to produce this book, and that you are all responding with ratings through the roof and putting us on the bestseller list is a present we did not ever expect, and we are so grateful for that.  And now, to tell you about what the book is about, what we try to do there, it is my great privilege, as well, to introduce my good friend and collaborator now for 23 years, author of eight books of films that we have worked on, we have turned out ‑‑ I think Geoff has written three while I was talking -- Geoffrey C. Ward.  

Geoffrey C. Ward:

Thanks.  Can you hear me all right?  Okay.  I'm going to be very brief because I really do enjoy questions and answers, but I do want to say, I am, I think, the luckiest historian on earth because, thanks to Ken largely, I get to tell great stories, and then I get to tell them again.  And I don't think anybody else has that pleasure.  It allows me -- I think maybe you would be interested in the process of what the difference is.  It allows me, for one thing, to revive characters who have died on the cutting room floor.  It allows me to win an occasional argument a little late, that I lost early in the process.  It allows me to provide a kind of context.  The film produces its own kind of context, and I wouldn't want to denigrate that at all, when it puts you there.  I can't do that on the page.  Or I can only try to do that.  

But I can provide greater context, give a fuller story and tell you more about both more about the characters that you've already met on screen, and to add new ones, and both of those things are true in this book.  The great joy of doing both things, both film and the book, is to try to tell a chronological, complicated story built around a very ‑‑ in this occasion, a very large cast, and keep everybody, I hope, readers as well as viewers, interested in what is going to happen in the next chapter to that person.  I don't want anybody to be forgotten from chapter to chapter.  And that's tricky, but it's also an unbelievably exciting intellectual game to play.  And it's very inspiring to me. 
 I thought I'd add just a little bit of what the new material was. There's a wonderful woman in the film named Sasha Weinzheimer, who was eight years ago old -- I think that's right -- when she went into ‑‑ she was living with her family in the Philippines.  She was locked up in the Santo Tomas Civilian Internment Camp by the Japanese, and appears in every show.  And your worry in the film is whether that little ‑‑ even though you know she's there, you're not sure if she's going to make it, and whether the rest of her family will make it.  And she's a marvelous woman and a wonderful storyteller.  In the course of doing her story I found, I think, 35 books -- memoirs, journals and so on, all of which I have drawn on for a much richer picture of what Santo Tomas was like.  That's the kind of thing you can do in the book that you just don't have time to do in a film, when you're doing so many other things.  

There were just two other things.  

One is this:  what stunned me as I worked on this -- and I have been a historian for a long time ‑‑ I used to edit “American Heritage” magazine, and I have been at it a while ‑‑ was the incredible universality of this war. Everybody --  I'm sure everybody in here is connected in some way to the war; a relative was in it, your mother worried about it.  They saved grease in the kitchen at home when you were young.  Everybody was involved.  And this continued even during the process.  I swam for many years next to a guy at a health club in New York.  I think I had known him for four years, and about after the third year -- it's New York so you don't actually tell each other anything about each other, but he's a nice guy and we joked every day in the locker room that we swam.  And one time he said, “What are you working on?”  I said, “I'm working on a book about the war.”  “Where are you?”  I said, “Well, I'm at the Battle of the Bulge.”  “Oh,” he said, “I was in the Battle of the Bulge.”  “Where?”  “I was in Bastone in 101st Airborne.”  So he is now a character in the book.  I could not leave him out.  

And finally, I just wanted to end with a story about the cover, because I think it tells you something about the generation that we're talking about, and the incredible reticence and admirable modesty of that generation.  You can see behind me there's a guy on the cover who obviously has been through hell.  You can tell that in his eyes.  He was a stretcher bearer on Saipan.  When we were finished, a relative of his saw this on a poster and wrote him or Lynn, or I don't know who got the letter, saying that that was almost surely their uncle; that he had never really recovered from the war.  That he had lived a very, very tough life, but when he died, among his very few belongings was that picture, which appeared in “Life” magazine.  And everybody in the family knew that that was their uncle.  We were thrilled.  

Oh, and the other unbelievable piece of information is that out of all the pictures of people in the war that we could have chosen to put on the book, tens of thousands obviously, he had worked in a Waterbury factory, so I was thrilled by this.  We still had time to put a caption, at least, on the jacket explaining this story.  But we checked with the family.  We wanted to be sure – we just wanted to be very sure of the identification so that we didn't embarrass ourselves.  And they were all ready to send us all the verification we needed, photographs of him and so on, then they wrote and said that the family had decided that they didn't want to use his name, but it should stand for all the guys that won that war.  To me, that tells you almost everything you need to know about that generation.  Let's have some questions.  

[applause]


Female Speaker:
I would just like to say thank you very much for including Hispanics and Latinos.  I haven't seen the documentary yet, but I have been hearing, and I'm anxious to see it, and read the book because we love America, we have given our lives for the United States.  We still are right now in the war that’s going on.  I'm nervous.  I'm sorry.  So, thank you very much for including that.  And also I'd like to say, just getting back to the Civil War, my late mother was very hard to buy things for because she had a lot of things, so I got her a copy of the letter from Capt. Belieu --


Geoffrey C. Ward: 
Sullivan Belieu, yes.  


Female Speaker:
 -- the love letter to his wife, and then I think he was killed the next day or something.  And she loved it, so I wanted to thank you for that, too.  


Ken Burns: 
I carry that letter around in my wallet, and have every day for the last 25 years.  


Female Speaker:
Well, you touched on part of my question.  Mr. Ward, I was interested in Ken Burns' response.  In the scope of making this film and the story and all the anecdotes in the process, you come across many different parts.  Can you tell us what surprised you in your findings?  


Ken Burns: 
You know, that's a really, really great question, and I think that both of us should answer that.  I don't know a day that I wasn't totally surprised by something.  In all the films we've done -- we don't make films about stuff we already know, where we are telling you what we think you should know, but rather sharing with you our process of discovery, and no film has been more satisfying in that regard than this one.  Quite often the startling stuff comes in a blizzard of facts.  The little town of Winchester, Va.,  changed hands 72 times during the Civil War, and that still just flabbergasts me to this day, that there is an American village that has had rampaging armies going through enough that it would have changed hands 72 times.  And the Second World War brought with it the same kind of blizzard of facts; just the incalculable loss that took place in all of these battles.  Battles we hadn't heard about.  But I think for me it was the accumulated emotional force of the testimony of these people.  

And sometimes -- when I just say “the testimony,” it wasn't just the words they say but the catch in the throat, the twitch in the eye, the twitch in the cheek, the wink in the eye, the gulp, the swallow, the tears that accompanied a story so that it showed you that there was a lot more to know.  From almost the very beginning of the film, when Quentin Aanensons says as a kid riding on a tractor looking up in Luverne, Minn., at a little biplane flying overhead, and the romance of flight was suddenly before him, that's what I want to do, that's where I want to go. And yet his eyes betrayed what he would eventually see pursuing that dream in the skies over France, and that, to me, is what every day transformed us as filmmakers in ways I can't even do justice to right now.  


Geoffrey C. Ward: 
I echo all of that.  I just wanted to add that both the book and the film really are bottom up, and it's a phrase which Ken knows I don't like much.  I have always found it vaguely ‑‑ I don't mean that Ken means it that way, but that the phrase seems patronizing to me.  And I’m a guy -- I have written the lives of Franklin Roosevelt, Mark Twain, Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, that's one book, and somebody else, and I can't even remember who it is.  And so I've always done the other kind of history.  


Ken Burns: 
Jack Johnson. 


Geoffrey C. Ward: 
Jack Johnson, of course.  He's a special case.  I love him.  But this job was different, and these people have a kind of eloquence that is so clear; they are not trying to impress you with rhetoric.  They are not trying to make you say what a wonderful storyteller they are.  They are telling you their story, and that, I think ‑‑ I wasn't sure when we started that that was all going to work, and I think it worked very well indeed, so that was my surprise.  

[applause]


Female Speaker:
Considering we've been in many wars, including another world war, World War I, why did you decide to name this documentary “The War?”  


Ken Burns: 
It's very, very simple, and also a little bit complex.  We called it “The War” because that's what everybody who participated in it at the home front or were in battle still call it to this day, “The War.” We speak -- in a casual day‑to‑day way we speak about the war, we speak about the current war.  If you were to assume a kind of aerial perspective of that horrific 20th century, it would also be “the war,” the worst conflict by far in all of human history.  At the same time, wanting to honor what everyone who participated in it calls it, we also were not unmindful of the fact that we were approaching this from a wholly different way than we've ever done this before; that we were getting at not only the particulars of what happens in this war, but what happens in all wars; that the soldiers feel the same thing.  I was scared.  I was bored.  I was hot.  I was cold.  I don't think my officers knew what they were doing.They didn't give me the right equipment.  I saw bad things.  I did bad things.  I lost good friends.  This is common to the Peloponnesian War, to the First World War, to the Second World War, to Vietnam, to the current Iraq struggle.  As a veteran of the Iraq war said to us last week in this city, “We are echoes of each other;” that there is something universal that happens in this incredible moment of war.  And that's what we were after.  So that in a way we were saying, “The War” to be specific about the Second World War, because that's what those veterans call it.  And we were calling it “The War” because we think there is some universal stuff, some free electrons that sort of collide and get released by the collision of the testimonies in this film that are common to all war.  


Male Speaker: 
Yeah.  A lot of my relatives served in World War II, and some of them didn't come back, but my uncle told me a story about ‑‑ he died about 20 years ago, and he was at the Battle of the Bulge, and he came around a corner and a German soldier had him dead to rights.  He had his gun down and the German soldier, out of a moment of compassion, out of the blue just put his gun down.  And they were just staring at each other, and then another American took out the German soldier.  So he relayed that to me.  It had a powerful impact on ‑‑ you know, brought it back to me, because I was a history major in college.  Not anymore, but a take away from the war, especially the way you talked about the guy on the page, there on the front cover, didn't want his name.  How do you communicate now in the age of entitlement this sense of shared sacrifice?  How would they do it?  How would you do it as a historian, because that seems like to me what we have lost in this country, that sense of shared sacrifice at this age of entitlement.  I just ‑‑ how do you do that as a historian?  


Geoffrey C. Ward: 
That's a big topic.  I think from my point of view -- and now I'm a biographer of Franklin Roosevelt, so you have to understand that.  I think one of the things we had -- first of all, we had a country that had just been through the Depression; that it was accustomed to sacrifice, and I think we had a president who understood that terrible sacrifices were going to be required, and made that very clear to the country from the first speech when war was declared, and he said, “I regret to tell you that a great many American lives have been lost.”  And within days he was explaining that taxes were going to go up; we had to win this.  That everybody was going to be involved.  I think that has a lot to do with it.  


Ken Burns: 
I think you have hit a central thing, and if we could say that very simply we wanted to bear witness to what took place in that war, we also realize that what emanates out of the series and the book is that sense of shared sacrifice; that we made ourselves richer as individuals and communities and a country by giving things up.  Today, we are entitled.  We are acquisitive.  We don't want to give up anything.  Our leaders have not asked us to do anything.  After 9/11 we were asked to go shopping.  And we have this opportunity now, six years out, to have perhaps transformed ourselves in the wake of 9/11 in the way, in three years, Franklin Roosevelt and his leadership was able to transform not only the dynamics of the geopolitical threat but also the warp and weft of America in every sense of word, and it came from the willingness of Americans to do that.  

Now, I think it's not as hard as you suggest it is, sir.  And this is where I think a bit of optimism is required.  Despite how rich we are now, despite this acquisitiveness, despite this fact that we're not willing to give anything up -- and our politicians sense this, and don't want to rock the boat and ask us to do things -- I think we still feel a poverty of spirit.  I think we feel disconnected.  I think we yearn for community.  We yearn for community, and that we investigate history in this case, the Second World War, because we find in its examples guideposts to our future behavior.  And I don't think there's a person within the sound of my voice that doesn't realize that if their leaders had asked them to do something, they would have gladly done it in the cause that we had before us.  

[applause]


And so I think that though you are right to decry a certain softness and entitlement, as you say now, I think there is a reservoir of potential that will permit us, I hope, in future circumstances to transcend the kind of petty dialectics of red state and blue state, of north, south, east, west, young and old, of just that interior prism of not wishing to be connected to the other, and that we will, perhaps -- unfortunately through dire circumstances -- but perhaps through something else be able to liberate ourselves from this prison and live out, as Dr. King said, “the true meaning of our creed,” you know.  


Male Speaker:
Thank you so much for producing this fantastic documentary.  And I thought in particular that the template of having the four towns as the core of this film is really a brilliant idea, and I wonder if you could say something about how out of all the towns and cities in the United States, you came to select these four.  


Ken Burns: 
Okay.  It may look good now, but it was like what they say about legislation -- just up the road a little bit, you know, it's like sausage.  It may taste good, but you don't want to know how it's made.  We thought early on at the suggestion of a beloved colleague that we could tell this story with one town.  And we initially went to Waterbury, Conn., which had transformed itself overnight -- brash city since the 19th century into this war machine, and had sent a number of men into various combats, and had, most important to us in a way, preserved its records quite magnificently.  But a quick study showed us that we couldn't possibly get the range of combat experience that we wanted to have to do justice to the war, and we began to think that perhaps we should expand this to more towns.  We had already read what, to all of our minds is one of the greatest, if not the greatest, memoir of the Second World War called “With the Old Breed” by a man named Eugene Sledge, who had seen horrific action on Peleliu, that's Sunday night, and Okinawa, that's Tuesday night.  

And the honesty was a revelation to us, and he had just passed away.  He was from Mobile, Ala., and when we went there his family introduced us to his best friend, Sid Phillips, who you've already met in the series, and his sister Katherine, who is one of our Greek choruses in the film, and their circle of friends, and we enlarged our circle there.  We were able to get an actor, fine actor, Josh Lucas, to read Eugene Sledge's writing, and we had a second town.  
We were not after in our film pursuing any particular ethnic group.  We knew we couldn't tell every story.  We were after specific combat experience, except we wanted to tell the story of Japanese Americans, because they had this experience; American citizens who were put in internment camps and then later asked to volunteer for specific combat duty, cannon fodder, and that was such a hypocritically complicated story that we felt we needed to tell it, and so that required us to take a West Coast town.  And we didn't want to do familiar towns, in any case; ones in which our audience, most important to us, wouldn’t have any baggage or preconception. And we are so thankful that we told Sacramento, because it not only brought along some amazing Japanese American stories, but many, many other amazing human beings.  In fact, Sacramento is represented more than any other town by the people in our film and book.  
And then we were thrashing about Waterbury, Mobile and Sacramento having about 100,000 each.  They are utterly transformed, but we knew we wanted to get a small mid western town now.  We had settled on four towns, and the geographical distribution required that it be Midwest.  We wanted it to be small so that we could get that sense of texture of a small town place, and we had already met Quentin Aanenson, the fighter pilot who was such an important part of our series, who’s lived outside of the district for 50 years, and he was from Luverne.  And we went there and found Al McIntosh, the editor of the “Rock County Star Herald,” which Tom Hanks brings to life.  

Al McIntosh died of old age, as did Eugene Sledge, and we were able to get Tom Hanks to read this magnificent commentary.  He had a weekly column called “More or Less Daily [sic., Personal] Chaff,” and brought the war alive; not just the physical transformations.  You know, Luverne didn't change that much on the outward, but inside it was radical and impressive and tragic and heroic and devastating in every sense of word, and we were able to find it by studying that small town, and with the help of Al McIntosh to do that.  And it looks pretty good in retrospect, but it was a long process which Lynn and Sarah Botstein, who are sitting ‑‑ you guys should stand up and take credit for this film.  

[applause]


Male Speaker: 
Thank you.  Yeah, hi.  I just want to say I have been enjoying your series on PBS, so thanks very much.  I was wondering, we just listened before you to David Kennedy talk a little bit about the war, and how the American experience was actually very unique among the Allies in World War II, and I was wondering if you could talk a little bit about your decision; why you decided to focus on America so much, and leave out – not leave out but de-emphasize the experience of the other countries.  


Ken Burns: 
I want to briefly have us both answer this.  First of all, I'm an American filmmaker.  That's who I am.  All the subjects have been in America.  This is what I know.  And we made the decision to do it that way.  So it was just too big a cataclysm to try to tell all the stories, and we felt this was the perfect way to do it.  But we also knew that even though these are American stories, they were universal human stories.  And we have had this validated.  We were selected as an official selection of the Cannes Film Festival.  We went there certain that they'd show one episode.  They showed the whole thing, the longest film they've ever shown there, and the audience ‑‑ we were petrified that they would see this as, once again, a myth of American exceptionalism, and that this wouldn't be, you know – I think they want you to move way back -- representative of their experience, and it was to the contrary.  

They saw in these 41 people, people very much like themselves, and that's the point of it here.  I mean, after a while you can't tell the whole story, so you have to say who, who will be a signal or representative story, person.  And then if you do them right, it's not just that they're from America, they're human beings.  And that's what it is.  When Susumu Satow the other night -- a gentleman from Sacramento who was a Japanese American serving in the 442nd -- broke down and cried on camera, having seen someone die on the side of the road, he said, “These are two German guys that could have been 19 years old.  I could have gone to school with them.”  He said, “That hurt me.  He's not a Japanese American.  He's not an American.  He's a human being,” and that's what we were after.  

[applause]


Male Speaker: 
Thanks.  


Female Speaker: 
Thank you very much.  Mr. Burns and Mr. Ward, yes, I appreciate very much ‑‑ I saw glimpses of the film ‑‑ I mean, the documentary.  Unfortunately my reception of the WTA where I live in Arlington was not very clear.  But I did watch with horror and with all sorts of emotions, you know, the scenes about the Bataan Death March, where Americans and Filipinos shoulder to shoulder, or lives with lives together had died ‑‑ marched and died together and survived together.  From my understanding is that I don't know whether the figures are accurate, but 78,000 to 141,000, something like that, had, marched during that war, Americans and Filipino and Filipino soldiers.  Now, you're right.  It's too much of a story to really do justice to it, but you did also mention that in explaining why you call it “The War,” is because it's a global.  There was global involvement, and then also at the human level is that the story about the human experience other than, you know, the strategies of war and stuff like that, but also you are historians.  

You're probably more of documentarians and historians and biographers and probably less of reporters, although you are probably very good reporters, too, but what I'm saying and what I'm leading my question to is that the Filipinos who fought with Americans -- at that time the Philippines was a colony of the United States, and they were considered not Filipinos because they didn't have their country, they didn't have a sovereign country yet at that time.  So the United States owned them as U.S. nationals.  Now, 60 years later as we're speaking right now to you, probably 61 years later, is that these survivors of the war are still fighting for recognition for their participation in the war, you know.  It's not so much the benefits, but of course if benefits go with it, then so be it.  Because if they were legitimately recognized as being ‑‑ well, the question is:  are you going to extend perhaps your documentaries, your storytelling to focus, to interview perhaps on those survivors, the Filipinos who are now Filipino Americans who have great stories to tell, and some of them are in our midst?  


Ken Burns: 
You raise a good question, and it's very important, and there's always an anxiety which we find completely misplaced that somehow by doing this film this is the definitive history of the Second World War.  How could it possibly be?  And we further limited our choice and we put up a billboard in front of every single one of the episodes that says as a kind of disclaimer, the Second World War was fought in thousands of places; too many, too many for any one accounting.  This is the story of four American towns and how their citizens experienced the war.  

We're very pleased to say that after every major documentary that we've made where there has been a great deal of concern that it might be definitive or comprehensive -- and we've always said it wasn't, or hand wringing about what has been left out, hundreds of other documentaries have been made, and so I think we look forward in the wake of this series -- and in fact, PBS has already undertaken more than 40 separate ones alone that are beginning to deal with the very stories you're talking about; that no story, I think, at the end of this process will have gone untold.  Yes, sir.  


Young Male Speaker: 
I was wondering why you chose to just do several specific battles instead of doing maybe some other battles like, for instance, when you talked about when they were invading Saipan, Tinian and Guam, you really only focused on Saipan.  You didn't really talk that much about Guam and Tinian, so why did you do that?  

Ken Burns:
You know, this is a great question.  It goes to the heart of almost all the questions that we have been talking about, and it's actually to the point.  We realize that there was no way we could tell the whole story.  There's no way we could be, short of an encyclopedia or having a story read like the telephone book -- and of course the telephone book is not a story -- to list and do justice to everything, so we thought that the way to do it was to find these four towns, find whoever came up to us in those four towns who could talk about it, and then we would just try to weave a story – not the story but a story -- of the Second World War from their experiences.  So what it was is, we had someone who was there at Saipan and we didn't have anybody at Guam, and so we don't do a lot of different things, just as in our baseball series we couldn't tell every World Series.  In our Civil War, we couldn't tell every battle. 
 And so what I'm saying is that I think that we begin to understand that all of them were horrific, and if we got enough of a representative sample, you could get a sense of what it was like.  It can in no way be encyclopedic, and we apologize if you've got, you know, interest in a specific battle like Tinian or Guam, which are all very interesting, or other places that were not even mentioned.  But we felt that was the only way.  I mean, we're still pretty thrilled, we have to tell you, that we have a 450‑page book and a 15‑hour documentary, and the biggest concern is what we have left out.  Thank you.  


Alvin Cooperman: 
Ladies and gentlemen, please stay in your seats for a moment.  I'd like to introduce the imminent Librarian of Congress, Dr. James H. Billington, also author of a fabulous book, “Fire in the Minds of Men,” that was very important to me many years ago when I read it.  Dr. Billington would like to come up and say a few words.  

[applause]


Dr. James H. Billington: 
The first words to say, although you have already said it with your applause, is thanks to all the wonderful authors that have read, and most particularly for a thrilling climax that was elicited as a series – their series will elicit an emotional as well, as an intellectual response from all of us, so I want to say a special note of thanks to our friends and our activators, not only of our consciousness but of [low audio] , so Ken and Geoff, we thank you very much.  

[applause]
 
Let me add just briefly that the questions focused on the need to tell more of the story.  That's been beautifully answered, but you have to choose.  But at about the same time that this has been going on, preparations in their work on this series has been going on, Congress has mandated the Library of Congress, on whose behalf I speak as I close out these ceremonies, to be gathering in stories, and it's a great tribute to them that they are tacking on reminders here that the Veterans History Project, which is already the largest oral history project in American history, is an attempt to gather in all of these stories that remain to be filled out, with a wonderful example of what these two marvelous historians have done.  

So let me just add that it's a wonderful thing for young people to interview these all.  So in your neighborhoods, as you return, wherever you are, not only try to find and get a story while there is still time of all these veterans so that we really have the full story as we've never had before, not only of this war but all the other wars in the 20th century.  That was a unanimous mandate from the Congress of the United States, but we need everyone's help.  So you, too, can be Geoff Wards and Ken Burnses, and above all, there's something about the young rediscovering the sacrifices, the experiences, the richness and the sadness of war, and this important part of the human experience, so I urge you to get your schools to make it a school project, and we will keep them carefully.  And we do need your help and others’ help to gather in these stories while there is still time, so that the many requests people always make, “Well, why not this, why not that, why not everything --” so please help us with this and we'll be happy to help you.  

Now, I want to thank you, the American public, for joining us in such rich numbers for the National Book Festival.  It's a major outreach of the Library of Congress, a year-long effort.  And I want to pay just a little tribute to the people who planned and executed it; so many library employees, -- Sue Siegel, Roberta Stevens, Laura Kells -- an active planning team spearheading this event with the help of many Library of Congress volunteers, those yellow shirts you see are the sign ‑‑ Mrs. Bush, our gracious host and guiding spirit and her staff members Anita McBride and Kirstin Mende, working closely with us almost year-round to make this another successful festival.  

I want to thank the man upstairs for the good weather as well, and I want to thank the sponsors of the National Book Festival for making it possible; Target, as our distinguished benefactor, AT&T, the Amend Group and the “Washington Post” as charter sponsors.  AARP, the Museum of Library Services, the Library's James Madison Council and the National Center for the Arts as patrons.  I wish to also thank the Junior League of Washington for sending again this year a large contingent of volunteers, as well as the Library staff itself, 500 members of whom in these yellow shirts dedicated their volunteer time, which they could have otherwise spent on this beautiful day doing something else.  

So we really do thank all of these people, and I hope that today's events, we all hope, have sparked your imagination, renewed your interest in reading.  We encourage you to continue to support reading programs and libraries across the nation.  There's no problem we face today that more education, more reading, more concern of all of us for this wouldn't help, and there's no better place to begin than to recall these past memories that you have evoked so well as our concluding effort for the day.  So thank you all for being here, and we hope [inaudible].  

[applause]

[end of transcript]



