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Introduction
I trust my writing most and others seem to trust it most when I sound most like a person from Indianapolis, which is what I am.

We might as well have been throwing cream pies.
KURT, ESTIMATING THE NET EFFECT OF THE ANTIWAR MOVEMENT ON THE COURSE OF THE VIETNAM WAR

Writing was a spiritual exercise for my father, the only thing he really believed in. He wanted to get things right but never thought that his writing was going to have much effect on the course of things. His models were Jonah, Lincoln, Melville, and Twain.
He rewrote and rewrote and rewrote, muttering whatever he had just written over and over, tilting his head back and forth, gesturing with his hands, changing the pitch and rhythm of the words. Then he would pause, thoughtfully rip the barely written-on sheet of typing paper from the typewriter, crumple it up, throw it away, and start over again. It seemed like an odd way for a grown-up to spend his time, but I was just a child who didn’t know much.

He had an extra gear language-wise. At eighty-plus he was still doing the New York Times crossword puzzles quickly and in ink and never asking for help. As soon as I told him the verb came last, he could translate my Latin homework at sight, without having ever taken Latin. His novels, speeches, short stories, and even dust-jacket comments are very carefully crafted. Anyone who thinks that Kurt’s jokes or essays came easily or were written off the cuff hasn’t tried to write.
One of his favorite jokes was about a guy who was smuggling wheelbarrows. Every day for years and years a customs agent carefully searched through this guy’s wheelbarrow.
Finally, when he was about to retire, the customs agent asked the guy, “We’ve become friends. I’ve searched your wheelbarrow every day for many years. What is it you’re smuggling?”
“My friend, I am smuggling wheelbarrows.”
Kurt would often laugh so hard at his own jokes that he would end up bent in half, looking up with his head in his lap. If it started a coughing fit, it could get a little scary.

When I complained about being paid fifty dollars for an article that had taken me a week to write, he said I should take into account what it would have cost me to take out a two-page ad announcing that I could write.

Anyone who wrote or tried to write was special to Kurt. And he wanted to help. More than once I heard him talking slowly and carefully to drunks who managed to get him on the phone about how to make a story or a joke, the wheelbarrow, work.
“Who was that?”
“I don’t know.”

When Kurt wrote, he was setting out on a quest. He knew, because it had happened before, that if he could keep the feet moving, he might stumble over something good and work it and work it and make it his own. But as many times as it happened, Kurt didn’t have much self-confidence. He worried that every good idea he got might be his last and that any apparent success he had had would dry up and blow away.
He worried that he had skinny legs and wasn’t a good tennis player.
He had a hard time letting himself be happy, but couldn’t quite hide the glee he got from writing well.
The unhappiest times in his life were those months and sometimes a whole year when he couldn’t write, when he was “blocked.” He’d try just about anything to get unblocked, but he was very nervous and suspicious about psychiatry. In my early-to-mid-twenties he let it slip that he was afraid that therapy might make him normal and well adjusted, and that would be the end of his writing. I tried to reassure him that psychiatrists weren’t nearly that good.
“If you can’t write clearly, you probably don’t think nearly as well as you think you do,” he told me. If you ever think something he wrote was sloppy, you might be right, but just to be sure, read it again.

A little kid coming of age in Indiana in the Depression decides he wants to be a writer, a famous writer, and that’s what ends up happening. What are the odds? He threw a lot of spaghetti up against the wall and developed a keen sense of what was going to stick.

When I was sixteen, he couldn’t get a job teaching English at Cape Cod Community College. My mother claimed that she went into bookstores and ordered his books under a false name so the books would at least be in the stores and maybe someone would buy them. Five years later he published Slaughterhouse-Five and had a million-dollar multi-book contract. It took some getting used to. Now, for most people looking back, Kurt’s being a successful, even famous, writer is an “of course” kind of thing. For me it looks like something that very easily might have not happened.
He often said he had to be a writer because he wasn’t good at anything else. He was not good at being an employee. Back in the mid-1950s, he was employed by Sports Illustrated, briefly. He reported to work, was asked to write a short piece on a racehorse that had jumped over a fence and tried to run away. Kurt stared at the blank piece of paper all morning and then typed, “The horse jumped over the fucking fence,” and walked out, self-employed again.
I’ve never known a person less interested in food. The chain-smoking had something to do with it. When he complained about living so long, I told him that God was curious about how many cigarettes a human could smoke and He couldn’t help wondering what was going to come out of Kurt’s mouth next. The thing that made it hard to take him seriously when he said he was all done and had nothing more to say was that he started saying he was done in his mid-forties and he was still surprising people and coming up with good stuff in his mid-eighties.
The most radical, audacious thing to think is that there might be some point to working hard and thinking hard and reading hard and writing hard and trying to be of service.
He was a writer who believed in the magic of the process—both what it did for him and what it could do for readers. The reader’s time and attention were sacred to him. He connected with people on a visceral level because he realized that content was not the whole story. Kurt was and is like a gateway drug or a shoehorn. Once the reader is over the threshold, other writers become accessible.
“Does anyone out of high school still read me?”

He taught how stories were told and taught readers how to read. His writings will continue to do that for a long time. He was and is subversive, but not the way people thought he was. He was the least wild-and-crazy guy I ever knew. No drugs. No fast cars.
He tried always to be on the side of the angels. He didn’t think the war in Iraq was going to happen, right up until it did. It broke his heart not because he gave a damn about Iraq but because he loved America and believed that the land and people of Lincoln and Twain would find a way to be right. He believed, like his immigrant forefathers, that America could be a beacon and a paradise.
He couldn’t help thinking that all that money we were spending blowing up things and killing people so far away, making people the world over hate and fear us, would have been better spent on public education and libraries. It’s hard to imagine that history won’t prove him right, if it hasn’t already.

Reading and writing are in themselves subversive acts. What they subvert is the notion that things have to be the way they are, that you are alone, that no one has ever felt the way you have. What occurs to people when they read Kurt is that things are much more up for grabs than they thought they were. The world is a slightly different place just because they read a damn book. Imagine that.

It’s common knowledge that Kurt was depressed, but as with a lot of things that are common knowledge, there are good reasons to doubt it. He didn’t want to be happy and he said a lot of depressing things, but I honestly don’t think he was ever depressed.
He was like an extrovert who wanted to be an introvert, a very social guy who wanted to be a loner, a lucky person who would have preferred to be unlucky. An optimist posing as a pessimist, hoping people will take heed. It wasn’t until the Iraq War and the end of his life that he became sincerely gloomy.
There was a bizarre, surreal incident when he took too many pills and ended up in a psych hospital, but it never felt like he was in any danger. Within a day he was bouncing around the dayroom playing Ping-Pong and making friends. It seemed like he was doing a not very convincing imitation of someone with mental illness.
The psychiatrist at the hospital told me, “Your dad’s depressed. We’re going to put him on an antidepressant.”
“Okay, but he doesn’t seem to have any of the symptoms I’m used to seeing in depression. He’s not slowed down, he doesn’t look sad, he’s still quick on the uptake.”
“He did try to kill himself,” the psychiatrist said.
“Well, sort of.” Of all the medications he took, there wasn’t a toxic level of anything. He had a barely therapeutic level of Tylenol.
“Do you not think we should put him on antidepressants? We have to do something.”
“I just thought I should mention that he doesn’t seem depressed. It’s very hard to say what Kurt is. I’m not saying he’s well.”

The difference between my fans and Kurt’s is that my fans know they’re mentally ill.

Kurt could pitch better than he could catch. It was routine for him to write and say provocative, not always kind things about people in the family. We learned to get over it. It was just Kurt. But when I mentioned in an article that Kurt, wanting to be a famous pessimist, might have envied Twain and Lincoln their dead children, he went ballistic.
“I was just trying to pull readers in. No one but you is going to take it even a little seriously.”
“I know how jokes work.”
“So do I.”
Click and click, we hung up.

“If I should die, God forbid.”
Every few years he sent me a letter telling me what to do in the event of his death. Every time, except the last, the letter would be followed by a phone call, reassuring me that it wasn’t a suicide note. The day before he sent me his last “If I should die” letter, he finished the speech he was to deliver in Indiana to kick off the year of Kurt Vonnegut. Two weeks later he fell, hit his head, and irreversibly scrambled his precious egg.
I got to study that last speech much closer than most, since I was asked to deliver it. I couldn’t help wondering, “How on earth does he get away with some of this crap?” His audience made it work. I quickly realized that I was reading his words to an auditorium and a world utterly in love with my father who would have followed him anywhere.

“[I’m] as celibate as fifty percent of the heterosexual Roman Catholic clergy” is a sentence with no meaning. “A twerp [is] a guy who put a set of false teeth up his rear end and bit the buttons off the back seats of taxicabs.” “A snarf is someone who sniffs girls’ bicycle seats.” Where oh where is my dear father going? And then he would say something that cut to the heart of the matter and was outrageous and true, and you believed it partly because he had just been talking about celibacy and twerps and snarfs.

“I wouldn’t be a doctor for anything. That’s got to be the worst job in the world.”

One of our last conversations:
“How old are you, Mark?”
“I’m fifty-nine, Dad.”
“That’s old.”
“Yes it is, Dad.”
I loved him dearly.

These writings, mostly undated and all unpublished, hold up very nicely by themselves. They don’t need any commentary by me. Even if the content of any given piece isn’t interesting to you, look at the structure and rhythm and choices of words. If you can’t learn about reading and writing from Kurt, maybe you should be doing something else.

His last words in the last speech he wrote are as good a way as any for him to say good-bye.

And I thank you for your attention, and I’m out of here.
Mark Vonnegut
September 1, 2007
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Kurt Vonnegut
at Clowes Hall, Indianapolis,
April 27, 2007

Thank you.
I now stand before you as a role model, courtesy of Mayor Bart Peterson, and God bless him for this occasion.
If this isn’t nice, I don’t know what is.
And just think of this: In only three years’ time, during World War Two, I went from Private to Corporal, a rank once held by both Napoleon and Adolf Hitler.

I am actually Kurt Vonnegut, Junior. And that’s what my kids, now in late middle age like me, still call me when talking about me behind my back: “Junior this and Junior that.”

But whenever you look at the Ayres clock at the Intersection of South Meridian and Washington Streets, please think of my father, Kurt Vonnegut, Senior, who designed it. As far as that goes, he and his father, Bernard Vonnegut, designed the whole darn building. And he was a founder of The Orchard School and The Children’s Museum.

His father, my grandfather the architect Bernard Vonnegut, designed, among other things, The Athenæum, which before the First World War was called “Das Deutsche Haus.” I can’t imagine why they would have changed the name to “The Athenæum,” unless it was to kiss the ass of a bunch of Greek-Americans.

I guess all of you know that I am suing the manufacturer of Pall Mall cigarettes, because their product didn’t kill me, and I’m now eighty-four. Listen: I studied anthropology at the University of Chicago after the Second World War, the last one we ever won. And the physical anthropologists, who had studied human skulls going back thousands of years, said we were only supposed to live for thirty-five years or so, because that’s how long our teeth lasted without modern dentistry.

Weren’t those the good old days: thirty-five years and we were out of here. Talk about intelligent design! Now all the Baby Boomers who can afford dentistry and health insurance, poor bastards, are going to live to be a hundred!

Maybe we should outlaw dentistry. And maybe doctors should quit curing pneumonia, which used to be called “the old people’s friend.”

But the last thing I want to do tonight is to depress you. So I have thought of something we can all do tonight which will definitely be upbeat. I think we can come up with a statement on which all Americans, Republican or Democrat, rich or poor, straight or gay, can agree, despite our country’s being so tragically and ferociously divided.

The first universal American sentiment I came up with was “Sugar is sweet.”

And there is certainly nothing new about a tragically and ferociously divided United States of America, and especially here in my native state of Indiana. When I was a kid here, this state had within its borders the national headquarters of the Ku Klux Klan, and the site of the last lynching of an African-American citizen north of the Mason-Dixon Line, Marion, I think.

But it also had, and still has, in Terre Haute, which now boasts a state-of-the-art lethal-injection facility, the birthplace and home of the labor leader Eugene Debs. He lived from 1855 to 1926, and led a nationwide strike against the railroads. He went to prison for a while because he opposed our entry into World War One.

And he ran for President several times, on the Socialist Party ticket, saying things like this: “While there is a lower class, I am in it; while there is a criminal element, I am of it; and while there is a soul in prison, I am not free.”

Debs pretty much stole that from Jesus Christ. But it is so hard to be original. Tell me about it!

But all right, what is a statement on which all Americans can agree? “Sugar is sweet,” certainly. But since we are on the property of a university, we can surely come up with something which has more cultural heft. And this is my suggestion: “The Mona Lisa, the picture by Leonardo da Vinci, hanging in the Louvre in Paris, France, is a perfect painting.”

OK? A show of hands, please. Can’t we all agree on that?

OK, take down your hands. I’d say the vote is unanimous, that the Mona Lisa is a perfect painting. The only trouble with that, which is the trouble with practically everything we believe: It isn’t true.

Listen: Her nose is tilted to the right, OK? That means the right side of her face is a receding plane, going away from us. OK? But there is no foreshortening of her features on that side, giving the effect of three dimensions. And Leonardo could so easily have done that foreshortening. He was simply too lazy to do it. And if he were Leonardo da Indianapolis, I would be ashamed of him.

No wonder she has such a cockeyed smile.

And somebody might now want to ask me, “Can’t you ever be serious?” The answer is, “No.”

When I was born at Methodist Hospital on November eleventh, 1922, and this city back then was as racially segregated as professional basketball and football teams are today, the obstetrician spanked my little rear end to start my respiration. But did I cry? No.
I said, “A funny thing happened on the way down the birth canal, Doc. A bum came up to me and said he hadn’t had a bite for three days. So I bit him!”

But seriously, my fellow Hoosiers, there’s good news and bad news tonight. This is the best of times and the worst of times. So what else is new?
The bad news is that the Martians have landed in Manhattan, and have checked in at the Waldorf-Astoria. The good news is that they only eat homeless people of all colors, and they pee gasoline.

Am I religious? I practice a disorganized religion. I belong to an unholy disorder. We call ourselves “Our Lady of Perpetual Consternation.” We are as celibate as fifty percent of the heterosexual Roman Catholic clergy.

Actually—and when I hold up my right hand like this, it means I’m not kidding, that I give my Word of Honor that what I’m about to say is true. So actually, I am honorary President of the American Humanist Society, having succeeded the late, great science fiction writer Isaac Asimov in that utterly functionless capacity. We Humanists behave as well as we can, without any expectation of rewards or punishments in an Afterlife. We serve as best we can the only abstraction with which we have any real familiarity, which is our community.

We don’t fear death, and neither should you. You know what Socrates said about death, in Greek, of course? “Death is just one more night.”

As a Humanist, I love science. I hate superstition, which could never have given us A-bombs.

I love science, and not only because it has given us the means to trash the planet, and I don’t like it here. It has found the answers to two of our biggest questions: How did the Universe begin, and how did we and all other animals get the wonderful bodies we have, with eyes and brains and kidneys and so on?

OK. So science sent the Hubble telescope out into space, so it could capture light and the absence thereof, from the very beginning of time. And the telescope really did that. So
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Pfo, K, Vonnegut, Jr.,
18102864 U, 8. Amy.

0%
Kust onequt,

Williane Oreel
Indianapolis, Indiana.

Dear people:

I'm told that you were probably never infomed that I was any-
thing other than 'miseing in action." Chences are that you also
failed to receive any of the letters I wrote from Gemany. That
loaves me & lot of explaining to do -~ in preois:

T've been a prisoner of war sinoe December 19th, 1944, when our
divigion was out to ribbons by Hitler's last desperate thrust through
Luxenburg and Belgiun, Seven Fanatioal Panger Divisions hit ua and
out us off from the rest of Hodges' First Amy. The other American
Divieions on our flanks managed to pull out: We ware obliged %o
stay and fignht. Bayonets aren't much good against tanks: Our
ammunition, food and medical supplies gave out and our casuslties
out-nunbered those Who oould still £ight - 6o We gave up, The 106th
0% a Presidential Oitation and some British Decoration from Mont-
gomezy for it, T'm told, but I'11 ba damned if it Was Worth it. I
Was one of the few who weren't Wounded. For that much thank God.

Well, the supermen marched us, without food, water or.sleep %o
Limberg, a distance of about sixby miles, T think, where we Were
loaded and locked up, sixty men to each small, unventilated, un-
heated box car, There were no sanitary accommodations -- the ¥loore
were covered with fresh cow qung. There waen't room for all of ug
to lie down. Half slept whilo the other half stood, We spent
several daye, inoluding Ohristmas, on that Limberg eiding. On
Ohristmas eve the Royal Alr Force bombed and strafed our ummarked

train, They killed about one-hundred-and-fifty of ue. Ve got a
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Page 3

until the war ended. Our guards deserted us. .OA that happy day the
Russians were intent on mopping up isolated outlaw resistance in our
sector, Their planes (P-39's) strafed and bombed us, killing fourteen
but not me.

Tight of us stole a team and wagon. We traveled and looted our
way through Sudetenland and Saxony for eight days, living like kings
The Russians are crazy about Americans. The Russlans picked us up in
Dresden. Ve zode from there %o the Averican linos at Halle in Lend-
Leage Ford trucks. Ws've aince been flown to Le Havre

I'm writing from & Red Oross Olub in the Lo Havre P.0.W. Repat-
riation Oamp. I'm being wonderfully mell feed and entertained. The
state-bound ships are jammed, naturally, so I'll have to be patient.

I hope o be home in & month. Onoe home I'1l be given twenty-one days
resuperation at Atterbury, about §600 back pay and —- got this ——
sixty (80) days furlough!

I've too damned much to say, the rest will have to wait. I can':

receive mail here o don't Write. May 29, 1945

Tove,

Kurt - Jr.
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1istle water Ohristnns Day and soved slowly across Germany to a larzs
2.0.W, Oasp in Nublburg, South of Berlin, We Wers released from the
box oare on Yew Year's Day. The Gemans Lorded us through eowlding
olousing snovers. Wany men died Tro shook in the showers after ten
daye of starvation, thirst and exposure. But 1 .0idn't.

Undex the Gensva Convention, Officezs and Non-oonmissioned
0fficers axe not obliged to Work whon teken prisonoz. I am, &8 you
know, & Frivats. One-hundred-and-fifty suoh minor beinga wero
ahipped to & Dresdsn Wozk Oanp on January 10th, I was their lendor
by viztus of the 11ttls Geman I spoke. It %as our misfortune to
have sadiatio and fanatioel guards. Ve wero Tefused modioal atten-
t10n and olothingt Yo ¥oro given long hours at oxtromely haxd labor.
Our £ood ration was tmo-lundred-and-fifty grans of black bread and
ou8 PAnt of unseasonod potato oup sach day. ATter dosperately trying
4o improve our situation for 4w wonths and heving been met With dland
oniles T told the guardo just what T was going t0 do to them wien the
Russtany oane. They boat me up & Mttls, I Was fired ns goup
lsader. Bestinge wers vary small time: — one boy starved %o death
a4 the B5 Troops ahot 9o for stesling food,

On about February 14#h the Asaricans oame over, follovad by the
RuA.F. thoir conbined labore killed 850,000 pecple in twenty-four
houre and detroyed 1l of Drosden — possibly the World's most
beautaful oity. Bus oot nes

After that we were put to work oarrying cozpsss from Ar-Raid
sheltara} womon, ohildren, old mén; dsad from conoussion, fize or
eufooation. Oiviliens ouroed us and threw rooka am we oarzied bodios
%0 hugs funezal pyzes in the oity.

aen Genexsl Patton took Lelpzig we wore cvaouated on oot o
Hellexisdort on the Saxony-Ozéchoslovekian Dosder. There We remained
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