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Sounding a warning about an endangered spemes Heroes

He wented to make this pradus-
tion speech special. For one thing,
his som was a senior. Bul he was
also worried about the kids, these
privileped vpper-mlddle-class siu-
dents at the Hackley School in Tar-
rvtown, MUY,

In talking to them over the years,
as teacher and headmaster, he'd mn-
ticed something disturbing: They
Enew celebrities galore
and admired plenty of TV,
movie and sports stars,
bt they didnt-have any
hizroes,

Go ke decided he woild
speak to them about he-
roes, and offer examples
— three female heross.

And 20, on that June af-
tecnoan in 1992, Peter Gib-
bon fold the story of Eva
Jane Price, & Christian
missionary in China who
helped opium addicts, the
malmed and starving, and
who was murdered in the Boxer Re-
bellion.

And of Kacthe Kollwitz, a Ger-
man sculptress who battled social
injustice and her own griel and de-
spair by creating magnificent art.

And of Eugentn Gingburg, who
sarvived Stalin's prison camps
thraugh courage, curlosity &nd poets
ry {in a stifling hoexcar bound for
Siberin, she strock a deal with the

Art Carey
This Life

guards: Give us walers T reciie
Peshkin).

“True education is the habituzal vi-
sion of gréaness,” Gibbon told his
ardience that afrernoon, quoting
the British educator Sir Richard
Livingstane. He wrged the students
to look for heroes bevond the athlet-
ic field, the movie =creen and the
recording studio, and to be guided
in thair chaices by “soms
sert of moral grandeur ar
loftiness."

Did his words trans-
form many lives* Proba-
bl¥ nat. But they had a
huge effect on the life of
one persom: Gibbon, News-
week published his
speech, and it elicited
loaads of mail,

Toeduy, Gibbon, 57, 15 a
recearch associate at Har-
vards Graduate School of
Education. And the sab-
ject he's been researching
and speaking abouor at schools
around the country i3 heross.

Recently, Gibbon spent the day at
the Episcopal Academy in Merion.
Tennis-player trim. twecdy az Mr.
Chips, he has a8 peasive, cerchral
manner, the distrocted air of an in-
lelfectual whoe is pondering five
ideas a1l onee He is still 8 masier
rescher, bt the tradition of Endicort
Pesbady, Groan's influential oAl

ist and character bailder.

Growing up in Shaker Heights,
(hin, Gibben admired hazeball and
tennis players but also devoursd
Landmark biographies sbout Lin-
coln, Davy Crockett, Clara Barton,
Kir Carson, It was handly preat liter-
ature but it gave him 8 sense of
history and, more important, “an he-
roic outlook.™ _

As a Harvard undergrad, he
wrote a paper about Thomas Car-
Iy¥le, an early advocate of cultivat-
ing and emulating beroes. In thoss
days, Harvard men prided them-
selves on their appreciation of high
culture, Gibban recalled. They re-
vered certain professors and adopt-
ed literary heroes, sach as Samuel
Johasan and T2, Elint

Today, Harvard, and the world,
hazs changed, particulorly with re-
spect to heraes.

“In America, we no longer have

publiz he rm:a-." Gibbon tald the sta-
|:|E:|l1'1 “Politiclans speak in plati-
tudes, and squabble. Corporate laad
ers downsize, then increasse their
own salaries. Journalist has become
synomymous with ¢ynic, Lawyers
are seen &5 Buaslress-copkars not Az
problem-solvers, and doctors as
wary technicians. Soldiers press
buttens, athletes ere mercenary"
and 10 many vouths, the Presidect
is "a joke" a Leno punchline,

Instasd of public heroes, 21-

teemed for thelr character, we
have celebrities and “‘superstars,”
idalized for their wealth and fame,
pramated by Peqple magazice and
Entertaiiment Tondght and treated
like philosopher-kings.

Gibbon cited more depressing evi-
dence;

+ Fifthegraders more resdily identi-
fy Freddy Erueger (from the Nighs-
mare on Elm Street movies) than
Abrahem Lincoln.

= Ina Gallup poll, the most admired
Americans listed by teens were all
TV of movie stars.

* Americans can remember who
gat Oscars and Grammys bt are
clueless about winners of the Medal
of Honor.

= Cleveland's Rock & Roll Hall of
Fame attracts @ million visiters a
year: New York Ciny's Hall of Fame
for Groat Americans deaws 15000,
= Graceland, the Elvis estate, is al-
mest a5 popular a notional shrine a5
the White House,

“We are entertaining ourselves o
death,” CGibbon said. “All of us
should be embarrassed by how
midch we krasw about stars and bow
letls we kaow about heross.™

[t the early 19th century, E.A
atum Stephen Decatur, the bald na-
val warrior, was & hero. In today's
warld, Melsan Mandela is an authen-
the herg, Gribbon said. Yet in a class
after Githon’s chapel speech, mme
Academy lad offered his own idea
af a hero: Jimi Hendrix.

Mot quite. True heroes, Gibkan
siid, meet three criteria: They ac-
complish semething extreordinary;
they show moral valor, especizlly
in adwersity; and they are “great
stals™ wha lift us up through their
kigh-minded, neble =example

Heppes are an endangered spe-
cies these doys, partly because of
afflwence and comfort, partly be-
cause of “a eritical, snecring spirit
that lnoks down, nat up. T the me-
dia, sleaze is everywhere, nathing
is sacred. Biography has degenerat-
ed into "pathography,” and every
Baok i3 "an intimate life,"” Said Gib-
ban: “Sex takes everyopne aofl the
pedestal” The title of a pecent book
nbout Mother Teresa: The Misslon-
ary Position.

Maybe we trash heroes because
they make us feel inferior, remind-
ing us how srdinary we are, Gibban
sabd. But herpes also Insplre us by
setting the bar high, by making life
richer and more challenging.

That's why Gibbon believes in the
value of heroes, why he's writing a
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Peter Gibbon prepares 1o address students at Episcopal Academy abaut
the absance of heroes — and & sense of the heroic — in American sociaty.

book abaout it, and why he was dis-
mayed recently when he wvisited
Mew Haven There, In & courtyard
at Yale, was a statue of MNathan
Halg, the kaso ol the American Rev-
olutinn wihio szid, as he was about to

b hanged, "I only regret that I
haw'e bt one life to lose for my
country.”

Eli undergrads had plascered the
pedeatal with invitations 1o a “Ho
aad Pimp™ party,



