Historian Irwin Abrams captures—

Inspirational work of peacemakers

When lrwin Abrame walks between his
home oa Xensa Avenwe and the Antioach
Lallege Bbhrary, hes most often smiling
and maowng wilh [, detenmined abepe.

If yvou resd his |aiest ook, vou might
usdersiand ibe sosiree of his Eoid clseer
and purpossfulmess. For musch of the past
) years, .Jlbrilllﬂ_ b-?, '."|:|I;. b amiEereed
in the lves of some of (e worll's most
INSMAAE anid pemarkablc pragle, and e
resll 8 Pk Yot Feder Frize and e Law-
recelier, AN Slusirated biggraghical history,
angnally |.l|.|||||!-|||-|: i 19 aned poocn iy
re-issued 1o colncide with the prizcs 100gh
EnNiverEary

Af the most receni Nobel Peace Prize
ceremony in Osla, Norway, on Dec. 10,
Abeams himseld was honored. Al & EVETI -
gitemided |!l:. sy pasd lugrealcs, he
was asked (o stmnd snd be recognieed for
his work dooumenting the history of the
prize and its winners,

“It was heartearming.” Abrems said re-
cendly of the honor

Being recognized for his woelk was cing
on the cake for Abrams, who wis espe-
clally exciled to attend the awards cer-
emamy and hear the speech by this year's
winmer, U.N, Secretary-Lieneral Kol
Anman, "a maa of greal pressnce amd
Erace.” i o #iend the three-day sympo-
siwm, o which all of the past laureates
were myiled, incloding Biabop Desmond
Tutu of South Africa and ihe Dalsi Lama.

“Meeting many ol the people 've wrilten
about aml having & chance to @alk 1o (b€em
— ol was & big thall,” Abrams aaxl.

While besng Bonored and mesling some
of the laureates was gralshving., the Begges]
thaill o Abrames has been his work.

*Could it be any better?™ he asioed. ~[t's
been a rich experience to lve with these
people all of these yeam.™

Abrams” inumersion inbo the lves of the
worlds grestest pescemakers began in
1975, ' ~ same year he retired after 32
years of teaching history s Antioch: Col
lege, Approached by the publishing firm
G.K. Hall and Campany 1o wrile a history
of the Peace Prize loreates, Abrams pon
dered the request, smoe he was plansing a
different progect. But at the time, he hap-
pened o be altendmg a conference where
organizers distribuged the results of a sur-
wiy of the heroes of American teems. The
survey proved preodal to Abrams” decision.

*1 was appalled by the list of Glm and
television stars and rock and roll perlorm-
ers whom they seemed 16 wand o e
lage,” Abrams sasl. *[ could e that a book

lrain Absroms was homoned lost monsh of the Mobal Peacs Pribs ceremony in Do, Mor-

wry, for his work documensing B hissary of the prize and o who hove won the oward

presenting Nobel heroes of humanity
eoild make an important contribution,”

Abmams was aniguely qualiffied for the
nrect, since he wrole his thesis an the
origims of the Egropean peace movement.
Raieed im San Francisco, Abrams had de
cicded as an undergraduate at Stanford Ling
wersity 8o puruse & carcer in history. From
the beginning, he saw history not as come-
pilstion of siber people's ressarch, but as a
wibrant puzzle 1o be sobred.

I ke the challenge of having to work
carl what really happensd,” said Abrams,
wha came o Astioch College with kis wile,
Freda, soon after receiving his doctorale.
Az the college, he ofien imtroduced a his-
tory course with a detective story and en-
couraged kis shudents o take an equally
imvestizative apprroach bo thear subjed.

Whake he emjoyves] bas years a8 a lsacher,
thiey were busy years, with “wonderful eu-

dents and bods of committees,” = thus
little time bo write, Abrams said. Al retire-
ment, a time in life when masny choose 10
take it easy, Abrama chose instead to begin
a ew and engrossing and, as i furne oul,
2lvear project. e a choice he has never
regretied.

In hix book, the bicgraphical sunsmaries
of the lawreabes spariche with Evely quotes
and colorfol detsl, and convey Abrams'
enthusiasm for his subjects, cspecially
hose wisase lives were indpiraional.

There's the abory of Albert Schweiteer
who af age J) gave Up & promisng caneer
s an onganisd 1o become a doctor and pro-
vide medical Gaire to some of the world™s
poorest peopls in Almca. For 20 vears a
promje of Ceeriein schalars parsaed a cam-
palgEn o wm the prade [or Selhweiioer,
Absams wrole, Becauss oen hough e
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Documenting the peacemakers
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wasn'l a slatesmen or a eader of 3 world
peace society, he had lived his life in a way
to “awaken humanity to a new ethos of
brotherly love.”

When Schweitzer's nephew heard on Af
rican rfadio that his wnele had been
awarded the Peace Prize, the nephew of
fered congratulations to Schweitzer, a
humble man who was immersed in his
wark and had not yet heard the news. “For
what?” Schweitzer responded. “Has my
black cat finally had her kittens?™

Learning that he'd won the 1952 Peace
Prize, Schweitzer was delighted, Abrams
wrote, because the 333,000 prize was
“enough to build and equip the hospital for
lepers that he had dreamed of.”

When Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was
awakened by an early morning phone call
announcing the prize, he thought he was
still asleep and dreaming, Abrams wrote.
Because he believed the award had been
given mot just to him but to the civil Aghts
movement, he asked 30 of his colleagles
to travel with him to Oslo, the largest
group that ever accompanied a prize win-
ner. For Kimg, the most difficult part of the
ceremony was getling dressed for i, ac-
cording to his wife, Coretta Scott King.

“He bridled especially at the ‘ridiculous”
ascob e, vowing ‘never to wear one of
these things again.” And he never did,”
Abrams wrote,

While the Mobel Peace Prize hasn't led
o the end of war, it has served a huge

purpose, Abrams believes, by focusing the
world’s attention on peacemakers and hu-
manitarians, even if only once a year,

Receiving the Peace Prize gives peace-
makers 2 world stage and a “hig micro-
phone,” said Abrams, and some Bureates,
after recelving the award, broaden their
efforts to make the world a better place.
For instance, Schweitzer, who was chosen
for his humanitarian work, commented af-
ter receiving the prize that now he “should
do something to earn it,” and became an
oulspaken advocate for a ban on atomic
Eesling.

Ower the years, the Peace Prize has be-
come mare glohal in reach, and has some-
times, especially recently, aimed a spot-

_light on human rights struggles, said

Abrams, For instance, the 1992 award o

Rigoberta Menchu Tum helped publicize

the struggle of indigenous people in Gua-

temala, and the 1996 award to Carlos Bele

amct Josze RamosHorta focused attention

%I_'t the independence movement in East
[11]7+]19

While he “doesn’t like to pick favorites,”
Abrams will, when asked, identify
Schweitzer as the laureate who he'd “purt ar
the top of the 1ist”™ for his “reverence for life
= for the way he lived his life”

Then there is Linus Pauling, "a remark-
able man,” the only person to have won
both the Nobel Prize in Science and the
Peace Prize. After winning the science
prize in 1954, Pauling became increasingly
concerned about schentists” responsibility
to speak out against the dangers of the
atomic bomb, a stance thal got him in

trouble with the US, government, which
limited his foreign travel. Beceiving the
FPeace Prize in 1962 gave Pauling increased
stature in the world, Abrams said, as well
a% the financial freedom to devote the rest
of his life to his fight against atomic test
ing.

When asked to describe the one et all
laureates shared, Abrams™ answoer was
“courage.”

“50 many displayed courage, so many
overcame obstacles™ in their work for
peace, said Abrams,

Az well as displaying courage, almost all
laureates exhibit some sort of faith,
Abrams sald, “Not necessarily a religious
faith but a faith in humanity,” he said. “You
have to have faith' to overcome all those
ohstacles.”

It's a faith shared by the man who wrote
the peacemakers’ stories. Abrams and his
late wife and collaborator, Freda, became
Quakers during the Second World War,
and the Quaker perspective, along with his
immersion in the lives of the world's great-
est peacemakers, has shaped his own re-
sponse to recent world events, Abrams
sabd, Whent asked how he feels about the
world's future, Abrams pondered the ques-
tron.

“1 have this problem, If I'm just thinking
abaut it intellectually, 1 might be more pes-
simistic. Things look pretty grim,” he said.
"But as a Quaker | have faith In human-
kind, have to believe that there is ‘that of
God” in everyone, I'm optimistic. In my gut
I have hope.”

=[Mane Chiddister



