


pose in life just then was not
to cry, and every time they
did it, | thought | should go
under.”

Now, here we could play the
game of “What if?"” But we need
not. Fortunately for the heritage of
the pioneers and Nebraska, Willa
Cather came to this wild, untamed
country from a lush civilized one,
at the age of nine when impres-
sions burn.themselves forever on a
briltiant young mind.

As your celebration of the one
hundredth anniversary of that
famous and fortunate journey of
Willa Cather to Nebraska, read
again My Antonia, O Pioneers! and
the others of her Nebraska novels.
Search in any of her writings, and
you will find the child’s soul grop-
ing for order in a strange environ-
ment. The branding of that physical
change from East to West influ-
enced every word she wrote. Read
and see.
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When we are born, we begin to
- die. Some would call that a rather
pessimistic view, but death is the
companion of birth. It is inevitable.
It is one common denominator
among us, and it faces each of us
at some time in the future. It is
sure. The question is, ‘“When?”
For some death seems to come
prematurely. For others it comes
after a full and productive life.
Some may find in dying a blessed
relief from months or years of ago-
nizing suffering. Other lives are
snuffed out in an instant. When-
ever it comes, or however it is ac-
complished, death is a process of
life. It is unavoidable, severe, sim-
ple. It is always a shock to those
who survive. It is an imponderable
mystery, yet it awaits us all. No
matter how alive we may feel, no

matter how many plans we may
have for the future, no matter how
much we may fear death, we are
going to die — and we know it. But

© we prefer to avoid thinking about it.

Willa Cather realized that tendency
in us. She once wrote to a friend
who had lost her husband after
only eight months of marriage and
said that she had found it a simple
fact of life that after one’s forty-
fifth birthday death seemed to rain
all around one. After the fiftieth
year it becomes a veritable thun-
derstorm. She said that she never
looked at a morning paper without
reading of the death of someone
she knew, somewhere. Death
seemed to stare her in the face. In
the days when they first met it
seemed that nobody ever died. The
obituaries had no connection what-
ever with her personal life. But now
— death was becoming a dry, be-
numbing, encroaching presence in
her life.’

Bernice Slote and | talked often
about that letter, especially during
the last two years. She once told
me that she was beginning to
understand it more and more.
Death is a problem not to those
who die, but to those who live — to
us. Its mystery makes some of us
fearful as we move toward its por-
tal. It often leaves behind broken
ties, unfinished tasks, remorseful
hearts, unfathomable question-
ings, and emptiness.

Even though we know it is com-
ing, we are never quite ready for it.
There is a very human epitaph that
is reported to be on a gravestone in
a small country cemetery some-
where near Nottingham, which
says simply, ‘I expected this, but
not just yet.”

But death is a problem only to
those who try to solve its mystery
by human reasoning. The Christian
does not try to rationalize death,
nor to seek to avoid or sentimental-
ize the fact of death. We do not
“pass away.” We die. And we
know that with our death we are
faced with the fact of judgment,
when all our pretenses and ex-
cuses and rationalizations will be
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revealed for exactly what they are.
For all those who place their trust
in him who has overcome death in
his own dying and rising again, the
eternal God resolves this perennial
problem. We have been assured
today, in Paul's Letter to the
Romans, that nothing — ‘‘nothing
in all creation that can separate us
from the iove of God in Christ
Jesus our Lord.”

Yet even that does not mean
that we are not to feel sorrow. St.
Paul says that we should mourn —
“not as others which have no
hope.” But that hope does not
make human grief unchristian. The
very love we have for each other in
Christ brings deep sorrow when we
are parted by death. Jesus himself
wept at the grave of his friend,
Lazarus.

It is such grief that brings us
together today. It is such grief that
has caused humans to huddle
around open graves through the
centuries. We come together to-
day not only to pay our respects to
Bernice Slote, but to add our
prayers to those of the whole
church, in heaven and on earth.
This service from The Book of
Common Prayer and the readings
from Scripture give us words, at a
time when they are not easily
found, by which we may commend
the departed to the everlasting
mercy and love of God.

Finding appropriate remarks at
a time such as this is. an. awesome
task. | suppose | have discovered a
number of temptations in trying to
meet that task. One is tempted to
simply deal with facts. | could give
the dates of events in Bernice’s
life; | could list her many awards
and achievements, outiine her
career, . extol her accomplish-
ments. But we all know those
facts. They have been repeated for
us in the past few days and, no
doubt, will be repeated again.

Or one is tempted to take this
time to philosophize, to become
abstract and deal with death and
the mysteries of the universe only
in theory — to avoid the reality of



the event which has brought us
here, and the reality of what each
of us is feeling at this time.

Or one is tempted to become ex-
tremely personal, to take this op-
portunity to tell all of you what Ber-
nice Slote meant to me, of how
much she gave me, of what her
friendship meant to me. But each
of you has a similar story, and
many of you have known her
longer and more intimately than
have I. That is another thing that
brings us together today — bidding
our farewells to a much-loved
sister, cousin, Aunt Bernice, coi-
league, friend — and teacher.

Despite her many and varied ac-
complishments, it has been
pointed out by others that she was
proudest of her teaching. It was
how she most often described her-
self — as ‘“‘an English teacher.”
When interviewed by a national
magazine a few years ago about
her fine teaching, she said, with
characteristic modesty, ‘* ‘I can
talk with students because | am
stifl studying. You can’t teach well
unless you are learning at the
same time.’ "2

That may well have been the
secret. Even had she tried, Bernice
Slote could not have concealed the
delight she always experienced
when a student came to her with a
new insight, a new fact, a new his-
torical tidbit. And that delight was
infectious. It caused her students
to see that learning could be excit-
ing, that knowledge could be
broadening, that research could be
fun, that education could make one
more human and humane.

What Bernice once wrote about
Willa Cather couid apply in many
ways to herself as well. She was,

one American artist who

made her way through the
diversity and bewilderment of

American life to interpreta-

tions and some reconcilia-

tions. Whatever she found of
chaos is balanced by some-
thing achieved, something
understood. The key,  as
[Cather] wrote in My Antonia,

is to “'become part of some-
thing entire,”” or, as in the
lines on her tombstone: *‘That
is happiness; to be dissolved
into something complete and
great.”?

Bernice Siote would seem to
have been ‘‘dissolved’” into many
things compiete and great — a
poet, an artist, a critic, a teacher,
an editor, a civic worker, an educa-
tor, an advisor, an ambassador for
Nebraska, and a scholar of Keats,
of Whitman, of Thomas, of the
short story, and, of course, of Willa
Cather. If Cather was the first to
bring the muse into her country,
Bernice Slote was among the first
to give Cather to the world. | have
great difficulty thinking of Cather
scholarship without Bernice Silote.
She had almost become synony-
mous with that study. Nebraska
and the world are richer for her
work in this area, and we are
poorer for the work we had hoped
she still might do. Her love of this
state and her identification with the
good earth were much like that of
Cather’s. I think she may have ex-
pressed that best in the concluding
paragraph of a study in which she
was involved on a different subject
- the Whitman tradition. In the
last paragraph of Start with the Sun
she wrote:

Start with the sun, said
Lawrence. Perhaps one be-
gins and ends with genesis:
As [Dylan] Thomas said of his
own art, the poet writes ““for
the lovers, their arms/Round
the griefs of the ages.” . . .
Writers in the Whitman tradi-
tion make the strongest affir-
mation possible: that we do
not live by either illusion or
disillusion; that no life is
cheap or need be separate;
that in the earth we may grow
into possibilities; that we take
nothing secondhand. To be
absorbed directly out of the
self and directly with the
earth in the pulse of creation
is no mean aim for a writer.
Such an ideadl, seriously prac-
ticed, might change the face

Page 15

of poetry in any period. Start
with the sun. .. .*

Bernice Slote started and lived
with the sun. We can be truly grate-
ful to have spent time in her bright-
ness. May she and ali the faithful
departed rest in peace, and may
light perpetual shine upon them.
Amen.

— L. Brent Bohike

Notes

'Willa Cather, Autograph letter
signed, to Zoe Aikens, 31 Decem-
ber 1932, The Hungtington Library,
San Marino, California.
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ested Student is What Their Job is
About,” People Weekly, 13 Octo-
ber 1975, p. 60, col. 2.

3Bernice Slote, “iIntroduction,”
in Willa Cather: A Pictorial Memoir.
Text by Bernice Slote. Pictures by
Lucia Woods and others. (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press,
1973), p. x.

‘Bernice Slote, ‘‘Start with the
Sun,” in James E. Miller Jr., Karl
Shapiro, and Bernice Slote, Start
with the Sun: Studies in the Whit-
man Tradition, (Lincoln: University
of Nebraska Press, 1960, originally
subtitied *'Studies in Cosmic Poet-
ry,” Bison Book edition, 1963), p.
238.

MILDRED R. BENNETT
RECEIVES STATE HONOR

Mildred R. Bennett, who was in-
strumental in founding the Willa
Cather Pioneer Memorial and Edu-
cational Foundation, has won the
prestigious Henry Fonda Nebras-
kan Award.

Mrs. Bennett was foundation
president for twenty years. She
currently is the chairman of the
board of directors, a post she’s
had for seven years. The award
was given to Mrs. Bennett in recog-
nition of her making a significant
contribution to the state’s tourism
growth. It is awarded by the
Department of Economic Develop-
ment and the Nebraska Diplomats
and was presented at the gover-
nor’s Trave!l Industry Conference
and Awards Luncheon in Omaha
February 4, 1983.



THE PASSING SHOW

Dr. Virgil Albertini of Northwest
Missouri State at Maryville, Mis-
souri, will chair the ‘‘Passing
Show’ panel discussion on the
afternoon of May 7. Dr. Albertini
has been a professor of English for
eighteen years at Northwest Mis-
souri State. His growing interest in
and scholarly approach to Willa
Cather’s work has kept him busy
the last decade.

Sharon Browning, Chairman of
Marketing and International Busi-
ness at Northwest Missouri State
University, Maryville, received her
Ph.D. in Business Administration in
1973 from the University of Mis-
souri, Columbia. During the sum-
mer of 1981 she studied the agri-
business needs of China and upon
returning to Missouri began work
on the Missouri-China Agri-
Business Trade Development Proj-
ect. This project resuited in eleven
key Chinese officials coming to

" Northwest Missouri State Univer-

sity where they studied and worked
for three weeks in May and June,
1982 with fifteen sponsors in agri-
business related fields both at the
University in seminars as well as in
the field with the sponsoring firms.

Tzu-An Hsu (pronounced shoe)
comes from Taiwan. A junior
majoring in American History and
minoring in English, he has studied
our Cather course.

Mildred R. Bennett, Cather biog-
rapher, will again be a most valu-
able member of the panel. Mrs.
Bennett will read Lo-Chi Chang’s

CONFERENCE SCHEDULE — SATURDAY, MAY 7

8:00 a.m.-12:00 noon
Registration, coffee and kolache, Cather Center Museum, 338 North Web-
ster. '
8:30 a.m.
MASS — Grace Episcopal Church, 6th and Cedar, Father L. Brent Bohike,
officiating.

~article “Willa Cather and China”
prepared especially for our Spring
Conference.

- 9:45 a.m. '
MASS — St. Juliana Catholic, 3rd Avenue and South Walnut, Father Frank
Leiblinger, officiating.
10:30 a.m.
CATHER MINI-COUNTRY TOUR — Depart from Cather Center Museum,
338 North Webster.

12:30 p.m.

BOX LUNCH — Vet’s Hall, 3rd and Cedar.

2:00-3:30 p.m.
“THE PASSING SHOW'’ — Vet's Hall, 3rd and Cedar; pane! discussion
— CATHER AND CHINA.

3:45-4:45 p.m.
MEMORIES: An exhibit of WCPM scrapbooks compiled by Helen Obitz;
Foundation Building, 326 North Webster.

7:00 p.m.

BANQUET, Guest Speaker, Jean Tsien — High School Gymtorium, 7th
and Webster. :

8:00 a.m.-2:00 p.m. and 3:30-5:00 p.m.
GIFT SHOP/GALLERY, OPEN. Foundation Building.

10:30 a.m.-2:00 p.m. and 3:30-5:00 p.m.
OPEN HOUSE — all Cather Center Buildings, “NEBRASKA LAND-
SCAPES" — photographic exhibit by Roger Bruhn at Burlington Depot, 1st
Avenue and South Seward; refreshments at Depot from 3:30-5:00 p.m.

Cather Center Buildings are opened courtesy of the Cather Center,
Nebraska State Historical Society, Ann E. Billesbach, Curator.
Page 16

Willa Cather Pioneer Memorial
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Register early for May 7th!!!
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