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CHAPTER XLV

A patriot takes the floor
and hooted, intoned The Star-Spangled Banner , and frantically waved small American flags. Above the
din the voice of a recruit shouted: "I want the floor!" The patience of the audience had been sorely tried
by the interrupters. Now men rose from every part of the house and called to the disturber to shut up or be
kicked out. I knew what such a thing would lead to, with the police waiting for a chance to aid the
patriotic ruffians. Moreover, I did not want to deny free speech even to the soldier. Raising my voice, I
appealed to the assembly to permit the man to speak. "We who have come here to protest against coercion
and to demand the right to think and act in accordance with our consciences," I urged, "should recognize
the right of an opponent to speak and we should listen quietly and grant him the respect we demand for
ourselves. The young man no doubt believes in the justice of his cause as we do in ours, and he has
pledged his life for it. I suggest therefore that we all rise in appreciation of his evident sincerity and that
we hear him out in silence." The audience rose to a man.
The soldier had probably never before faced such a large assembly. He looked frightened and he began in
a quavering voice that barely carried to the platform, although he was sitting near it. He stammered
something about "German money" and "traitors," got confused, and came to a sudden stop. Then, turning
to his comrades, he cried: "Oh, hell! Let's get out of here!" Out the whole gang slunk, waving their little
flags and followed by laughter and applause.
Returning from the meeting home we heard newsboys shouting extra night editions--the conscription bill
had become a law! Registration day was set for June 4. The thought struck me that on that day American
democracy would be carried to its grave.
We felt that May 18 was the beginning of a period of historic importance. To Sasha and myself the day
had also a profound personal meaning. It was the twelfth anniversary of his resurrection from the Western
Penitentiary of Pennsylvania, the first time in years that he and I were together in the same city and on the
same platform.
Streams of callers besieged our office from morning till late at night; young men, mostly, seeking advice
on whether they should register. We knew, of course, that among them were also decoys sent to trick us
into saying that they should not. The majority, however, were frightened youths, fearfully wrought up and
at sea as to what to do.
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