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I was thinking about the line in the Irish folk song “Johnny I hardly knew ye” when I visited the condolence gathering at Steve and Wendy’s apartment one week after Steve died. The apartment was filled with their family and closest friends and yet I, a friend of Steve’s for thirty years, hardly knew anyone there. Everyone in the room -- fascinating people who had known Steve for various lengths of time -- liked each other as you would expect.  Their tales of how they met Steve and the activities they did together were different one from another.  Some people joined Steve in travel, some lived in the same apartment building and met by the circumstance of proximity, other couples went with Wendy and Steve to the opera, and one couple’s common thread was a mutual love of Berlin.  
Surprisingly for me, there were very few museum people there and I had cause to reflect that my relationship with Steve, continuous over some thirty years, was mainly about the museum business. I had not even considered the variety of his thought, interests and activities beyond that, because I felt so fulfilled by the relationship I had -- and being so satisfied by it, my friendship with Steve felt sufficient and special.  

After that gathering I wanted to begin my relationship with Steve again, and broaden it, to see what else Steve was thinking about.  But, alas, it was too late.

So left with that Irish songline echoing in my head. Believing that its lyrics might illuminate my friendship, I went to find the words of the song and discovered their surprising aptness.  “Johnny I hardly knew ye,” is an old Irish war protest song, rewritten, and reused over the years as needed. It is not the most “in-your-face” protest song. Rather it is haunting and arresting in its simplicity.  
Steve’s writings, intellectually well crafted, are also hauntingly and arrestingly simply.  Taken as a whole his work is a request, rather than a demand, for change.  His was a subtle but profound protest to what was unthinking and unexamined in our work.  The writings stand the test of time and seem to be classic.  Did Steve really say that museums had gone “From Being about Something to Being for Somebody”
 or did we think he was quoting from an ancient proverb?    
Steve chose subjects that appeared superficially uncontroversial.  Subjects like accountability, museum laws, and the definition of professionalism. His suggested roadmaps of action were always useful and often seemed self-evident.  It is difficult to believe that before Steve helped conceive of them, we did not have ALI-ABA or MMI. These leadership training systems are so logical that they seem to have arisen organically. 
At our last dinner with Steve and Wendy, two weeks before he died, he was feeling much improved and surprised and somewhat bemused that he might again have to engage with life. He contemplated new subjects that he would write about.  There were two things that interested him that evening: “Could museums use exhibitions to discuss issues of real consequence, like life and death?”  Or were they mere institutions of superficiality and amusement? As was our tradition, that conversation took up most of the evening, interspersed of course with jokes, gossip, sports, and current events.  I argued that museums had already proved themselves capable of tackling profound issues through the use of metaphor.  Steve was less certain.
Steve raised the other issue so unexpectedly that there was no following conversation because none of us knew where to begin. We were silent as it entered each of our heads, to become a preoccupying leit motif for the rest of the evening. His question: “Why haven’t people taken to the streets to protest what is going on?”   At the time, the sentence of such standard revolutionary fervor seemed uncharacteristic.  And so I was amazed when I unearthed that Irish folksong’s last stanza:
They're rolling out the guns again, hurroo, hurroo

They're rolling out the guns again, hurroo, hurroo

They're rolling out the guns again

But they never will take our sons again

No they never will take our sons again

Johnny I'm swearing to ye.

Indeed America seemed to be “….taking our sons again” that Steve thought we should all be taking to the streets.  Steve had spent an indelible part of his young adult life in the Army in Korea, and he believed that should not happen again to anyone. He was a liberal though non-practicing Jew who had lived through the second world war, the McCarthy era, the peace and civil rights movement, and knew when the county was moving towards inclusion and civil liberties and when it was moving against those values.  It was clear that evening that he feared our country was in a very bad place.
And so, I now understand, in a way I did not when Steve was alive, that his writing and his chosen subject matter was protective cover for a much more radical protester.  He had the great gift to know how to cause change by stealth, create opportunities to make progress by offending few, and write lucidly about things that seemed self evident but were instead new and radical.  Steve Weil was a deeply moral man protesting about some important things that needed changing.

Let me share with you an indelible memory that finally makes sense to me.  I was elected to the AAM Council by petition of the educator’s committee.  I was then an inexperienced hot head in my mid-thirties.  Every time I arrived at the bi-annual AAM council meetings, I sat on the left-side of the horse-shoe in the company of Michael Spock, Michael Botwinik, Malcolm Arth, Bonnie Pitman, and Steve.  Some of us were making noise and causing trouble.  Steve’s self-imposed role was to craft motions at every impasse that might have a chance of passage while moving our position forward.  At the time, I knew nothing of about procedure and was not a friend of compromise.  So I was amazed as he wrote, crossed out, and rewrote what would turn out to be the elegant and perfect motion sure to pass.  I watched him do it again and again, marveling at his ability to find a solution that was acceptable to all without compromising the essential issue at hand.
One day at the end of such a two day meeting, when everyone was ready for a drink, Steve most of all, Michael Spock, speaking on behalf of Bob Sullivan, offered a totally unexpected motion  that AAM should take a position against nuclear proliferation because we were the keepers of the world’s treasures.  The groan around the table was audible, elected folks began to think about what this might mean for the profession, their disbelieving board members, and the awaiting drinks.  Two hours later, with a room deadlocked; Steve crafted another of these Solomonic motions tabling this important idea for a year and instructing everyone to go back to their boards to discuss the issue of museums and nuclear proliferation.  The vote being tied fell to the then president, Tom Leavitt, who after reflecting for a silent moment, cast the deciding vote for the motion and the meeting was adjourned.
The motion was to be brought to the general meeting the next day.  I spent that evening with Steve gathering as many votes as possible explaining why compromise was important, while the opposition did the same.  As far as I knew Steve was not out of my sight until we parted late in the evening.  The next day at the general meeting we sat together watching the pre-choreographed agenda unfold.  I was on tenterhooks.  
Then as the issue was raised, unexpectedly to the microphone came two of the most persuasive moral voices in the history of the profession, Malcolm Arth and John Kinard.  They said (in paraphrase): If you don’t know what you think about nuclear bombs today no amount of discussion will help.  They called the question and asked all to vote against the motion to table the issue for a year.  I was shocked, I thought the general museum body would fail to engage with non-proliferation as a matter relevant to museums, and the hard-won procedural compromise would be for nothing.  Steve sat next to me silently.  The vote came, and what do you know? -- The assemblage voted overwhelmingly that AAM should take an outspoken position against nuclear armament.  I turned to Steve and said, “Did you know this would happen?”  And his smile that so recalls the Cheshire cat sprang forth.  
Steve had had all tracks working at the same time.  He was an elegant compromiser, a hugely sophisticated politician, a kind and gracious man, and, now I understand more clearly, a radical.  I will never know when he had time to meet with Malcolm and John but now I know, “Johnny I never knew ye.”
I sent Steve all my writings before they were published.  He always had something so pithy to say that I would alter the piece to include that new nuance.  I taught at MMI one year and received good grades from the students, but Steve’s were better because he was a teacher of such clarity, such good humor and such inclusion that we all felt smart in his presence.  He once told me that I should read Vogotsky because it would help with a piece I was working on. I confess before you here that I read the crib notes on the internet, but I knew that Steve had read the whole book. He had this wall of quotes that included such a diversity of reading that I marveled at the breadth of material.  The wall should have been a clue for what I now know -- that I only knew a small slice of his mind.  
When I first came to the Smithsonian I was so out of my element that, everyday for the first month, I presumed on my friendship and would call Steve and say “Could I have the joke of the day?” and he would tell it to me, a different one every day, with the appropriate accent, and I would be momentarily cheered before returning to the work. 
So here we sit, without our beloved Steve, who would have loved this event, by the way. Each of us knowing he was our own personal special friend, mentor, advisor, co-conspirator, and teaching partner. We all depended on him, each of us looking forward to the lunches, dinners, trips in the car, letters, e-mail, phone calls with him.  He, in the meantime was available to all of us, took care of us all, introduced us to each other, and told us all the latest joke to ease our current difficulty. So Steve, while I hardly knew ye, I felt grateful for and fully satisfied by what I did know. 

As Nina Archibal wrote to me “There are lots of very good staff members and a few very good directors in our business, but there was only one person who could think, talk and write about museums in the way that Steve did.  He was very much a human with plenty of attendant foibles, but he was also superhuman with a unique vision, which he was generous enough to share with all of us. Without him, I just feel an immense gap in our collective brain.”

What are we going to do without him?  We will have to take better care of each other in his name.  We will have to pick out the promising youth and introduce them to others.  We will have to take on teaching gigs and do better than we are doing.  We will all have to write more. We will have to learn to move the profession ahead by keeping our radical souls pure, and by making our compromises elegant.  Are we ready?  I hope so, because we cannot start our relationship with Steve over again, much as we might wish.  Thank you Steve.
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