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by IRENE WHITNEY

FREEDOMFEST is a lot like a river — the farther back
from the mouth one goes — the smaller is the stream. The
point at which it emerges from beneath the ground is often
disputable. The source of an idea is harder to trace than
the source of a river because it comes out of the thoughts
and dreams of people.

It is human to want to know where and how something
as significant as FreedomFest started; but it is important to
recognize that its origins are far less significant than the
process of its creation, which has involved hundreds of
people, and finally many thousands.

In order to understand the genesis of FreedomFest, we
need to go back to the Spring of 1974 — a time when
many Americans were feeling disillusionment and were
hardly in the mood to begin planning for the celebration of
the Bicentennial two years later. On a national level,
attitudes toward the Bicentennial varied from indifference
to downright hostility. With the publishing of the Watergate
Tapes, the facts were out and most of us reacted in a
fashion similar to the alcoholic and their families — the
shame, helplessness, hopelessness, disbelief, anger. Do
you remember your feelings at that time?

In a sense — like the alcoholic — the nation had “hit
bottom”. Looking back now we can see that the crisis and
the national self-condemnation which followed were
necessary preludes to 1976. If our nation was to be reborn

in its Third Century, there needed to be a clean slate —

an acknowledgement and acceptance of the past — with
its failures as well as its successes.

SEVERAL OF US here in Minnesota had become
concerned that America would not grasp the opportunity
presented by the Bicentennial year to take stock of where
we were as a nation and to set meaningful goals for the
next 100 years.

This need to do something significant in 1976 was
stimulated by Robert Theobald, a writer and futurist of
national stature, who was attracted to Minnesota by the
quality of life created here through the energy and concern
of its citizens. He urged us to consider doing something on
a state level which might make an impact nationally.

In June of 1974, my husband, Wheelock, and I attended
the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse & Alcoholism
Conference in Washington, D.C. We were impressed with
the amount of interest in alcoholism evidenced by the
large number of people attending. We also became aware
of how far advanced we in Minnesota were in confronting
this problem — particularly in the areas of intervention and
treatment of chemically dependent individuals and their
families. Furthermore, our use of the term “chemical
dependency” to include all types of drug addiction was
unique to our area.

AS I SAT in our hotel room one sunny afternoon, feeling
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FreedomFest ‘76 has
grown like a stream, from
a trickle of ideas into a
great river of hope and
recovery.

incredibly grateful about my own recovery and the life
Wheelock and I had found working in this field, I caught a
glimpse of Lincoln Memorial through the window.

It suddenly struck me that there was a connection
between the American search for FREEDOM and the
FREEDOM from addiction to chemicals. When I shared
this vague idea with my husband, he responded
enthusiastically and proceeded to expand on the idea that
this FREEDOM from chemical addiction was available in
Minnesota to a greater extent than anywhere else in the
country and that perhaps we could do something in the
Bicentennial year to celebrate Minnesota’s good fortune,
and to offer a Birthday Gift of hope to individuals and
families all over America who were still enslaved to alcohol
and other drugs, and the Gift of Encouragement to those
in the process of recovery to grow still further as whole
persons.

We discussed the possibility that the same steps
needed to be taken in the reóovery of the American
culture: Awareness, Acceptance, Action.

This can lead to rebirth and the experience of joy,
collectively as a society, as well as individually as people.
In a sense, we could tell the nation that rebirth on an.

• individual level was possible, and that we who have
recovered accept ourselves as people who have overcome
an affliction.

When we returned home we sounded out some friends,
Sam Miller and Mike Groh, whose positive reaction
spurred us on. A meeting was held October 29, 1974, with
35 people in the chemical dependency field and
representatives from the State Bicentennial Committee.
There the current of the FreedomFest stream picked up
speed. A small planning group headed by Wheelock was
given the mandate to pursue the idea further. The idea of
filling a stadium with recovering people and their families
was suggested by Dr. Peterson from Willmar. George
Arms of KTCA offered to write a paper on the issues.
Several meetings were held in November of 1974.

During the winter and spring the current slowed, as the
efforts of many were devoted to developing the Governor’s
Bill, an enlightened piece of legislation aimed at making
Minnesota a model state in alcoholism and drug treatment.

Then in the summer of 1975 the river enlarged and
picked up speed. A $15,000 grant was obtained from the
State Bicentennial Commission. The first Steering
Committee was held July 1 and the name FreedomFest
‘76 was born. The date of June 26, 1976 was selected as
Well as the site.

Betty Triliegi became coordinator and set out to build a
statewide organization, beginning in October when the
office at 1925 Nicollet was opened.

THE FLOW of energy and ideas increased as more and
more people became involved. A bumper sticker campaign
was initiated. By the end of 1975 there were FreedomFest
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coordinators in every one of Minnesota’s 87 counties.
Information meetings were held all over the state,
presented by Wheelock Whitney. A large speakers’
committee was organized by Jean Stevens. Dick Van
Dyke agreed to be master of ceremonies and to ask other
celebrities to appear with him at FreedomFest.

Don Stoltz, aided by Jim Newcombe, was selected to
produce the evening show. It was decided to have a fair in
and around the hockey arena during the day. Plans for
reunions and tailgate parties were made. Ticket sales
commenced. Dave Farkell of Northstar Public Relations,
assisted by a volunteer publicity committee, kicked off the
publicity campaign with the official announcement of
FreedomFest at a press conference March 16 at the top of
the IDS tower. Jody Gumlia, together with the finance
committee, took over the increasingly complex budget and
started enlisting sponsors, to ensure tickets for those
who couldn’t afford them.

AS THE MEMORIAL DAY heat wave arrived the pace
intensified inside the FreedomFest family and panic set in,
but thanks to the support of the steering committee we
successfully rode the rapids. It was too late to turn back.
The days had become a kaleidscope of ripples — the
excitement was building and building.

Now June 26 is here, we’ve reached the mouth of the
river — FreedomFest is about to enter the sea of history.

Will this gift of hope make a difference in the next 100
years?

Will the freedom we celebrate, and the freedom to
celebrate it, openly and without shame, become a reality
all over our land?

We have no control over what will happen in the future;
it is enough for all of us to have been here together.
Tomorrow we will return to our various lives, living each
day as best we can. Neither heroes nor clowns, but human
beings who are grateful for the gift of a new life.
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Irene Whitney, a
recovered alcoholic, who
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