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Cast of Characters

Albert Flagston American, 50 to 60, mildly eccentric
Charles Younger American, but over 25, mildly conservative
Wobman with Dog Older lady walking a dog
Policeman City Policeman
Man2 Younger American
Also:

Joggers and Pedestrians

The Set
The play takes place on a park bench in a lightly traveled section of a city park.

A Blazeof Glory

Arnold Flagston is sitting on a park bench. A second man, Charles, occupies the other end of the bench and
concentrates on reading his novel. Flagston waits. A couple jogs by and then Flagston looks about to make
sure they are alone. Flagston pulls out a small American flag and setsit on fire.

Flagston (speaking to himself)

Oh my, (eyeing Charles), he's setting aflag on fire! (Charlestriesto ignore him although heis obviously
nervous) | wonder what he’sdoing... sir, excuse me but | couldn’t help noticing that you are burning aflag...
(Hewavesit around a bit but sees another jogger coming so he quickly puts out the fire and puts the flag
away until the jogger passes. He pulls out the remains of the burned flag and re-lightsit.) Oh dear God, he's
lighting it again. What could be going through that man’s brain? (The flag finishes burning. Flagston fumbles

around in his coat and produces a 2™ flag. He looks around to make sure no one is watching and then sets
the 2" flag alight.)

Charles (putting away his novel and resigned to conversation)
| couldn’t help but natice...

Flagston

That | was burning aflag? (He waves the flag around a bit and the flames go out). Hmm. It's a prototype; a
little hard to get started.

Charles
That you were burning a second flag...



Flagston
Great ice breaker isn't it?

Charles
Workswell with girls?

Flagston
Depends on their political posture.

Charles
| imagine most would find it distasteful ...

Flagston
And you?How do you see the situation?

Charles
WEell I'm not sureit’s such agood idea. ..

Flagston
A bitirritating?

Charles
Morelikeirreverent.

Flagston
Anti-establishment?

Charles
Anti-patriotic.

Flagston
Ah! But | am patriatic.

Charles
Ah! But you' re burning our flag.

Flagston
They'renot “our flag”, they’re my flags. | would never burn your flag.

Charles
| don't have aflag.

Flagston
Oh?First you call my flag “our flag” asif you and | owned it together and now you say you don’t even own
your own flag? Well | own lots of flags. So who's more patriotic?

Charles
A man who burns his own country’s flag can not be a patriot.



Flagston
And how would you define a patriot?

Charles
Someonewho loveshiscountry...

Flagston
| love my country very much...

Charles
...and hisflag.

Flagston
I love my flags but loving aflag has nothing to do with loving your country.

Charles
Theflag symbolizesthe country.

Flagston
So | haveto love my country and the symbol for my country to be a patriot?

Charles (Speaking mostly to himself)
Oh great! | wasjust sitting here sharing a park bench with a stranger...

Flagston
A protester.

Charles
...A protester with apenchant for burning small flags...

Flagston
Penchant. | like that. A protester with a penchant...

Charles
A fondness, if youwill, for setting flags on fire.

Flagston
But if you will notice, this protester has a penchant for burning not just any flag but the
American flag, the Stars and Stripes: Old Glory itself.

Charles
And you are protesting what?

Flagston
Perception ... Oh excuse me, I'mArnold Flagston.

Charles
Arnold Flagston?



Flagston

Yes, and believe me, theirony hereisnot lost on Arnold Flagston! Actually, with anamelike Flagston, | do a
lot of thinking about flags. Nonetheless, as| said, I’ m protesting perception. (He again lights up the partly
burned flag).

Charles
Whose perception?

Flagston

It's the common perception... (He sees someone coming so he quickly rolls up the burning flag as he produces
a tube from his coat. He expertly inserts the rolled up flag into the tube and dlips it back under his coat as a
couple appear on stage and stroll past. The two are silent until the couple is out of earshot.)

...the common perception that the flag isimportant to America. That it somehow is America.

Charles
If you' re protesting, then why not in public?

Flagston
| amin public.

Charles
| am just aguy on abench.

Flagston
A public park bench...

Charles
Granted.

Flagston
On publicland...

Charles
Yes, but ...

Flagston
A crowd does not make a public scene. | can be at a private party with three hundred people and it wouldn’t be
in public. It would be a private party.

Charles
But this...

Flagston
But thisis public. Public place, public bench, astranger and me. It's public.

Charles
WEell, allow metointroduce myself. I’'m Charles...

Flagston
No, no, no, no. You must remain a stranger or it could be construed as a private meeting in court.



Charles
We certainly won't meet in court.

Flagston
The day is till young my friend. No, I’'m sorry but | take that back.

Charles
Why? The day istill young.

Flagston
I meant | take back calling you my friend.

Charles
Wouldn’'t be astranger then?

Flagston
Exactly, can't be too careful.

(He removes the tube from his coat and pulls the rolled up flag from it which is still smoldering. When he
waves it around a bit, it bursts back into flame.)

Flagston
| designed it myself. Sort of like the birthday candlesyou can’t blow out. A beautiful thing really. Except it'sa
little slow to start. ..

Charles
Indeed. (pauses) So why do | get aprivate/ public protest and not the couple that just passed?

Flagston
| found | can handlejust one member of the American public at atime when it comesto flag burning.

Charles
| see.

Flagston
L et me show you a scar. (He puts the remainder of his flag away).

Charles
| don’t think that’s necessary.

Flagston
A little reminder of why | protest to the singular public member and not the public masses...

Charles
No, redly...

Flagston

It's agood one —and tangible proof (he pulls up his shirt as his companion recoils). | was protesting to a
crowd in Texaswhen one of them yells“Let'sget him”. | had no time, nor the opportunity to explain my
position to even one patriot who disagreed with my views.



Charles
You wouldn’t think acowboy boot would leave amark like that.

Flagston
You can just make out the boot logo...

Charles
Where?

Flagston
Right here in the arch; just in front of the heel.

Charles
Tony Lamma. Ouch!

Flagston
After that incident | decided to limit my protests to one member of the public at any onetime. (He pauses). So
have you ever burned aflag?

Charles
Oh no, no...

Flagston
Not even at some wild anti war protest during your college days?

Charles
No, never torched one. (Another awkward pause). Well | did burn one for my grandmother once.

Flagston
Ah! So am | preaching to the choir here? | don’t have enough time or flags to be preaching to the chair.

Charles
The flag was torn up in awindstorm; worn out. She asked meto burn it out of respect.

Flagston
So you burn flags out of respect and | burn them out of...?

Charles
...Disrespect?

Flagston (As he produces another flag from a special tubein his coat).

No not disrespect. | for one, respect the flag for what it is; asymbol of our great nation, conceived in liberty,
land where our fathers died, from the redwood forests to the New York islands, the home of the brave, with
spacious skies from seato shining sea. | love Americal So you see, no disrespect at al... well ok, disrespect,
but a healthy disrespect: not for what the flag represents but for the ignorance and myopiathat make people
believe that this, (he gesturesto theflag)... thisis anything.

Charles
WEell it represents America.



Flagston
Mom, apple pie, Hollywood, all represent Americabut Mother can be avulgarity, apple pieis sodomized in the
movies; moviesthat Hollywood produces and no one says anything. But light up aflag...

(He puts a lighter to the flag and ignitesit. It burns fast and hot. Charles snatches the flag from Flagston
and waves it about to put it out. Woman Walking Dog enters.)

Woman with Dog
(Dog barks, both men turn) Young man, what are you doing to that flag?

Charles
(Waving the burning flag madly) | am trying to put this fire out. (Looking at Flagston with anger) We've
burned enough flagstoday haven't we?

(Flagston looks at woman and shrugs.)

Woman with Dog
I'll say you have. (She and her dog storm off stage and exit)

Flagston
Now you' vedoneit, you went and involved the public.

Charles
Enough is enough. You can't sit here torching one flag after another and have me watch. That would just be un-
American. (Sill waving the flag about). Why isn’t this flag going out?

Flagston
Ah! That's because you' re not really burning the flag.

Charles
What?

(Flagston grabs the flag from him, rolls it expertly and inserts it back into the special tube. Thefireis
extinguished.)

Flagston
Thisisaspecia design where the actua flag technically doesn’t burn.

Charles
It doesn’t burn?

Flagston

A liquid fuel iswicked onto the flag from the staff and it'sreally the fuel burning and not the flag. My own
design; Sort of acombination of free speech and the eternal flame... It illustrates the fact that you can’t even
define flag burning to the satisfaction of the courts. (They ook at each other in disbelief). It' Il burn aimost 5
minutes without scorching the flag. Well, 3 minutes actually, depending on the retardant and other things....

Charles
You sir are some kind of a pathetic pyro-patriotic psychotic and you need help.



Flagston

| have reason and | have deductive thinking and | need help becauseit isinconsi stent with your schoolchild
emotional values? (He shakes his head in disbelief while producing another, larger flag from his coat. Charles
immediately snatches it away.)

Charles
(Getting up to leave) No! You' re not going to torch another American flag. My objections may be emotional
and childish but they’ re what this country is built on and we just don’t burn American flagsin America.

Flagston
Hold on there. Would you have objections to burning a Cuban flag?

Charles
Some peoplewould.

Flagston
Andyou?

Charles
| ... suppose not.

Flagston
A North Korean flag?

Charles
| guess not... so what?

Flagston
Well how about afake flag; onethat doesn’t really belong to anyone.

Charles
Burn as many of those asyou like.

Flagston
WEell, that's a fake flag. (Pointing to the one Charles snatched away and is still holding.)

Charles
Thisisareal flag.

Flagston
Noitisn't.
Charles
Yesitis.
Flagston
Noitisn't.

Charles
It'sarea American flag.



Flagston
If it wasareal American Flag it would have 13 stripes representing the 13 original colonies but that flag only
has 12 stripes.

Charles
12 Stripes? (He quickly counts the stripes).

Flagston
$0... it'snot areal American flag. What's your beef?

Charles
Thiswas areal American flag and you desecrated it by ripping off one of the stripes!

Flagston
Whoa. Desecrated?

Charles
Yesdesecrated.

Flagston
Now that is someword. How isit used normally?You can desecrate abody, or you can desecrate something
religious, or you can desecrate aflag.

Charles
Absolutely.

Flagston
So we are putting a piece of cloth on par with human bodies and religiousitems?

Charles
That's how strongly peoplefeel about it.

Flagston
But why?

Charles
Because people love Americaand the flag represents America and when you burn theflag it'sliketelling
everybody you' d liketo destroy Americaso if you want to destroy Americayou should just get out.

Flagston

OK. What if | don’t want to destroy America? What if | just want to show the peoplein Chinaand Cuba and
North Koreathat we have so much freedom in Americathat we can burn our own flag and it's no big deal ?
Don't you think they would stand back and say “Now that’s real freedom”? Maybe they’ d stop burning the
American flag inthe Middle East all thetimeif they found out it doesn’t get our blood pressure up.

Charles
WEell it does get out blood pressure up because we' re Americans!

Flagston
Answer methis: if al the American flags suddenly disappeared, if you woke up one morning and all the
American flagswere gone, would this still be America?



Charles
Sureit would.

Flagston
So the flag doesn’t make America.

Charles
No, but it symbolizesAmerica.

Flagston

But it'snot America. It's not liberty. It's not owning ahome -or mom at Christmas making apple pies -or going
to the mall and buying anything you want -or not having the government throw you in prison for going to
church. The flag is not having agun at home or being awoman who can vote -and it's not having a court you
cangotoif the president himself is screwing the country.

Charles(slowly)
No, but it symbolizes al those things for people who can't say it aswell asyou do. It lets people who can’t say
it, say what you just said with just awave of thewrist... It speaks for America.

(They pause a long while to study each other)

Flagston

WEell, you had me listening there. You have apoint. And | was gonnagiveit to you but then you said it speaks
for America? It doesn’'t speak for America. It's a piece of cloth.

(He looks longingly at the flag Charles took from him.)

Charles
No, if you'rejust going to burn it you can’t have it back.

Flagston
All right, let’s backtrack abit. You said that if all the flags magically disappeared overnight this would still be
Americainthemorning.

Charles
Not in so many words, but yes.

Flagston
So if the flag doesn’t make a nation, what does?

Charles
WEell there's the states, and Washington... what do you mean?

Flagston
What makes up America? What is the one thing we have that if it suddenly disappeared, wewouldn’t have an
America?

Charles
| guessit’'sthe American people



Flagston
No, it'snot the American People!

Charles
Well if weall disappeared you wouldn't have an America.

Flagston

WEell of course we have to have people. We have to have oxygen and sunshine and gravity and food but every
country has got to have those things. What isit that America has that if it losesit, it won't be America any
more?

Charles
Republicans?

Flagston
Hmm. Ok, | admit that it just wouldn’t be the same here without republicans but I’ m looking for something
deeper; the onething, the glue that keeps ustogether and makes usAmericans...

Charles
Uh... wehavelaws...

Flagston (probing for the right answers)
And where do these laws comefrom?

Charles
Washington?

Flagston
Andwhat isit in Washington that these laws ultimately come from?

Charles
Thelegidature.

Flagston
And where doesthe legidature get the authority to make these laws?

Charles
TheAmerican people.

Flagston
TheAmerican people... And what givesthe American people the authority to give the legislature the authority
to make thelaws?

Charles
...The... Constitution?

Flagston
Yes! And the Constitutionis...



Charles
| don’t know, in Philadelphia?

Flagston
It's an agreement! The Constitution isan agreement and a set of rules. All Americans agree, in one way or
another, to live by the rules set out in the Constitution.

Charles
Weall agree?

Flagston

It's this agreement among Americansthat makes usAmerican! If thisagreement fell apart overnight there
would be no America. If we had no Constitution —o rulesto agree upon, then we might have something else
but it wouldn’t be America.

Charles
OK. You made your point.

Flagston

Not finished yet. If we, you and |, agree on the rules provided in the Constitution, then we would agree that we
have aright to own property because the Constitution is big on property rights. The government can't just come
in and take our property without due process, etc., etc., because through the Constitution we agree to respect
each other’s property rights.

Charles
So?

Flagston

So who's more patriotic, the guy who owns many American flags to express hisfirst amendment rightsin any
way he seesfit -me-, or the guy who owns no flags except for the one he stole from me because he doesn’'t
respect his countryman’s constitutionally given right to own property?

(along pause)

Charles
Alright, here’syour damn flag.

Flagston
(Taking the flag back) Now it'sa“Damned” flag. If you insist on using the word damn then you must say that
it'sadamned fine flag representing the best damned nation on earth!

Charles
That's not even areal flag; it'sonly got 12 stripes. You said so yourself.

Flagston

But it's close enough for most Americansto be a symbol —a symbol of the genuine symbol of our great nation.
You can draw aflag with green crayon on ayellow paper and still upset people when you burn it because
Americans aretoo lazy to take the timeto do the logic and understand the reasoning behind flag burning.



Charles
Andthat be...?

Flagston

First, the flag doesn’'t matter to the existence of America—aflag isn't even mentioned in the Constitution- and
second, if you take away aman’sright to express himself through burning his country’s flag you' re just
chipping away at the very rights given to us by our Constitution -which is really what makes America.

Do you understand me? You are chiseling away at the real foundations of Americain order to saveits symbol.
How dumb isthat?

Charles
Butit'stheflag...

Flagston

I know it'sahard concept for the average American. It'slike math class: nobody likes math because you have
to think. But think it through. Think. Apply yourself! (He pausesto seeif Charlesisthinking. Charles stares
at him perplexed.) Oh... we should have a national flag burning holiday where all the children run around once
ayear aburning flags with sparklersto show the world and ourselves that it's not the cloth that keeps us
together but the concept and the ideal s of this nation.

(Flagston lights up the flag but Charles jumps on Flagston to save the flag)

Charles
No! Give methat flag!

(A scuffle ensues. Flagston manages to keep the flag and to get it burning hot before Charles finally snatches
it away. Woman with dog returns; enters from behind accompanied by Policeman. Charles wavesit in the
air trying to put it out to no avail.)

Charles
(Angrily, not seeing Policeman and Woman) Oh, we got it burning good thistime!

Woman with dog
Officer, the man with the flag, that’s the one!

Policeman

Hey buddy! Yo, flag-burner!

(Charles Sees Policeman, throws flag on ground and stomps out remaining flames.)
Whoa, easy ontheflag... (Policeman grabs Charles)

Charles
Hey, it's him not me. (He struggles, still angry. Jogging couple stop to watch action and another pedestrian —
Man2- also enters to watch the commoation).

Policeman
Whoathere... There's an ordinance against flag burning.

Charles
| wasn't burning... That wasn’t areal American flag... (Pointing at Flagston) That's the raving lunatic flag
burner there... Check hiscoat...



Flagston
(Looking innocent) | tried to change his mind but he got very angry...

Charles

You patriotic bastard!

(He lunges at Flagston but the Policeman in one swift mation stops Charles and puts him in handcuffs).
Stop it. Hey! Thisisasetup. I'm not the one...

Policeman
Quiet down and come along. You can explain all thisdown at the station.

(Policeman, reciting Charles his rights, and Charles, still complaining, exit -followed by Woman with dog
and two joggers. Flagston sits back down on the bench and Man2 sits down to accompany him).

Man2
Did you see what happened?

Flagston
Not exactly sure. One of those park characters| guess...

Man2
Wow, thisissome view.

(They sit quietly for a while. Flagston pulls out a small American flag and setsit on fire. Man2 takes notice
but remains silent.)

Flagston

Oh my, (eyeing Man2), he's setting aflag on fire! (Man2 triesto ignore him although he is obviously ner-
vous) | wonder what he’sdoing... sir, excuse me but | couldn’t help noticing that you are burning aflag. ..

Curtain.

Please contact the author to arrange any public performance.
sadowski @tidewater.net



