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Printz Honor Speech 

Adam Rapp 

First I’d like to thank the Printz committee for their generosity. I was stunned to 

receive your call earlier this spring and I’m honored to be here. I also want to thank 

the staff of Candlewick press for all of their help getting this book out into the world, 

and in particular Liz Bicknell, my fearless editor, who continues to believe in me and 

helps me focus the little compulsive messes that eventually become my books. 

In the spring of 2004, I was in rehearsals for my play Gompers at the 

Pittsburgh City Theatre. The theatre was putting me up in downtown Pittsburgh and 

I had to take a bus to the south side every day. One morning I boarded the bus at 

Penn Avenue and took a seat across from three teenagers: two girls and a boy. They 

were maybe fifteen. The girls were white and the boy was African American. One of 

the girls, who was wearing a puffy Steelers coat, was telling her two friends that she 

was pregnant. She had just found out and she was excited. She was speaking loud 

enough for most of the bus to hear her, but not theatrically. It was as if she was 

somehow steeling herself against the world, emboldening herself for something 

crueler than what she had known life to be up until now. Her two friends took it in 

stride. The African American boy asked her who the father was by saying, “Who did 

you?” The girl replied, “Derek Lemonade,” to which the boy responded, “You let 

Derek Lemonade do you?” They had a bit of a laugh about Derek Lemonade and then 

the pregnant girl told her friends that she hoped her baby was a girl because she 
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He’s just some kid.” While exiting the coffee shop I tried to make eye contact with 

him but he was busying himself with another sugar packet.  

The theater was a few blocks away from the Beehive Café
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We were seated way in the back, in a private room, where they allowed Mr. 

Vonnegut to smoke filterless Pall Malls. He drank three fingers of J.B. on the rocks 

somewhat continuously and complimented me on my play with a generosity that 

almost moved me to tears. I’m not sure I actually heard the words. I was simply in 

awe of this man 
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television and yes, even theatre, is because the reader constructs the world of the 

book with the author; that in essence as a reader you are a performer and because 

of this collaborative act the words get to your thoughts more powerfully than 

anything else.  “That’s why there are still those people out there who are so afraid of 

books,” he added. 

Eventually his wife met us and I walked him to a cab. His wife trailed behind 

us and let us walk about five blocks together. Mr. Vonnegut told me that what he 

liked best about my play was the brother-sister relationship. They were teenagers, 

and he told me he was very moved by the last scene in which the sister comes to 

visit the brother in the hospital after he has attempted suicide. We exchanged a few 

words about writing younger characters. “They’re the ones who matter most,” he 

told me before I put him in a cab and said good-bye to his wife. It was honestly one 

of the greatest nights of my life and it awakened a belief in me that I was starting to 

doubt: the possibility of what stories can do for teenagers.  

It would be less than a month later that I would head to Pittsburgh and begin 

rehearsals for my play Gompers and a few weeks after that when I would encounter 

those three teenagers on that bus and that boy in that coffee shop. Those kids would 

rattle me in such a way that I had to write something down that would eventually 

become Punkzilla. I hope their collective boldness, their longing, their sense of 

humor, their toughness, and their vulnerability has been honored in Jamie’s trip 

across this crazy, unbearable, fascinating country of ours. Mr. Vonnegut’s words 

have been a kind of spiritual sustenance for me, just as this Printz Honor is. I am 
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encouraged and I see the award as a contract, or a promise to fulfill. I will keep 

working hard. I will do my best to tell these stories. 

In closing I wanted to say how pleased I am to be included among such 

distinguished company. Deborah, Rick, John, and Libba, it’s an incredible honor to be 

here among you.  

Thank you. 


