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“Thank you all very much.  Thank you all very much for being here today, and good morning, and a very special thanks to Diana Charles and her planning committee for organizing this observance.  Can you all stand up and be recognized?


Diana?  There she is.

 [Applause.]


“I am particularly pleased today to welcome our keynote speaker for this morning, and that's Dylan Glenn. I'm not going to give his whole introduction, but I do want to tell you what an integral part of the agriculture team for this administration he is.  It's an absolute pleasure to work with him, and I truly value his friendship.


“I believe this morning's observance is especially important in these challenging times, for, as we stand united as one nation, with one voice, in a new struggle to secure our freedom, we must never forget the courage and sacrifice of those Americans for whom freedom and equality were hard-fought propositions and, at times, so elusive a dream.


“This is not a celebration that's unique to USDA.  Over at the Department of Education we remember the teaching of leaders like Mary Bethune, the last of 17 sons and daughters of sharecroppers, who founded a great university in Florida that bears her name.


“Across the river at the Pentagon we remember men and women of color like Sergeant William H. Carney, the first African American to receive the Congressional Medal of Honor during the Civil War for his bravery under fire with the 54th Massachusetts Volunteers, the story retold in the movie "Glory."


“But Black History Month is especially important to the life and the lifeblood of USDA.  Agriculture is, by its strictest definition, the science and art of cultivating the soil, producing crops, and managing land.  Giants like George Washington Carver and Booker T. Washington, both African Americans, advanced the science of agriculture in critical ways.
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“We all find ourselves rushed for time these days.  We find ourselves pressured to find harmony between work and family.  But during this month, I encourage you to take a few moments to reflect on the significance of this commemoration.


“Honor Mr. Douglass's and Mr. Lincoln's birthdays by learning more about their lives, and their legacies, and their shared vision of an America with malice toward none, with charity to all.  Then ask what it is we can and should be doing to nurture ambition and dare our children to dream.


“Recently, I've been traveling this great nation promoting an initiative we call Leaders of Tomorrow.  We are encouraging adults to mentor 4H and FFA students.  We want our kids to care about this nation, to understand her great traditions, and her vast, untapped potential.


“You heard the President talk about this in the State of the Union address, his challenge to each American to volunteer two years over the course of their lifetime to their communities…to join our Freedom Corps and give back to this country which asks so little of us.


“I haven't been to all 50 states, but I'm encouraged by what I've seen.  People in our country want to do more.  They want to prove the cynics and the naysayers wrong.  Most of all they want to send a message to our enemies overseas that our spirit cannot be destroyed, our good will cannot be undermined.  We know the challenge.


“The celebration of Black History Month rightly asks:  “The Color Line Revisited: Is Racism Dead?"  This is a question whose answer is not defined along lines of income or race or gender. It is answered by our best intentions as Americans, as a loving, compassionate people.  It means ensuring a high-quality education for all Americans so that no child is left behind, rebuilding our communities, fighting crime and violence, and pursuing equal opportunity and equal justice in every corner of society.


“Many of you are well aware that it took Dr. Carter Woodson 11 years from the time he founded the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History until he realized a dream of an African American History week.  It took another 50 years before that week was deservedly extended to the entire month of February.


“My friends, if our goal is not only to rebuild in the aftermath of September 11th, but to build a more virtuous America, we don't have 11 years to wait or a half-century.  It begins here and now in cities, in towns, large and small, in communities, both urban and rural, where we are one people united in our love of country, our devotion to freedom, our dedication to a society, which is blind to prejudice, yet dedicated to the advancement of all her people.


“This observance reminds us that America's strength lies in her diversity.  Those who think we are weak and amoral have tested our strength.  Yet, today, we stand stronger, knowing that we will work together for a better tomorrow in our schools, in our businesses, and in our homes.
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“I'm honored to join you today.  It is an honor I look forward to in future years, when we will celebrate our path and share in what would be America's progressing.


“Thank you very much.”

 [Applause.]
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