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[Applause.]

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Thank you very much, Bruce, for that kind introduction, and good evening to you all.  And I'd like to officially welcome you all to the U.S. Department of Agriculture and to our beautiful patio here.  We're very pleased to be able to host this event this evening.

“I'm very pleased that we could have participation from many of our Members of Congress, although I think some of them haven't arrived yet.  I know that Senator Robert Bennett plans to be here, but he is the chairman now of our Appropriations Committee, and our appropriations bill has been on the floor today.  So we really appreciate the job that he is doing in shepherding that bill through because we do need our appropriations to operate here. I'm very pleased that Senator Smith is here with us from Oregon.  I have a special story to tell about Senator Smith.  He first came to this Department as Senator and when I was Secretary just in 2001.  And he came for an event that we were doing with regard to our forests and our Forest Service.  And he walked in and he said, "I haven't been here since I was a little kid."  He said, "My father was a special assistant to Ezra Taft Benson."

“And so I said, "I'd love to have you over for lunch sometime and, you know, let you spend more time at the Department."  And so at that time, we found the press releases that actually announced the appointment of his father under Ezra Taft Benson.  We also found the press release when his father left.  So Secretary Benson, I just wanted to say, had the highest praise for Senator Smith's father, and he wrote, "During his three years of government service, he has in every way successfully and energetically carried out the difficult responsibilities of the top-level position of Executive Assistant.  He has my best wishes and congratulations on his demonstrated efficiency and outstanding management abilities."
“We often see these generations come and go in Washington, and we're very pleased to have the generations of the Benson family here this evening and to be recognizing the generations of the Smith family and the interconnection there.  So thank you all for being here.
-more-


“I cannot say that I was privileged to meet Ezra Taft Benson, but 50 years and 12 Secretaries later, his legacy as a public servant and his contributions to American agriculture endure.  From the program you have been given, you can see that Secretary Benson was born into agriculture and dedicated much of his early life to agriculture.

“When he received an honorary doctorate of law later in his life, it was remarked that he had been both trained in agriculture as much by perspiration as by education.  He dedicated himself to helping farmers locally before he ever served them nationally.

“His tenure as Secretary was marked by changes in the Department and in American agriculture.  Although he supported Senator Robert Taft, his distant cousin, in the 1952 Presidential election, he served President Eisenhower ably and faithfully for two full terms.  It was a feat that would have surprised his critics at the time, who expected that he would be the first member of the Eisenhower Cabinet to leave office.

“But Ezra Taft Benson stood on the solid bedrock of his principles. He fought for what he believed was right, even if it earned him scorn, and even if many of those who scorned him were in his own political party.  But more often his persistence and determination earned him respect.


“He repeated the philosophy of hard work and thinking in new ways that he shared with President Eisenhower.  "When a fence is down," he said, "don't make a career out of chasing cows.  The thing to do is to fix the fence."

“Secretary Benson took what he knew from a life in agriculture and what he learned along the way and brought it to Washington.  One of the first things he did at USDA was to reorganize the Department, getting closer to the notion of today's mission areas that we have here at the Department.  For instance, he moved the Agriculture Conservation Program out of the Production and Marketing Administration and into the Soil Conservation Service, or what is now Chief Knight's agency, the Natural Resources Conservation Service.  It would make a lot more sense today, but back then it was a real political fight.

“Secretary Benson oversaw the creation of the Foreign Agricultural Service, and we celebrated its 50th anniversary on this patio just this year, earlier this year, as well.  And he brought about the transfer of the agriculture attaché from the State Department into the USDA.

“Under Secretary Benson, the Department established the Agricultural Marketing Service and the Agricultural Research Service.  He helped create the Soil Bank to put production and demand in better line and promoted basic conservation.

“In a landmark year of 1956, the Conservation Reserve Program came into existence as part of the Soil Bank Act, later followed by the Acreage Reserve.  That was also the year that the Rural Development Program began.  Secretary Benson expanded agricultural exports and a purchase program to remove excess commodities from the markets, and he helped to oversee the beginning of the surplus disposal program in international markets that became Public Law 480, named Food for Peace by President Eisenhower.
-more-


“Some of the news media called Ezra Taft Benson the most influential member of the Cabinet and the most politically popular spokesman in the government in the years before he and President Eisenhower left office.

“After a long and remarkable life, Ezra Taft Benson will be remembered as a man of faith.  But he will also be remembered as a man of faithfulness to the men and women who work the land and live in rural communities and to the poor and hungry in our country and around the world.

“When he left office, he was asked about his work on behalf of American agriculture.  After all the policy and legislative debates, after serving a President for two terms, after meeting with countless foreign leaders, he said his work as a county agent gave him the greatest satisfaction.  "Helping boys and girls grow up to be good farmers and good citizens," he said, "assisting neighbors to improve their fields, their livestock, their marketing, and their homes."  Those words speak volumes about Ezra Taft Benson.
“Thank you very much.”
[Applause.]
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