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John Cole:

Good afternoon.  Welcome to the Library of Congress [Library].  I’m John Cole.  I’m the director of the Center for the Book in the Library of Congress, which is the reading promotion arm of the Library.  We promote books and reading and libraries and literacy on behalf of the Library of Congress around the country through affiliated state centers for the book, and another partnership program that includes organizations, nonprofits that share our interest in trying to help American become a nation of readers.  I’m greeting you also on behalf, at least for the next few minutes, of Librarian of Congress James Billington.  Dr. Billington is an old friend of our speaker and had planned to introduce him, but suddenly he has been called over to the U.S. Senate for half an hour to meet with a member of our appropriations committee [Senate Committee on Appropriations].  And that’s your history lesson about the Library of Congress. 
[laughter]

 We are part of the legislative branch of government, and when Congress calls, especially if they’re a member of the legislative branch, we listen and Dr. Billington acts.  And I fully expect him to be here for the last part of this presentation, and you will have a greeting from him at that time.

This presentation is part of the, what the Center for the Book does here at the Library of Congress.  We are, of course, book and reading promoters -- and one of the ways that we like to recognize collections of the Library of Congress and its staff members and scholars who use our collections is by hosting talks about new books that are related in some way to the Library of Congress.  And I’ve already told you one of the strongest relationships between today’s speaker and the Library of Congress and that’s through Dr. James Billington who especially invited our speaker to come with us, Dr. Julius Becton, Gen. Becton to be with us today.

We are filming this talk, and there will be a question-and-answer session at its conclusion.  I want you to know that so you will turn off all things electronic during the presentation, and also to tell you that we hope you will have lots of questions.  But when you do ask a question here at the Library in our bureaucracy, we take that as your consent to be part of the film program to ask questions and that we would be pleased to let you watch yourself at another time when this presentation will be available on the Library’s Web site.  There’s information about the Center for the Book’s programs and our Web site number on the handouts as you go out.  After the question-and-answer session then we will have a time for a book signing.  

Dr. Billington actually wrote an endorsement for Gen. Becton’s book, and I have not seen that very often, on behalf of a Librarian of Congress and an author.  He worked with Gen. Becton, gave him advice about the book, and I was lucky enough to be there today when the two of them discussed a little bit about the book and its large original size and how it came down to being the kind of book that it is today.  

It’s a straightforward and impressive account, autobiography, of a great and path-breaking American.  Lt. Gen. Julius W. Becton fought for his country in three wars, overcame many obstacles to reach an unprecedently high rank in the Army and was later the innovative head of both a university and a federal agency.  His integrity has inspired many others at different stages of his life.  Dr. Billington, in his blurb for this book, noted that Gen. Becton writes with honesty, humor, and family feeling that makes this a rewarding human story.  And we’d like to welcome several members of the family here today as well.  Dr. Billington continued on this point.  “The principals of leadership included in Gen. Becton’s book have the authority of someone who has derived them from experience and exemplified them in his life.”  

Dr. Becton like -- Gen. Becton, like Dr. Billington, was raised in suburban Philadelphia where they became childhood friends and have kept up the contact ever since.  After finishing high school at age 18, Becton entered a segregated U.S. Army.  After 40 years he rose to the rank of lieutenant general serving as commanding general of the U.S. 7th  Corps in Germany and deputy commander-in-training in Doctrine Command and Army inspector-in-training before he retired in 1983.  Following retirement, Gen. Becton joined the Reagan administration in 1984 as director of the Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance for the Agency for International Development.  From 1985 to 1989 he was director of the Federal Emergency Management Agency, FEMA.  His final post was as CEO [chief operating officer] superintendent of Public Schools here in the District of Columbia.

A resident of Springfield, Va., Gen. Becton holds a Master of Arts degree in economics from the University of Maryland.  In 2007 he received the George C. Marshall Medal, the highest award presented by the Association of the U.S. Army.  He was honored for his sterling achievements as a soldier, combat commander, administrator, educator, public servant, government leader and a role model.  He has been listed several times by “Ebony” magazine as one of the 100 most influential blacks in America.  

We are honored to have Gen. Becton and members of his family with us here today.  I also note another Library of Congress connection in addition to the Dr. Billington connection -- Gen. Becton has been an active advisor to the Library’s wonderful Veteran’s History Project since it was created by Congress in 2000.  In fact, he is a member of its Five Star Council which I learned today, Dr. Billington helped set up and helped the shaping of the Veteran’s History Project in this way.  We are delighted to see Bob Patrick and many members of the Veteran’s History Project staff in our audience.  

Ladies and gentlemen, may I present an outstanding soldier and citizen, Lt Gen. Julius W. Becton Jr.  Gen. Becton.

[applause]

Julius W.  Becton Jr.:

Thank you, John, and I appreciate that.  I do want to make a couple modifications to what you said.  One -- I left my copy of the book over there, Bob would you? Okay. Is there’s a water here too? Great. You said that the -- Dr. James Billington put comments on the cover; the Librarian of Congress did not do that.  James Billington did it, which is one of the interesting points that he was told by his general counsel, “You cannot put any endorsement or comment on a cover.” And as I understand it, the Librarian of Congress said, “Okay, you told me what I can’t do now tell me how we’re going to do it.”  And if you take a look at it, it says nothing about Librarian of Congress.

The other thing, there are quite a few folks here in the audience that go back with me a very, very long time.  Two granddaughters, one daughter, we have people who, I am told by this fellow sitting in front, that I met at a go-go club that you said.  I don’t believe that, Gary.

[laughter]
Male Speaker: [inaudible]
Julius W.  Becton Jr.:

Yeah [laughter].  We have folks, one of my former students, I won’t say how long ago he was one of my students, but he now has his own doctorate and is a retired army colonel.  We have two doctors and retired Army colonel’s don’t we, Bob?  But most importantly we have one of your own.  As she is a professional staffer and can attest to some of the things, if not most of them, that’s in the book.  That’s Linda Riley sitting back there, and we spent a lot of time together writing this book.

It started back in 1992 in collaboration with Joe Galloway.  Joe was the author of “We Were Soldiers Once…And Young.”  And when he got busy with his book and also the movie production along with Gen. Hal Moore, the co-author, he -- we no longer could honor the handshake and he went his way and I went mine but he stayed as an advisor throughout it.  Linda joined us several years later, and as you’ll find out in the next 20 minutes or so I am a slow learner.  I just finished writing this last year.  Therefore, from 1992 until 2007, that’s how long it took to make it happen.  Of course we’re doing some other things at that time too.  

Along the way I’ve had several unique challenges throughout my 60 plus years of public service, and some more unique than others.  I intend to discuss some of those unique challenges in the time allotted, and also as John pointed out to engage in questions and answers.

Now there are a few folks here who I do not expect to hear any questions from and I’m not going to identify them now but if you were to get up and ask a question, I will say “you’re not one of them,” okay.

[laughter]

But for almost 40 years as a soldier -- you know John there’s no place to put this book.  I need it for some, look at it.  I intend to discuss those things, for about 40 years as a soldier and then the four follow on jobs that I had in post-retirement from the Army.  I entered, as John pointed out, a segregated Army in December of 1943, when I joined the Army Air Corps Enlisted Reserves as a senior in Lower Merion High School, suburban Philadelphia.  And that’s where Jim Billington and I met at Lower Merion High School.  He was two years behind me.  

I joined as a result of a former Lower Merion graduate visiting our school and speaking to the assembled students.  Gen. [Henry] “Hap” Arnold, chief of staff at the Army Air Corps, Lower Merion graduate, class of ’03, gave us a rousing talk about joining the Army Air Corps and winning your silver wings of a pilot and gold bars of a second lieutenant.  Well, I and quite a few of my fellow seniors, particularly from the football team, took a battery of tests and six of us were sworn into the Army Air Corps enlisted reserves on the 28th day of December 1943.  None of us graduated from flight school.  And before I leave this subject of Lower Merion, let me point out and mention a few of the other illustrious graduates that we have.

In addition to Gen. Arnold and Dr. Billington, a fellow named Al Haig, you may have heard the name -- supreme Allied commander of Europe and also former secretary of state; Dr. Larry Summers, former treasurer, secretary of treasury and more recently the president of Harvard.  Jim Zimble, vice admiral, formerly president of Uniformed Services University of Health Sciences over at Bethesda.  Jim Vance, NBC Channel 4  anchor.  You may have seen him every day you turn on your TV, Channel 4.  And one other graduate I’ll mention, we don’t talk about him much, a fellow named Kobe Bryant.

[laughter]

Julius W. Becton Jr.:

He is also a Lower Merion graduate and he didn’t go to college, he just left Lower Merion and went and started making money.  That’s just to mention a few of the folks that we are fortunate to have coming from our school.  

Okay, all six of us, that is the enlistees in the Army Air Corps enlisted reserves went to pre-flight school.  The other five went to Florida, and I went to Biloxi, Miss.  Now Biloxi is a great place for a young 18-year-old black from suburban Philadelphia to go to in 1944.  After failing the aviation eye exam some four months later, I was accepted into the infantry officer’s academy school [U.S. Army Infantry School] at Fort Benning, Ga.  When I started the course, albeit I was only 18, I did well and was commissioned in August of 1945 as a second lieutenant of infantry, age 19.  That’s not the age that a second lieutenant should be but you couldn’t tell me that then.  

I left Benning and went and joined the 93rd Infantry Division.  That’s an all-black division except for the senior officers.  It was in the Pacific, a place called Morotai, just north of New Guinea.  At the end of the war that’s where I was and later the division deactivated.  

I was separated from active duty in November of 1946, and entered Muhlenberg College in February of ’47 as a second semester sophomore, pre-med on a football scholarship, which I had to give up shortly after I got there because I injured my shoulder.  In July of 1948, I was a reservist on active duty for training at Aberdeen Proving Ground.  You know, we used to go between semesters, do our reserve duty, get paid, so we could have money to go back to school. I see you nodding Bruce, you don’t know.  But I was earning money.  That was when President Truman signed an Executive Order 9981 officially ending segregation in the military services.  When that happened the Aberdeen commander assembled all of the officers, read the order.  Apparently on the orders from the War Department, and then said, “As long as he is the commander, there’ll be no change at Aberdeen, officer club number one, officer club number 2, NCO [noncommissioned officer] club number one, NCO club number two, swimming pool number one, swimming pool number two.”  If you don’t understand the difference than I, I’ll talk to you later.

[laughter]

As I said, at the time, the summer of ’48, I was a pre-med student at Muhlenberg, and while I was doing okay as a student, I wasn’t all that keen about fulfilling my father’s desire that I become a medical doctor.  It was his idea.  He had a third grade education, and he felt that his son ought to become a medical doctor.  Okay, but I enjoyed being a second lieutenant in World War II, albeit, in all-black units.  So after the executive order I volunteered to be recalled to active duty.  That decision was prompted by the fact that I had married my high school sweetheart in January of 1948 and we were expecting our first child in December of 1948.  Louise had to stop working as a registered nurse in the early fall of ’48 and a GI Bill stipend certainly would not cover our expenses.  And since I gave up my football scholarship, I lost that $35 a month as well.  I was recalled to active duty in November of ’48, and even with the executive order I was assigned to an all-black unit at Fort Bliss, Texas, following our oldest daughter’s birth.

After a refresher course in the Infantry Officer Basic [Course] at Fort Benning in the summer of ’49, I joined the 2nd Infantry Division, a battalion in that division, an all-black battalion at Fort Lewis, Wash., where I was to participate in a competitive tour for a Regular Army appointment.  Now what I’m saying, the Army had a system back in those days that Regular Army is just like a tenured professor.  Reservists, National Guard -- nontenured.  And those who want to become members of the “real” Army want to become Regular Army officers.  So each year they took 1,000 of us, put us in a program and we competed against each other.  And about a third would be selected for Regular Army status. 

In July of 1950, I deployed to Korea in that same all-black battalion except for the battalion commander.  In August 1950, that battalion -- 9th Infantry, 3rd Battalion, 9th Infantry Regiment of the 2nd Division was desegregated because of a battlefield decision.  And that decision was simply this -- the army was unable to bring in replacements and distribute them based upon race.  So they did what made sense, put them where they’re needed.  Now I’m still talking about some of those unique challenges.

From March of ’51 when I assumed command of my first company, this one in combat -- and by the way I had a total of three companies that I commanded -- until I retired in 1983, I was fortunate to have commanded at every level in the Army from company to corps.  That is from a company of about 125, 150 people to the corps -- 7th Corps at the time the largest corps we had, 88,000.  So I encourage you to read the details about those Army things in that book.

My first job following the Army came in January of 1984, some five months after retiring from Fort Monroe where I was the deputy commanding general of the Training and Doctrine Command.  And by the way I had four jobs after leaving the Army and at each job I followed someone who had been fired.  That’s very challenging by the way.  Anyhow, the circumstances about why I took a job subject to dual compensation, and this job was subject to dual compensation, falls in that unique category.  Dual compensation simply says that an individual cannot draw two paychecks from the federal government, one retired and one for the job you now have based upon what your grade may be, which meant that I drew no retired pay when I went to work in my first job in Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance Agency for International Development.  

Now why would I do that?  Why would I go to work full time and not get paid for it?  Well the answer’s very simple.  My wife Louise gave me 30 days to get a job when we retired from the Army.

[Laughter]

And if I didn’t she would.  I didn’t and she did.  And she went to work as the staff nurse in hospice in Northern Virginia and later a supervisor.  Very dedicated work, she loves it and I admire people who do that kind of thing.  I’m not cut out to do that.  But while she was working and I was at home, going to an occasional lunch, having a couple interviews, being told you’re over qualified, we don’t need you, et cetera, et cetera, I decided that I would help out by reorganizing our kitchen.  Now those of you who work in mess halls, you see what I’m talking about.  You’ve got all the boxes, labels facing out, all the bottles, size, labels facing out, all the containers, small containers, labels facing out in alphabetical order.  I was very proud of my handy work just like in my mess halls.  When she came home, took one look at that, I knew then that my days were numbered at that house.

[laughter]

I went to work under dual compensation.  At least I got out of the house.  That job lasted for about 18 months, and then I was asked whether I’d be interested in FEMA, Federal Emergency Management Agency in October of ’85.  The second director of FEMA was forced to retire and I was offered a position by the White House supported by a senator from Tennessee -- Al Gore, and the vice president to Mr. Reagan -- George Herbert Walker Bush.  Those are my two compatriots who encouraged me to go to work in FEMA.

I’m going to read a portion of what I found.  When I arrived at FEMA, FEMA’s budget had not been approved.  Now this is October of ’85.  And within my first 10 days on the job, I had to cut $13.8 million from the budget.  Two grand juries were looking into alleged questionable practices in the Agency, and more than 30 investigations by FEMA’s IG [inspector general] was [sic] underway.  Add to this the unflattering press the agency regularly received in local newspapers and the fact that no funds had been available for travel, recruitment, training, for a period of 10 months, little wonder the employee moral was low.

Does that sound familiar from what you may have heard about FEMA since then?  Well that was FEMA.  And we got on quite well.  Once I left I received a citation written in the House of Representative. And the members of the FEMA staff, we’re still friends today.  But when President Bush took over in ’89, Bush one, the chief of staff that he had selected, John Sinunu, had previously made it clear that I would no longer be the FEMA director.  Why?  Simply because we had [had] several cross words when he was the governor of New Hampshire.  He wanted FEMA to cut some corners in bringing on board a nuclear power plant, Seabrook, and I refused.

Now FEMA had nothing to do with inside the wire.  FEMA’s responsibility is on the outside of the wire -- transportation, security, notification, hospitalization, all those things that take place around, if an emergency takes place.  President-elect Bush then offered me a position of the secretary of the newly formed Veterans Affairs to which my wife was very unhappy.  But at the 11th hour she got her wish because he gave that job to a defeated member of Congress from Illinois who turned out to be a failure.  But I didn’t go to the Veterans Affairs.  

In the meantime, the president of Prairie View A&M University was fired by the Board of Regents at the Texas A&M University System.  Prairie View is under the Texas A&M University system.  Some 30 years earlier I had been an assistant professor of military science at Prairie View where I pursued my BS degree as a nontraditional student.  Surprisingly I made the short list in the fall of 1989, and was subsequently selected as the fifth president of Prairie View over a sitting university president from Tennessee.  I found out later that the Board of Regents at Texas A&M University System all Aggie graduates, therefore all Army officers, were looking for a “butt kicker,” their words not mine, rather than an academician.

After arriving on campus, I discovered that the Texas Legislature had previously threatened to put the university under a conservator if the management funds didn’t approve.  Now we’ve got two Prairie View guys sitting over there and you probably never heard this but we were in trouble in those days.  Among my unique challenges in Prairie View was the suspension of football at Prairie View for a year.  Now football is king in Texas, high school, junior high, middle school, college, professional, football is king.  Have you ever been hung in effigy?  

[laughter]

Five years later the finances were in order, football was back, albeit without scholarships and no victories.  As a matter of fact, Prairie View, those two guys’ school, set a record for losses -- NCAA I, II, III and IV, all levels.  Bu, our graduates -- engineers, nurses, scientists, teachers, pre-dent, pre-med, pre-law, all students were much sought after.  All programs were fully accredited.  Research programs were fully engaged.  Endowment and other positive things were on track.


We returned home to Springfield [Va.] in November of 1994, and of course as I said earlier, my work on the book had started before leaving Prairie View.  Finally, my fourth and last job, CEO and superintendent of D.C. Public Schools turned out to be the most difficult job I ever had in all my life, to include three wars.

The 1996 Financial Responsibility and Management Assistance Authority, commonly called a Control Board had been appointed by the Congress and the White House, and they were running the city.  On November the 15 of ’96 the [D.C. Financial] Control Board appointed me as the CEO superintendent and formed an Emergency Transitional Education Board of Trustees of nine members who worked pro-bono.  That fellow right there, Bruce MacLaury -- was the CEO, was formerly CEO of Brookings Institution -- was appointed Chairman.  Outstanding group, we worked together.  We’ll work until -- wait until Brook Simples gets seated.

Male Speaker: 
You mentioned my school, I would want to thank you.

Julius W. Becton, Jr.:

Oh, ok, how you doing?

Male Speaker:

I’m fine how about you?

Julius W. Becton, Jr.:

We’re the same age believe it or not.  Okay.  

Anyhow, the federal government had a take over of the city with the Control Board.  The mayor, Marion Barry was removed from control of the schools.  The [D.C.] City Council that had elected the school board were also removed from controls over the schools.  As the only school district in the country that had to go to the Congress for our funding, I had the potential of 535 experts who knew my job better than I did.

Plus, not one of them had a kid in our schools.  The Control Board put out and assessment entitled “Children in Crisis: A Report on the Failure of D.C.’s Public Schools.”  I’d like to read a portion of that report.  And Bruce, you may remember this.

“The deplorable record of the District’s public schools by every important educational and management measure has left one of the city’s most important public responsibilities in a state of crisis, creating an emergency which can no longer be ignored or excused.  The District of Columbia Public Schools is failing in its mission to educate the children of the District of Columbia in virtually every area and for every grade level; the system has failed to provide our children with a quality education and safe environment in which to learn.”

They go on to point out, “The board’s full report also detailed the measured failures of the current school system in terms of unacceptable conditions that the children face every day.  These failure, major failures were:  education outcome was well below the national norm, education inequity persists, mismanagement undermines learning, unsafe environments disrupt learning, unacceptable service provisions affect students.”  And of course there was an immediate expectation after November of 1996 that all of these things would be improved with the snap of a finger and that we would do all the things right and get everything back on track.  And they demanded that of us.  Well we didn’t make it.

Eighteen months later, spring of ’98, with pressures from my wife and several of my family members, one of whom is sitting in here, I resigned.  With the admonition from Louise, “If you take another job like that one we may not be together for our next anniversary.”  That was in 1998, as I said, I’m a slow learner but I’m not stupid.  We celebrated our 60th anniversary two months ago.

I should also point out that while we did not do the things that people expected in many cases, we did a lot of good things for the schools.  I have a letter and it is in that book written by Don Graham, the publisher of the “Washington Pos” what he thought about the job that we did.  

Two final comments before I open up for questions.  The District of Columbia has had 10 superintendent’s, chancellors, CEO’s, whatever you want to call them, in less than 20 years.  Last week while in suburban Philadelphia, I commented even Philadelphia is not that bad.  I made that statement because I just heard that my chief academic officer and my replacement Arlene Ackerman will become the superintendent of Philadelphia on 1, June.  Did you know that Bruce?  I called her and said, “Have you lost your mind?”  She said, “I love kids,” okay.

I said many times, a study as to what’s the problem here in Washington, would make an excellent doctorial study.  During this post-Army period I have served on five corporate boards, been a member of a federal district judge’s oversight committee in a desegregation case in Alabama, been a commissioner on an American Battle Monument Commission, appointed by Bush two, responsible for all overseas American military cemetery’s and the building of the World War II Memorial, and I’ve been a friend of the court and two Supreme Court decisions, plus many, many pro-bono boards.

Throughout my career I have worked with some of the best people you can find, people who were truly encouragers.  My parents never discouraged me from trying no matter what the challenge.  Plus Louise was always my severest critic and also my biggest supporter.  And by the way, the work on this book was just finished last year as I said.  In a nutshell, that’s my story and I’m sticking to it.

What are your questions?

[applause]

John Cole:

We have just been joined by Dr. James Billington who is the anonymous writer of an endorsement for this book, and I’d like to call on Dr. Billington, the 13th Librarian of Congress, for any comments that he might have about his friend Gen. Becton.

Julius W. Becton, Jr.: 
We can let Jim answer the questions too.

[laughter]

Librarian of Congress James H. Billington: 
Well I don’t want to interfere with the questions.  I’ll just give you one little anecdote that I’ve never told Gen. Becton. But I was two years below him at this high school and he was quite a phenomenon in those days.  He shortly went and enlisted directly in the Army, got in the end of World War II as I’m sure you know.  But he was quite an athlete among other things, great hurdler, and he was also a very tough competitor in football.  And I have one, you know when you reach my advanced, semi-archaeological status here, you don’t remember too many things.  But this I remember as vividly as if it were yesterday.  Our big rival, it was a place called Radnor where my daughter’s kids now go to school so I have to adjust.

[laughter]

But we would play in Villanova Stadium, the Lower Merion-Radnor game, and I remember in those days they didn’t have, they played sort of single wing football.  It was very old fashioned, you played on offense and defense and there was a huge, it wasn’t very subtle, it you had only two yards to go you’d go right in the middle of a line every time, there was no sort of variety.  So I remember the -- Radnor was pressing to go ahead with this game and they were on the two yard line and they kept going through the middle of the line time after time.  And then finally it was fourth down and they were only about a few inches to go and there was the most huge pile up they went in.  And it was, I mean you don’t see that any more but I mean the entire 22 players, there was a sort of mountain of human bodies.  And the referee was going and they were all kind of fighting you could see arms and legs moving in this mass of humanity.  And the referees were pulling the players off one after the other and then finally the moment of truth.  The guy still clutching the ball and he was trying to keep Julius from getting it because he was the last defender there.  And what he was doing, the guy was reaching back to make sure he still had the ball which meant that he wasn’t over the goal line so they went on, that wasn’t the end of the game but that was the decisive turning point.  

But somehow that’s a metaphor for Julius Becton.  He was, he was there going for the ball, going for the guy, doing it right and able to survive 20 other people on top of him.  So I’m not sure that that doesn’t belong, but other people are going to have to write about this remarkable guy whose career is so beautifully told in this.  

I don’t want to interfere with the questions because I’ve had the privilege, I have, our paths have been in very different ways, but when I came back to Washington he was just, he was just going to FEMA and one has the impression that the place hasn’t been as well run since Julius Becton left it to put it mildly.  But it’s remarkable.  Somehow that picture, 20 people on top of him but the other, but when you got down to the base things, the other guy was reaching back to get the ball and Julius was standing there at the goal line.

So this is an amazing, wonderful guy.  He’s just, and a wonderful family man I might add.  I mean they’ve just had their 60th wedding anniversary, what was it, a month or so ago?  He’s got a great family.  He has inspired more people in more different parts of life than probably we could mention, certainly than he mentions in the book.  And I want to endorse the book in the sense that it is such a wonderfully refreshing story.  It has the vitality of somebody who you trust talking to you about things that are so varied, so interesting, and when you get these principles of leadership you realize that you’re hearing something that is based on real experience, on overcoming a lot of obstacles, but always maintaining an affirmative, forward looking direction in his life and at the same time standing firm where you have to stand firm so it’s the other guy whose got to reach back to make sure he’s still got the ball but you’ve still got the goal line.

So anyhow, he’s, I don’t know, I think we really want to hear from Julius himself and want to get some more of the flavor of this remarkable American.  I’m sort of tempted, I see Bruce MacLaury here who we worked closely with in the school district in that period when Julius took on yet another challenge after fighting in three wars and fighting a number of battles in other wars internally.  But I wonder if Bruce would want to ask a question because we’re all interested in that aspect, most recent aspect.  

But I just want to pay tribute to this amazing guy and say that in our school, which is most famous for having sent Kobe Bryant directly, without the intervening nuisance of playing for college, directly to the pro’s, that I think still Julius Becton is the pride of that school, and it has been a privilege to have known him and to have been able to see what a really wonderful person can do in a variety of different challenging circumstances.

But I don’t know, Bruce, I’d like to take --

[applause]

Julius W. Becton Jr.:

Now remember you weren’t here when I said certain people cannot ask questions.  Bruce is not one of them.  By the way, Jim, did you see this fellow here?  He’s one of my classmates too.  Brook Simple.

Dr. James H. Billington:
You reminded me, we forgot Gen. Arnold.

Julius W. Becton Jr.:

We talked about him too.

Dr. James H. Billington:

Did you mention that?

Julius W. Becton Jr.:

Yes.

Dr. James H. Billington: 
Okay.

[laughter]

Julius W. Becton, Jr.:

One other thing I should point out that you did not mention, sir, you mentioned about your grandchildren and being students at Radnor.  My wife is a graduate of Radnor, just for the record, so I have a different view of Radnor High School.

Okay what are your questions?  Yeah?

Male Speaker: 
Could you talk a little bit about your parents and their influence on your life?

Julius W. Becton, Jr.:

Sure.  I already mentioned the fact that my father went to third grade and then went to work.  My mother -- and he’s from North Carolina.  My mother is from Caroline County down in Virginia.  She went to tenth grade, that’s the highest she could go to school in those days.  And then she and the man she was going to marry both moved up to Philadelphia, met up there and they had two sons.  I was the oldest; my brother Joe is now deceased.  But we were raised, and you’ll find in that book in a Christian home.  As a matter of fact, I make a point that Sunday was a day you spent in church.  Today I go to the chapel at Fort Myer Memorial Chapel.  We get in at 10:30 and we’re out by 11:30.  Get the message across in one hour.  Growing up in Bryn Mawr, I went to junior church at 10:30, senior church at eleven o’clock, Sunday school whenever the minister finished talking at 12:30, one o’clock.  On the fourth Sunday we came back for communion at three o’clock.  Every Sunday we came back at 6:45 for BYPU, Baptist Young Peoples Union, and then we went to night church at eight o’clock.  

Now I have told the chaplains who I’ve worked with, “Young man if you can’t get it done in an hour then we’re going to have a problem.”

[laughter]

Julius W. Becton, Jr.:

I don’t think it’s anything being sacrilegious, but I don’t think I need all of that time to have my soul saved.  Now I will also point out that my dad went to one church, that’s eleven o’clock.  The rest of the time mom took care of our doing those services.  

I could participate in any sport I wanted to as long as I maintained a B-average.  To play football, my coach came out every summer in August and talked to my mother because my father wouldn’t sign for me, my mother did that.  And she made it very clear, “As long as he maintains a B average he can play football; doesn’t maintain a B-average, no football.” And I was a college prep student, because my father said “you’re going to become a doctor.”  To him that was the highest position a black American could do in those days, be a medical doctor.  To say that we had an honorable household, it was very honorable.  He didn’t lie, cheat or steal, get caught doing anything of those three, you were in trouble.  And by the way when I was growing up we lived in an apartment where my father worked and there’s a picture of that apartment in that book.  But on the outlining areas of the apartment a bunch of hedges, when either Joe my brother or I would act up we would be required to go out and get a switch, cut, torn from the hedge.  And if that switch was not big enough, we’d go back and get another one and put two of them together.  We got the message so we, if you were to do that now you’d be in trouble, Renee Strickland Becton.  But in those days, and some of you may understand what happened in those days.  We got the message across.  

My father died when I reached a grade of a lieutenant colonel.  He was disappointed when I dropped out of college in the pre-med program.  I married a nurse, [and] that made him happy.  And then he got to know that nurse and it made him very happy because they didn’t have any daughters.  My mother lived long enough to see me retire.  As a matter of fact, there’s some who says she lived long enough to make sure I got job after I retired because I went to work on the fourth of January 1984.  She died the fifth of January same year.  She lived long enough to see that I could do something besides be a soldier.

One other story I’ll mention.  I used a name Julius Wesley Becton Jr. for one reason -- to remind me that there was a senior. And I was not as respectful and supportive of having a father who was a janitor when I’m down in Lower Merion where you’ve got all these rich dudes and going to school, their father’s are doing bankers, railroad magnates, doctors, this, and my father was a janitor.  I corrected that action on my part before he died, and if I had a hero, I had a whole bunch of them, he is as the top of it.  Okay?

[applause]

Julius W. Becton Jr.:

Yes, sir?

Male Speaker:

During your time as superintendent of D.C. Public Schools, what was your biggest frustration with the school system?

Julius W. Becton Jr.:

What was my biggest frustration with the school district, with the school system you said?

[laughter]

Several, can’t name one.  We had a judge who was trying a case of Parents United against the City of Washington.  And the defendants were the school board and the mayor, mayor being Marion Barry.  And she took on the responsibility and she was in charge.  We replaced about two-thirds of the roofs in a schools because of fire code violations and we had a whole bunch of them.  But every time a roof was repaired we could not have anyone in the building for fear of the safety of the kids, which is malarkey.  

It got to the point that we even were replacing the front steps in Ellington High School and we had the kids going in the back door while we replaced the front steps.  She heard about it, she closed the school.

I got so frustrated one time I told Dr. [Andrew] Brimmer, the chairman of the Control Board, that I am not going to do what she just got finished telling me.  I am prepared to go to jail and she can hold me in contempt.  And Dr. Brimmer said, “I understand.”  An hour later he called me up and said “You can’t do that.”  “Why can’t I do that?”  “Because you want to use your general counsel to defend you, right?”  “Yes sir.”  “She can’t do it because she is a federal or, employee of the judge, or the judge in superior court.  My [your] lawyer is also a[n] employee of the city, and I [you] will have to use my [your] own [personal] lawyer.”  Well I wasn’t about to go that far.  

[laughter]

That was one frustration.  Another frustration: we were in, six months in to trying to make some things happen and a “Washington Times” reporter harassed me about giving myself a grade, how you’re doing.  And I said, “I’m not going to do that.”  After time and time and time again I said, “Okay, C+,” then the reporter went over to see the mayor and said “Becton gave himself a C+, what do you think?”  And the mayor said, “I haven’t seen anything, as a matter of fact, it’s worse off now than when he first started.”  Reporter came back to me and said, “This is what the mayor said, what do you say?”  “I will not get into a debate in the media with the mayor.”  But the next time I saw him in a one-on-one I did suggest to the mayor, “Mr. Mayor, I have been in the city since the ‘60s when you first ran for the school board and then you became chairman and then you went to the city council and then became the mayor.  You’ve had, I’ve had six months and you’ve had a lot of time.  Who should have done something?”  I excluded the period when he was in jail.

[laughter]

But those are the kinds of things that sort of drive you up a wall.  There are a whole bunch of other things, can you, want to mention one Bruce that we had?

Bruce MacLaury:

Yes.  Thank you.  I would have named a management information system that didn’t deserve the name system.  We never knew from one time to the next where the teachers were, where the people were, whether they were getting paid, and I’ve got to say, I’ve never worked with a finer person than Julius Becton in that role as superintendent.  It’s that role that I had the privilege of seeing and working with him, but the frustrations were endless.  He’s named a couple of them but not knowing where you were.  I remember one incident and that was close to the end of the school year.  We were told that we were $40 million in the red on the school budget, whereas we had every reason to think that we were coming out on budget or better.  That was just one indication, and it destroyed credibility in everything that the school, the emergency school board, was trying to do.  So lack of knowing where one was and how one was getting on with the job was utterly frustrating.  Julius survived that.  He did a great job, and it was a privilege of mine to work with him.

Julius W. Becton Jr.:

Thanks, Bruce.  You might want to mention the fact that our chief finance officer (CFO) didn’t work for me in theory.  In practice I controlled the CFO, but in theory the city CFO controlled all of the subordinate CFOs.  And one day, about February of 1998, Ed came into see me, my CFO and said “I’ve just been fired.”  “You’ve been what?”  “I just received a call from the city CFO, a fellow named Anthony Williams, and he fired me and told me to report back to his place.”  And when I heard that I hit the ceiling, literally.  Got on the telephone and started screaming at one Tony Williams.  I said, “Get your so and so over here, we’re going to talk about this.”  So he came over and we talked.  Didn’t change his mind but what he did do, he said, “Okay I understand that I probably shouldn’t have done that but you need a CFO, I will let you share the CFO from UDC, University of District of Columbia.”  Now here we were, and as Bruce wrote, you m ay not remember this sir, you wrote a note, “If you’re trying to destroy a system, you’ve just picked a way to do it.”

Okay.  Soreley.
Male Speaker: 
I’d like to hear a little bit more about your life as a soldier.  Maybe you could say something about your most gratifying assignment and why it was such.

Julius W. Becton Jr.:

Every assignment, Bob, I had, when the family was there and we worked with great people, I found to be a very, very satisfying job.  Commanding the 1st Cal[vary] Division, Fort Hood, Texas.  People talk about Camelot; we had a great time.  Then moving onto Stuttgart, Germany, commanding 7th Corps; again a great group of men and women that we still talk with daily.  One of them is sitting back there.  

But I found probably the most satisfying job was in combat, in Vietnam,2nd Squadron, 17th Calvary.  That unit gets together every two years and our next meeting is coming up in a couple months.  We still get together.  We’ve lost a couple of folks who have died since the war, but the interesting part about that, the stories keep getting bigger and bigger.

[laughter]

And you don’t even remember what they’re talking about but they, there they are.  When did you get in?  That’s all right; I’ll talk to you later.  Thank you, Tom.

So when the family’s together, working with good people, I enjoy that.  Next question.  Did you have your hand up?  Okay.  Yes, sir?

Dr. James H. Billington:

As the opposite side of the last question, what was the most do you feel was the most difficult single challenge you had to overcome?  You had to overcome a lot.

Julius W. Becton Jr.:

I knew that before you came in.

Dr. James H. Billington: 
Oh you did?

Julius W. Becton Jr.:

Very simple, D.C. Public Schools.

[laughter]

Dr. James H. Billington:
Well no I was thinking more in the Army career.  I mean was it --?

Julius W. Becton Jr.:

Okay, I had to try a colonel, brigade commander for rape.  Now you don’t do that often, but to make things, to compound it, that army colonel was a brigade commander in the 1st Cal[vary] Division.  He looked like me.  It’s the only division in the Army that had a black commanding general and a black colonel commander of a brigade in the same unit.  And it was necessary for me, for us to refer charges against him.  You don’t take that charge lightly.  Circumstances, he had been on temporary duty in McClellan, Fort McClellan, Ala.; he met a young specialist who had been a driver for our command sergeant major and she was now an OCS [officers candidate school], and they had gone out for dinner and what may have been consensual at one time later turned in to something else.  

And the first word I had heard was the he had been picked up, put in jail in Anniston, Ala.  And I was in New York at the time I got this call and I got back as fast as I could.  Then the corps commander, Bob Schumacher, and I got together to get him out of the civilian authorities in Anniston, Ala.  That is not a good place for a fellow of color to be on the subject of rape.  

And we got him back into military control hands and we brought him back to Fort Hood and started the Article 32, the investigation to see what charges should be filed.  The staff judge advocate, the lawyer, my lawyer, came in and said, “We’ve got two charges: -- one of rape and a second, adultery.”  And I said, “No, Cal, we’re not going to do it that way.  If you give any court the option of saying rape or adultery, they will take adultery every time and will not address the subject of rape.  Because we’re not going -- I’m not going to be the guy who is going to stand up and having general court-martials for people for adultery.  We don’t have enough jail space for that.”
[laughter]

He agreed, we tried him and he was found, he was acquitted on a very simple charge that questioned when did the subject turn from okay to stop -- simple as that.  That was a difficult charge for all of us in our division.  And going back to the question Bob asked, the officers’ wives in that division showed up in the court every day, every senior officers wife sitting behind the wife of the brigade commander, showing their support for her.

After the trial was over -- and I could not go into court for obvious reasons -- after the trial was over, he came to see me and said, “Can I have my job back?”  We had already had a replacement come in and I said, “No I don’t think so.  Why don’t you call your assignment officer in Washington and see what they have for you?”  Now some of you soldiers sitting around know what I’m going to say now.  He did and he came back an hour later and said, “I’m going to retire.”  I said, “Okay, what did they offer you?”  Okay, he’s a colonel, a very successful colonel up to that point.  They offer him to be the attaché in Yemen or be a reserve advisor in South Dakota.  

[laughter]

Okay.  I got some others too but I won’t mention.  They’re in the -- some of them are in the book.  Yes?  Bob, sorry.

Male Speaker:

Sir, certainly over 60 years, you’ve seen our Army go through many stages and I would just be interested in how you assess the Army of today and the job its doing and the state of readiness.

Julius W. Becton Jr.:

I’m going to preface my remarks by saying this morning at nine o’clock I was on WTOP [TV, now WUSA-TV].  Mike Waters was asking me questions about the book, and he asked a similar question.  Something about what my views were about Rumsfeld and I, there are certain answers I don’t give and I didn’t touch that one.  But we’ve got all- volunteer Army; we have high retention, maybe enlistments are not that high in National Guard but for the active Army.  I have been to the training base where they have basic training down in Jackson.  Those kids are doing things now that I never thought of doing, and yet I was in charge of individual training back in ’82, ’83.  

The equipment that we have, it is just beyond, it blows my mind to think about what they can do with it.  I believe one of the major challenges that will apparently always be there is making sure that our leaders understand the talent that they have and using the skills of those men and women as best that they can be used; avoiding any type of partisan or political involvement; avoiding the idea of over-supervising, looking over peoples’ shoulders.  You know it’s important to give a person a job, let them do the job, support them.  When they don’t do the job, get someone else to do it, but don’t micromanage them.  

We still have some people who want to go back to zero defects.  That’s always been a problem, where we want to have every thing perfect.  Well, my view has always been unless you’re dealing with stuff like nuclear weapons, mistakes can be made.  We learn from our mistakes.  The idea is, don’t make them.  Yes?

John Cole: 
One more question.  
Male Speaker: 
Thank you.  What advice do you give to someone who is becoming a new superintendent, a military general who is retiring and becoming a new superintendent?

Julius W. Becton Jr.:

[Laughs] Okay.  I think it is critically important that you want the job for the right reason. Not for the money.  Michelle [Rhee] is making at least four times as much money as I made as superintendent. You want to make sure that you have the kind of personality that permits people beneath you to make mistakes.  You have to be a professional in what you’re doing.  And by a professional I’m saying, know your job and then require people beneath you to know their job.

I look upon integrity as non-negotiable.  You’ve got to understand that.  Make sure your people understand that.  And some of you in the audience recognize what I’m doing.  I’m going down a list of things which I have said many, many times and you’ll find it in that book.  I talk about loyalty is a two-way street.  Make sure your people understand that.  I talk about innovation, seeking a better way.  Disagreement is not disrespect.  Permit your people to challenge assertions, because once you have established the ground rule, you know where they’re coming from; they know where you’re coming from.  Be sensitive to and intolerant of abuse and misuse of your people.  Do not permit that.  Not just physical, verbal, all types of abuse.  I maintain that education, security, safety is everybody’s business.  Make sure all your people understand that.  I had some twelve points at one time and I put in number one point about children.  Children first, making sure that everyone understands, that’s their major job.  The children that you’re there for got to be number one.  And the last two I would recommend: maintain a sense of humor, fairly important -- and keep things in perspective. 

And I don’t think I -- did I miss any?  Okay, my daughter said I didn’t miss any.

[applause]

[end of transcript]

