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[applause]

John Kelly:

Thank you.  My name is John Kelly.  I’m a columnist at the “Washington Post.”  I want to welcome you all and thank you for coming to the National Book Festival today.  And I want to point out that the “Washington Post” is a charter sponsor of today’s event, and we really love doing this because, obviously, without reading there wouldn’t be much of a “Washington Pos”t around.  

One of the things I did at the “Washington” -- I’ve done at the “Washington Post” is start a page for kids called “KidsPost.”  And we --

[applause]

Thank you.  And as I learn about the NBA’s Read to Achieve Program, I’m reminded that we’re on the same page, if you will, about this, that is, kids need to learn to read.  And adults, with the love of learning, are hatched from kids with the love of learning and of reading.  And the Read to Achieve Program is a year-round program developed to encourage young people to do just that: develop a life-long love for reading.

An estimated 50 million children a year are reached by Read to Achieve.  It’s the most extensive educational outreach initiative in the history of professional sports.  This program includes the annual donation of more than 200,000 books through a variety of reading events and book fairs.  I think that would roughly be a thousand books per person in here, if we were to do it that way, but they spread it out a little more.  

The program is a year-round league-wide initiative supported by all 30 NBA teams, 14 WNBA teams, and seven NBDL teams -- the Development League.  And it promotes the value of reading and online literacy and encourages families and adults to read regularly with young children.  This is the fourth year that the NBA and the WNBA have partnered with their Read to Achieve Program with the Library of Congress and the National Book Festival.  

With the support of long-time national partners such as RIF -- Reading is Fundamental, Read to Achieve has created 93 reading and learning centers and more than a hundred reading corners globally, in an effort to provide access to reading materials and technology to young people everywhere.  These centers are modeled after the work done at the Shepherd Recreation Center in Philadelphia, which was unveiled during All-Star 2002.  The NBA has also formed national and local all-star reading teams composed of current and former NBA and WNBA players and other members of the NBA family.  Through a wide variety of book distribution events, book fairs, reading programs, essay events, and online programs, the NBA has donated more than 700,000 books and three million literacy magazines since the program begin.

Why do this in the first place?  Well, as the league prepared to re-focus its community relations efforts, our teams -- I say our like I’m in the NBA --

[laughter]

-- the teams and players said that the most effective programs were the reading and education initiatives.  The NBA, its teams and players want all young people -- and I have a feeling there’s a lot of young people in here today -- to know how critical reading is to future success.  That’s what has brought these three great athletes out this afternoon to read to you.  I’m going to start in the middle, ladies first.  Everybody in Washington knows the Washington Mystics, our Washington Mystics.

[applause and cheers]

Muriel Page was selected by the Mystics in the first round of the 1998 WNBA Draft that has since become the seasoned offensive force for the team.  This season, she helped her team clinch a spot in the 2004 WNBA playoffs and finished her seventh season with the league ranked 12th in steals per turnover.  The first in her family to graduate from college, Page plays an active role in supporting education for children.  She began Muriel’s Page Turners, an initiative to encourage children to read and makes appearances in and around the Washington, D.C., community.

Felipe Lopez --

[applause and cheers]

Felipe Lopez:

Thank you.

John Kelly:

-- is the first NBA player from the Dominican Republic and one of the most prominent figures in both the Latino and sports communities.  After an illustrious collegiate basketball career at St. John’s University, where he graduated in 1998, he was drafted in the first round by the San Antonio Spurs.  Lopez continues to be proactive with youth and minority countries around the world through his foundation, the Felipe Lopez Foundation.  He also serves as an NBA Ambassador to Latino communities and works in sports broadcasting for Telemundo.  

Mr. Kareem Abdul-Jabbar --

[applause and cheers]

-- was the kind of player who graces a sport once in a lifetime.  There’s a lot of grownups here who are going to tell their kids, “I saw Kareem Abdul-Jabbar.”

[laughter]

And you kids are going to be able to tell your kids, “I saw Kareem Abdul-Jabbar.  In fact, he read a book to me.”

[laughter]

You’re very fortunate.  An NBA Hall of Famer and one of the 50 greatest of all-time, Abdul-Jabbar established himself as one of basketball’s most talented and recognizable figures.  Over his 20-year career, Abdul-Jabbar has won six NBA titles, six MVP Awards, and was selected as Sports Illustrated’s Sportsman of the Year in 1985.  

In the community, Abdul-Jabbar continues to be committed to fighting hunger and illiteracy around the world.  He does it with things like this, reading, but he also does it through writing.  He’s authored five books, including his current one, “Brothers In Arms,” which he will be presenting on later today at the History and Biography Pavilion.  Abdul-Jabbar is also currently a member of the New York Nicks basketball operations staff.  

These three athletes have come here today to read to you this book, “Liberty’s Journey,” and when they’re done, we might have some time for questions.  So please help me in welcoming these NBA Read to Achieve stars.

[applause and cheers]

Felipe Lopez:

Can everyone hear me?  Hello, hello, hello.  Hello.  I feel like I’m talking to myself.  Hello, hello, hello.

[laughter]

Buenos días.  

Audience:

Buenos días.

Felipe Lopez:

Buenos días.  [Spanish].

[audience reaction]

Ooh. ¿Cómo está?  No, you know what?  Honestly, it’s an honor for me to be here tonight.  If it wasn’t for books, I wouldn’t be able to do this in English, because my first language is Spanish.  And I’m thrilled and honored to be sharing this stage with Kareem and Muriel Page from your Washington Mystics, which they did great this year.  And, well myself, you know, just being part of the NBA.  

I have some notes here that I’m supposed to read.  I’m not really that good at reading.  I like to express myself, but you know, I have to do this.  On behalf of the entire NBA family, I would like to welcome you, and the parents for bringing the kids out here, to the 2004 National Book Festival.  Blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah.

[laughter]

And at the end it says, “You ready to get started?!”

Audience:
Yeah!

[applause]

Felipe Lopez:

Yeah, that’s what I want to hear.  And I know, I just want to pass the mic so, you know, obviously, Kareem wants to say something; Muriel wants to say something.  And so, like I say, we’re going to have fun.  We’re going to read this book.  Some of you guys are going to come and help us out and we’re going to enjoy ourselves, okay?  Ya’ll ready?

Audience:

Yeah!

Felipe Lopez:

Great, great.

Muriel Page:
I just want to say good morning.  I’m just excited about being here.  I’m just ready to read!

Felipe Lopez:

Good.  That’s a great energy, right?  Woo!

Kareem Abdul-Jabbar:

Hi.  I’d like to just go over one time with you guys the Read to Achieve reading pledge, because that’s what we’re all about in the NBA, why we do this.  So, I’m just going to go over that one time with you.  It’s a nice little poem and it can help us get started.  

Reading is fun and books are cool too,

I will read a book daily to learn something new.  


I will learn different words and I will listen in school, 

when teachers read stories and share reading rules.  

I will practice my skills in every way.  

Reading is something I will do every day.  

Reading offers great adventures to me,

Reading will help me be the best I can be.

And I hope that’s all of you guys’ motto.  Felipe, go ahead.

[applause]

Felipe Lopez:

Can I just say something?  The Read to Achieve Program is an NBA program which we are very proud of because it gave us the opportunity as the players to come to middle school, to a lot of needed schools, and help the kids, just help the libraries.  I mean, we donate tons of books; we donate tons of computers to kids.  We are here today as just a way of meaning to communicate to the youth, to the parents on the wonderful job of bringing a kid and raising them the right way.  We, as NBA players, we have a duty, you know, to just be an example, because even if we don’t want to, a lot of the kids that play sports, they look up to us.  Believe me, I was -- I am one of the biggest admirers to this man to my right.  And, you know --

[applause]

-- like I say, like for me to be sharing this stage with him is wonderful.  But at the same time, for us to be doing this, it gives me a thrill because at least I feel like I’m doing something right.  You know, I moved to this country when I was 14 and the only word that I knew in English was thank you and no.  But obviously, no is the international, no, so --

[laughter]

I only knew one. 

[laughter]

So, you know, it just gave us such a great thrill for the kids.  Growing up, I couldn’t speak the language, so I read so many books.  I read so many books.  That was the only way that it was helpful to me to be able to learn the language and for me to stand next to you right now and to read this book.  So, we’re definitely going to have fun.  And I encourage you to continue reading, to get your friends, get a little club.  Just get a little club of kids.  Just get together, gather yourselves together and read a book to each other and ya’ll are going to see how much fun that is.  Okay?  So, thank you for that and we’re going to read a book.

[applause]

The title of the book is “Liberty’s Journey.”  Okay?  

Kareem Abdul-Jabbar:

You want to start?

Felipe Lopez:

We’re going to start over there.

[laughter]

Kareem Abdul-Jabbar:
With me?  Okay, so you get the old people to do it first, huh?  

[laughter]

All right.  

“Upon a salt-licked island shore stands a lady folks adore.  A might beacon by the sea, she greets the tired, the poor, the free.  But one day, Lady Liberty wished that she could roam and see the people who had come and gone, the land they built their dreams upon.  

“So, early on that foggy morn, before the ferry’s echoed horn, she stepped down from her sacred place and disappeared without a trace.  Careful of the island trees, she pulled her gown up to her knees then waded across the steel blue bay; her bold adventure underway.  

“She tiptoed down dark, sleepy streets, passed bakers selling [inaudible] she zigzagged through the city maze.  Walking west against the sky, Lady cautiously stepped by a rusty map of railroad track, the sunrise blooming at her back.  In search of amber waves of grain, she trekked beside a chugging train.  Through patchwork fields of green and brown, white cherry blossoms in her crown.

Muriel Page:

“She came upon a country fair, people paused to point and stare.  The ferris wheel slowed to a stop; a little girl called from the top, ‘Hello, Ms. Lady Liberty.  My nanny waved to you from the sea.  She came here on a crowded boat with just her doll and a tattered coat.’  

“The girl sent up her red balloon; come back this way again real soon.  The copper giant’s eyes grew bright; the gift wrapped round her finger tight.”

I think I’m going to ask someone to come up and read with me.

Felipe Lopez:

Yeah, that would be really cool!  How about me?  

Muriel Page:

Okay, you.

Felipe Lopez:

Okay, cool.

[laughter]

“Back at home, distressing dome, she found the lovely Lady gone.  New York is searched, both far and wide.  Where could a woman that tall hide?  And still, the Lady traveled on, not tired, stopped [inaudible]; her joy renewed by distant places, filled with children’s hopeful faces.  Crowds grew bigger day by day, escorting her along the way.  Ranchers cheered when she arrived behind a dusty cattle drive.”

Okay, I’m tired.

[laughter]

Who wants to come up?  You want to come up?  Come up.  I’m going to give you a microphone, okay?  Come up.

Muriel Page:

You want to read?

Male Child Speaker:

“Across the nighttime desert sand, the Lady’s torch glowed in her hand.  Wild [inaudible] creatures sang a tune, she nestled next to a marble moon.  News of Liberty’s whereabouts filled New York with happy shouts.  They put in a place with a clever plan, calling forth her every fan.”

[applause]

Felipe Lopez:

Good job.  Somebody else?  Come up.

Male Child Speaker:

“Out west, the wayward Liberty stood beside a redwood tree; she now inside warm water spilling waves of white.  People on the golden bridge, watching her lumber down a ridge.  At long last, Lady Liberty had journeyed sea to shining sea.”

[applause]

Felipe Lopez:

Good job.  You want to come?  Go ahead.  You got him.  Go ahead.  You’re going to be next.  Go ahead, keep on doing it.

Kareem Abdul-Jabbar:

Okay.

Female Child Speaker:
“She smelled the fragrant ocean air; pacific breezes tossed her hair.  Ships and sailboats welcomed her, but in her heart a lonely stir.  She missed Manhattan sounds and sights; she missed the city’s brilliant light.  She missed the harbor ferry’s horn; she missed her home where hope was born.  ‘Excuse me,’ said the boy in blue.  ‘This mail arrived address to you.’  Inside his heavy canvas sack were cards and letters, ‘Please come back.’”

[applause]

Kareem Abdul-Jabbar:

Thank you.  Great job!

[applause]

Muriel Page:

You want to read?

Female Child Speaker:

“The words brought the Lady so much joy, she gently lifted that small boy to her smooth and weathered face, chiseled fine and full of grace.  The boy leaned in to kiss her cheek; he would later swear he’d heard her speak.  A twinkle gleamed in Liberty’s eye; she set him down and waved good-bye.”

[applause]

Female Child Speaker:
“She traveled across the fruited plain, through [skip in audio].”  Huh?  Oh.  “New Yorkers lined the cityscape with floats and bands and tickertape.”

[applause]

Felipe Lopez:

The microphone is not working.

John Kelly:

The mic’s not working.  No mic?  Okay.  

Female Child Speaker:
“Firefighters, kind and brave, stopped the truck to wave.  The Lady greeted everyone; her faith restored in a great journey done.”

[applause]

Kareem Abdul-Jabbar:
“Back upon her salt-licked shore stands the Lady, proud once more.  Our faithful beacon by the sea is home where she was meant to be.”

Felipe Lopez:

Great job.  That’s the end!

[applause and cheers]

Muriel Page:

Okay, is the mic working?  Okay, before we leave -- wait, wait, wait, wait.

Felipe Lopez:

Hold on, hold on…just stay still.

Muriel Page:
The pledge that Kareem read to you guys at the beginning, I want to get all the kids to stand up…

Felipe Lopez:

Yeah.

Muriel Page:
Raise your right hand and repeat after me.  “Reading is fun and books are cool, too.”

Audience:

“Reading is fun and books are cool, too.”

Muriel Page:
“I will read a book daily to learn something new.”

Audience:
“I will read a book daily to learn something new.”

Muriel Page:
“I will learn different words and I will listen in school.”

Audience:

“I will learn different words and I will listen in school.”

Muriel Page:
“When teachers read stories and share reading rules.”

Audience:

“When teachers read stories and share reading rules.”

Muriel Page:
“I will practice my skills in every way.”

Audience: 
“I will practice my skills in every way.”

Muriel Page:
“Reading is something I will do every day.”

Audience:

“Reading is something I will do every day.”

Muriel Page:

“Reading offers great adventures to me.”

Audience:

“Reading offers great adventures to me.”

Muriel Page:
“Reading will help me be the best I can be.”

Audience:

“Reading will help me be the best I can be.”

Muriel Page:

Thank you.

Felipe Lopez:

Great job!  Good job!

[applause]

All right, well sit down first.  Sit down.  I don’t have anything else on our schedule, so I don’t know what else we’re doing.  But I just wanted to thank you guys for coming in and giving us the opportunity to stand in front of you guys, girls.  

Female Speaker:
Thank you.

Felipe Lopez:

You’re welcome.  We’re going to have some questions, if any of you have any questions.

John Kelly:
That’s nice of you to thank us; we’d like to thank you, too!  Can everybody give them a round of applause?

[applause and cheers]

We have time for maybe just a couple questions.  And I think if you can go to the microphone there so we can hear your questions.  There’s a microphone…there’s like a child sized microphone there, pointing down.  Do you see that by the light pole?  Have time for one or two questions about.  Can I ask you a question real quick, Mr. Abdul-Jabbar?  What was your favorite book when you were growing up?  

Kareem Abdul-Jabbar:

Well, my favorite -- geez.  The first one that I really enjoyed, and I remember it took me the longest time to read, but it was The Three Musketeers by Alexander Dumas.

Female Speaker:

Oh, wow.

John Kelly:

Wow.

[applause and cheers]

Kareem Abdul-Jabbar:

And then I got into Alexander Dumas and Rudyard Kipling.  That was sixth or seventh grade, just about.  I can remember that pretty vividly. 

John Kelly:

There’s a recommendation.  Any questions?  Come up, come up.  Step up to the mic, as somebody once said.

Male Child Speaker:
I have a question for all of you.  What is your favorite author?

Felipe Lopez:

What is your favorite author?

Muriel Page:
Favorite author…who?

Kareem Abdul-Jabbar:

Who’s your favorite author?

Felipe Lopez:

Favorite author for myself?  I’ll give it some time to think about it.  I love Maya Angelou.  I love her poetry.

[applause and cheers]

I just love everything that she write about and, you know, the way she express herself.  You know, you kind of get in touch with a lot of your feelings, so I really like Maya Angelou.

Muriel Page:
I’m a big Alice Walker fan, and right now I’m reading a lot of Toni Morrison.

[applause]

Felipe Lopez:

And I also like Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, which he also got his book.

[applause and cheers]

He’s a fabulous guy, I’m telling you.

Kareem Abdul-Jabbar:
My favorite authors are Mark Twain and Raymond Chandler.

Felipe Lopez:

Ooh.

[applause]

Muriel Page:
You have to go to the mic if you have a question.

Kareem Abdul-Jabbar:

You want to ask a question?  Well wait, you want to ask a question?

John Kelly:

We can move the mic to you; that’s nice.

Male Speaker:
What was your favorite book that you’ve read out of your whole life?

Kareem Abdul-Jabbar:

The most favorite book I’ve read in my whole life…that’s a tough one.  I’ve read so many books that I’ve enjoyed, I really couldn’t do that.  There’s too many of them that I’ve read.  I’ve read hundreds of books and you want me to pick one.  That’s very difficult for me.  

Muriel Page:

I can’t think of a book right off the bat, but one good book to read is called “The Purpose and Driven.”  You read that one?  Oh, okay.  

Felipe Lopez:

What was that?

Kareem Abdul-Jabbar:

I don’t know.

Felipe Lopez:

I love [Spanish].  But the only problem was that I never finished the book, because my father used to read it to me before I went to sleep, so by the end of the book I was already sleeping.

[laughter]

So, I never knew the end to it.  Yeah.  That’s cool.  Any other questions?  Okay, I have a question for you guys.  We have a microphone over there.  What is the -- oh, we have another question?

Muriel Page:
They have questions right here.

Felipe Lopez:

Before anybody has a question, I have a question.  What is the best way for you to improve your reading?

Audience:

Read more books!

Felipe Lopez:

Good.

John Kelly:
I think we have time for one more question from a kid.  This is the last one.

Male Speaker:
What did you want to be when you grew up, when you were a kid?

Felipe Lopez:
I’m sorry?

John Kelly:

What did you want to be, when you were a kid, when you grew up?  When you were a kid, what did you want to be?

Felipe Lopez:

You really want to know?

Audience:

Yeah!

Felipe Lopez:

I wanted to be an astronaut!  Yeah!

[applause]

But they -- I got on top of my bed, right, and they -- I jumped from my bed, and I hit my head and then after that I decided I just wanted to be a basketball player.

[laughter]

No, but you know what’s cool?  You can be anything you want.  Honestly.  If you pick up a book and you start reading, you’re going to feel so in touch with the book you’re going to feel part of the book.  So, I mean that is the greatest -- I mean, that is the greatest gift that a book can bring to you, that you can just be part of anything.  You can be anyone you want to be.  You want to be Superman?  Pick up a Superman copy and you can be Superman!  You know?  So that’s the important thing about reading.  You know, you just develop so many different skills.

Muriel Page:
Growing up for myself -- Oh, I’m sorry.

Male Speaker:
What’s your favorite kind of books that you like to read?

Kareem Abdul-Jabbar:

For me, I like to read crime novels.

[laughter]

But that’s just, you know, it’s kind of like a puzzle, and I just enjoy trying to solve the puzzle, so I’ve read a lot of crime novels and spy novels.  But I read just about everything: history and some boring stuff and then interesting novels.

John Kelly:

All right.  Again, thank you so much.  I’m getting the sign that that’s all we have time for.

[applause]

And you guys remember, you took the pledge today.  That’s a read from a book every day --

[end of transcript]


