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Male Speaker:

Ladies and gentlemen, please join me in welcoming Laysha Ward, Target’s Vice President for Community Relations.

[applause]

Laysha Ward:

Thank you.  Good evening Mr. President, Mrs. Bush, Cabinet members, members of Congress, Dr. Billington and distinguish guests.  Target is honored to join in this inspirational celebration.  Reading is the foundation for life long learning; that’s why Target champions early childhood reading through our support of educational programs across America.  

Community involvement is part of our commitment to being a socially responsible company.  Since 1946 we’ve given five percent of our income to the communities we serve.  Today that equals more than $3 million every week to support education, the arts, social services and volunteerism, promoting our civic engagement.  We involve our team members in our giving in communities large and small.  

Here in the District, Target recently joined the mayor in cleaning the city’s 147 public schools in time for the first day of classes, and tomorrow our team members will celebrate the revitalization of the libraries at Bancroft and Bruce-Monroe elementary schools just a few miles from here.  Target teams volunteered in the design, rebuild and restocking of these important centers of learning.

Target supports learning in and out of the classroom through programs such as Take Charge of Education, where our guests donate up to one percent of their Target Card purchases to the K-12 school of their choice.  To date we’ve donated more than $200 million to over 100,000 schools across America.  Target field trips take students into the real world to learn about math, science, art, and community service.  We also support “United Through Reading,” which helps deployed military parents continue the family tradition of story time by reading books on DVD, DVD to their children.  Thank you Mrs. Bush for serving as honorary chair of this program that supports our troops.

Another program we are passionate about is “Letters About Literature.”  In partnership of the Library of Congress [the Library] we’re engaging thousands of young people across the country in critical thinking, expressing themselves through writing and the transformative power of reading.  

At tomorrow’s book festival this year’s winners will share how books have made an invaluable impression on their hearts and minds.  One previous winner’s letter to Hans Christian Andersen has found a lasting place in my heart.  She wrote:

“Each Christmas after dinner, my grandfather and I slipped away to a quiet room to read the ‘Little Match Girl.’  As I rested my head on his shoulder, grandpa read this story we had both long since memorized.  No matter how old I was, I always let him read it to me.  This June, grandpa passed away.  So, this Christmas I will slip away by myself to read the ‘Little Match Girl,’ and I’ll imagine that I’m with the person who loved me more than anyone, ever.”

As this lovely story demonstrates, reading has the power to transform us all, to bring families together, and to inspire our youth to greatness.

On behalf of everyone at Target, have a wonderful evening and enjoy tomorrow’s book festival.  Thank you.

[applause]

Male Speaker:

Ladies and gentlemen, the president of the United States and Mrs. Billington.

[applause]

Ladies and gentlemen, the Librarian of Congress James H. Billington.

[applause]

Librarian of Congress James H. Billington:

Mr. President, members of the Cabinet, members of Congress, Mrs. Bush, distinguished guests, welcome all to the opening event of the seventh annual National Book Festival.  We gather here not just because we’re lovers of books and poetry and the written word, but because we share a deep and abiding belief that books, libraries represent islands of freedom and antidotes to fanaticism in what could really be called temples of pluralism and freedom.  We’re grateful to our guests from the U.S. Congress, which has been the greatest single patron of the Library in the history of the world. The Library of Congress, our national library, is America’s oldest federal cultural institution and the largest, most inclusive collection anywhere at any time of the world’s knowledge and of our nation’s creativity.

We celebrate the freedom we have to create and the wisdom to which we aspire with the National Book Festival.  It promotes literacy and reading for all Americans.  In 11 different pavilions tomorrow, you will be inspired by 70 celebrated authors reading from their work on the National Mall, and you will be seeing there kiosks from every state, special events for people of all ages, and you’ll be inspired I think by the 70 authors reading their works, and also you’ll have a chance to see how to preserve your perishable family documents the way the libraries preserve their great collections.

This festival would not be possible without the dedicated efforts of more than 900 volunteers from the Library and the Junior League of Washington, nor would it be possible without the generous financial support of our donors who are listed in your program.  So, we thank you all for your dedication to bring the joy of books to our nation, and of course the word dedication is a word that applies beyond measure to the work of Laura Bush, the originator of this popular event and the Library’s friend and partner in all seven of these National Book Festivals.  She has inspired countless people by her support of literacy and of life-long learning by exemplifying in her person the power of family reading together, and by testifying to the transforming power of reading and learning around the world, and doing so all year long and in a wide variety of ways.

So, please join me in welcoming the host of the 200 -- 2007 National Book Festival --

[laughter]

-- and has been the host of the beginning, our first lady of learning and literacy, librarian, teacher and the reader in chief of the United States of America, ladies and gentlemen, Laura Bush.

[laughter]

[applause]

First Lady Laura Bush:

Thank you, Dr. Billington.  Thank you to all of you.  Thank you so much.  Thank you all.  Thank you, Dr. Billington, and thanks to everyone at the Library of Congress for organizing this beautiful event, as well as the fabulous festival tomorrow.  I want to urge everyone here, remember tomorrow is the day, from 10 in the morning until 5 tomorrow afternoon on the National Mall.  Be sure to go there.  You’ll see all of your favorite writers.  Be sure to take your kids, who will love having their picture with Clifford the Big Red Dog and all the storybook characters who will be there.

Welcome everyone to the seventh annual National Book Festival.  Thank you very much for coming.  Most of all, thank you to our authors.  You’re the reason we’re here.  In “The Tempest,” Prospero observes, “My library was dukedom large enough.”  With a good collection of books, a reader can go to any place any time he pleases.  The authors with us this evening take their readers on journeys across America’s history and landscape.  They investigate the murder of an ex-con on the streets of Seattle, document the bravery of American GIs on the battlefields of World War II.  They follow America’s most famous assassin through the swamplands of Maryland and the forests of Virginia.  And, they guide us into the hearts of 12-year-old twin boys in Northampton County, N.C.

Sheila Moses takes her young readers on a journey through African American history from the inspiring story of Dred Scott to the courage of blacks living in the segregated South.  Shelia first gained recognition for her award-winning novel, “The Legend of Buddy Bush.”  Since then, her work has earned her the Coretta Scott King Honor and acclaim as the National Book Award finalist.  Today, Sheila will read from her most famous novel, “The Baptism.”  

James Swanson guides his readers through the life and times of our 16th president.  Since the age of 10, James has studied and collected books, documents, arts and artifacts connected with Abraham Lincoln.  Actually, James’s ties to Lincoln started at his birth; he was born on Lincoln’s birthday.  Tonight, James will present his most recent book, “Manhunt: The 12-Day Chase for Lincoln’s Killer.”  “Manhunt” is a thrilling, well-documented account of murder and intrigue, not to mention some fascinating American history.  

Jeff Shaara’s lively fiction takes his fans back in time to experience our country’s momentous conflicts, from the American Revolution to the Civil War to World War I.  And through his work with the National Endowment for the Arts’ “Operation Homecoming” program, Jeff helps soldiers returning from Afghanistan and Iraq document their own wartime experiences.  Thank you Jeff, for your commitment to our troops, and thank you for sharing your account of World War II, “The Rising Tide,” with us this evening.

J.A. Jance brings her readers into the fast paced world of her mysteries and thrillers.  J.A. started collecting her material early.  She’s known that she wanted to be a writer since the second grade.  Since then, she’s produced the best selling “J.P. Beaumont” series and the ”Joanna Brady” series, which takes place in southeastern Arizona of J.A.’s childhood.  Tonight, J.A. will read from her latest “J.P. Beaumon”t novel, “Justice Denied.”  Ladies, and gentlemen, J.A. Jance.

[applause]

J.A. Jance: 

As one former librarian to another, thank you so much.  President Bush, Dr. and Mrs. Billington, honored guests, I am, as Minnie Pearl would say, “I’m just so proud to be here!”

[laughter]

It is incredible to think the little girl who grew up in Bisby, Ariz., eating up the “Wizard of Oz” books and thinking someday she too could be a writer would be standing here tonight.  I’m going to make a liar out of you, I’m sorry.  I’m not going to read from my book because I tried to figure out what I would read about “Justice Denied.”  Unfortunately, my detective J.P. Beaumont now works for a section of the Washington’s state attorney general’s office, a fictional section which has the unfortunate name, the Special Homicide Investigation Team.

[laughter]

With the president sitting here, my mother would never allow me to read that.

[laughter]

Eighteen books ago -- 18 Beaumont books ago, J.P. Beaumont married badly.  He married this wonderful woman but she was tragically flawed, and now he has finally built up to asking another woman to marry him.  And I thought, “Oh, I know.  I’ll read where Beau proposes to Mel.”  And then, I looked at that section and he asks her and she doesn’t say anything for four more pages, and that seemed like a bad idea.

[laughter]

So, what I’m going to talk to you about instead is how, when we write our books, it doesn’t occur to us how they’re being received in some other portion of the world.  “Justice Denied” is my 36th book.  When the first book came out in 1985, a few days after it came out a miracle happened.  UPS pulled up to my door and dropped off a box of author copies.  And that happened every time. And it happened every time a book was published in paperback, every time they put a new cover on it, and it sort of became like Christmas every day.  What do you do with boxes of 40 and 50 books at a time?  Well, what we finally did is we started putting them up in the attic.  

Then a couple of years ago, my husband said to me, “You know, we live in Seattle.  We have earthquakes in Seattle.  If we have even the tiniest earthquake all of those books are going to come down and we are going to be squashed flat.  We must get rid of those books.”  Well then I heard about an organization called Spirit of America, who in conjunction with Fed Ex was shipping books to our troops in Afghanistan and Iraq.  And so, we dragged 32 boxes of books down out of the attic.  I autographed every single one of them, and with the help of Fed Ex we shipped them to Iraq, Afghanistan and to Walter Reed Hospital.

This summer I received an e-mail from Caesar Flores, who is serving in Iraq.  He said, “I encountered your stories when I was lying in a hospital bed in Baghdad, recovering from injuries I received when my Humvee was blown up with an IED.  You have no idea what a comfort it was to read your stories.”  

Well, I wrote back to Caesar and I told him how much I appreciated hearing from him.  I told him, “Don’t buy ‘Justice Denied’” I have an author copy with your name on it.”

[laughter]

I sent him some sun block, because melanoma is a big issue in our family.

[laughter]

And Caesar and I have been corresponding ever since.

About a month and a half ago, I received a shocking pathology report when on the morning my book came out the doctor called to say that I had a pathology report that was suspicious of uterine cancer, and I have since had surgery and I’m fine.  But I mentioned that I was looking at doing surgery and the next thing that happened was a little miracle.  An envelope came from Caesar Flores, and in it was this.  It’s his St. Michael’s medal, not the one that he wore for years, because that one was destroyed when the bomb blew up his Humvee.  This is the new one that was given to him after he went back to work.  St. Michael’s medals protect our country’s paratrooper and he sent it to me to protect me.

We have a lot of author’s copies again, but we now have 100 pounds less author copies because they came here to Washington, and on Monday morning at 10:00 we have an appointment to deliver books to our troops at Walter Reed.

Thank you for letting me come here.  It’s been – it’s such an honor, and it’s also an honor to welcome a little boy who grew up because of a birthday not thinking about matchbox cars or transformers or video games, but thinking about the 16th president of these United States.  Please help me welcome James Swanson, the author of “Manhunt.”
[applause]

James Swanson:

Thank you, J.A.  Mrs. Bush, Dr. Billington, thank you for the honor of speaking here tonight.  Mr. President, thank you for announcing last summer that “Manhunt” was on your reading list.

[laughter]

You sold some books.  I owe you some royalties.

[laughter]

But unfortunately the strict new government ethics laws prevent me from sharing them with you, so I’ll just keep them.

[laughter]

[applause]

Anyone who loves Abraham Lincoln owes much to the Bushes.  They have supported Lincoln scholarship through a historically sensitive renovation of the Lincoln bedroom, by sponsoring lectures and performances, by hosting Lincoln birthday parties at the White House, and through their generous support of the Ford’s Theatre Society, and its important Lincoln Bicentennial Project.  

What a pleasure it is to be in this magnificent building, this American treasure house and this site of Abraham Lincoln’s first home in Washington.  Where we gather tonight once stood Mrs. Sprigg’s Boarding House, the humble residence of an unknown Illinois lawyer elected to Congress in 1846.  He served but a single term in the House, but his spirit still lingers here in the Library’s magnificent collection of Lincoln manuscripts, printed documents, books, art works, photographs and ephemera.  If you want to write about Abraham Lincoln, you must come here, and I’ve worked on two books here and I look forward to returning soon for another book, to behold the manuscripts and personal possessions of Walt Whitman.  

But the greatness of the Library of Congress lies not only in its collections but its people.  John Sellers in the Manuscripts Division, Clark Evans in the Rare Books [Rare Book and Special Collections] Division are just two of the Library’s living treasurers who have made my work here a delight.

During the book tour for “Manhunt” at almost every stop someone would always ask me, “If you could travel back in time to the Civil War, who would you want to meet?  What would you want to see?”

The first question is easy.  I’d like to meet the most fascinating man in American history, Abraham Lincoln, of course.  The second question is a little more difficult.  Someone asked me if I’d like to return to Ford’s Theatre the night of April 14, 1865, to witness the assassination.  I recoiled at the thought; that sadness I never want to see.  But if I could return to Good Friday, 1865, one of the happiest days of Lincoln’s life, and if I could turn back the clock a few hours before John Wilkes Booth stepped into the president’s box, then there are two happy moments that day, one private and one public, that I wish I could have seen, and this is how I wrote about them.

“It was one of the happiest days of his life.  At breakfast, his eldest son Robert regaled his parents with his personal observations of Lee’s surrender.  For once, the Cabinet meeting was free of crises, battle news, casualty figures, and a new [unintelligible] of problems requiring the President’s immediate attention.  Victory had elated him, and ever since Lee’s surrender Lincoln had been more buoyant than at any other time during his presidency.  And he expected more good news from General Sherman about the surrender of Confederate General Joe Johnston.  But first, he wanted a ride with Mary.  

“The war had increased their estrangement.  Official Washington, under a heavy Southern influence, had snubbed her as a gatecrasher and a western parvenu from the start, despite her aristocratic Kentucky origins, and she’d be emotionally distraught since the death of their favorite son, 11-year-old Willie, in 1862.  And she’d even fallen under the spell of mediums and spiritualists at the White House.  The president scorned her infatuation with the spirit world, although he did attend one séance in the White House.  

“Mary was at heart a kind woman, but her critics preferred to attack her personal eccentricities rather than praise her good works for soldiers and her absolute loyalty to husband, liberty and union, and the demands of the war had been so great that the president has spent less time with her.  Lincoln knew that had to change now.  He wanted to talk to Mary about their future.  

“He escorted her to the open carriage, but before the coachman drove on she asked Abraham if anyone should accompany them on their ride. 

“’No,’ he replied. ‘I’d prefer we ride by ourselves today.’

During the ride Mary spoke to him about his happy mood.

“’Dear husband, you almost startle me by your great cheerfulness.’

“‘And well may I feel so, Mary,’ the president replied.  ‘I consider this day the war has come to a close.  We must both be more cheerful in the future.  Between the war and the loss of our darling Willie, we have both been very miserable.’

“During the ride the president told Mary that the must try to be happy again, that he would like to see the Pacific Ocean. That perhaps at the end of his second term they would move to Chicago and he would practice his trade again.  Freed from the vexations of war and death, Lincoln dreamed of the future.  Yes, they would be happy again.”

The Lincolns returned to the White House and a few hours later got back into their carriage and this is what happened next.

“The lookout at Ford’s spotted the big black carriage turning down 10th Street.  The Lincolns, Major Rathbone, and Clara Harris disembarked.  Abraham Lincoln’s entry to Ford’s Theatre at 8:30 p.m. on April 14, 1865, was majestic in its simplicity.  He arrived with no entourage, no armed guards and no announcement to the crowd.  The actors, musicians and patrons became aware that the Lincolns had arrived.  The audience shouted and cheered.  The actors stop performing.  The band played ‘Hail to the Chief.’  The audience went wild.  At the supreme moment of victory, they cheered their father Abraham, the man who, after a shaky start in office, learned how to command armies, grew in vision and eloquence, brought down slavery, and who just six weeks ago had given the most graceful and emotionally stunning inaugural address in the history of the American presidency.  And as he promised he would, he had saved the Union.  

“Lincoln stood in the box and bowed to the audience.  The spontaneous homage, the band, the hissing gas lights, the packed house, the fresh moist scent of spring in the air, the recent and joyous news from the front, all combined to create a singular and magical moment.  The Lincolns took their seats.  The play resumed.

“At one point, the president stood up and put on this coat.  The cool night air had chilled him.  Back in his rocking chair, Lincoln reached out and held Mary’s hand.  In mock embarrassment, she chided her husband for his boldness.

“’What will Ms. Harris think of me hanging on to you so?’

“Lincoln laughed and said, ‘She won’t think anything about it.’”

Those were the last words.

It was easy to write this book when I was writing about Abraham Lincoln.  The most difficult thing about writing “Manhunt” was how to write about John Wilkes Booth.  I needed to place the reader in the saddle next to Booth during his 12 desperate days on the run, but by the end of the book you’ll come to know him intimately.  You’ve read his private thoughts, you’ve seen the world through his eyes, you’ve experience vicariously his triumphs and failures, and you know what it was like to be a wounded, hunted man.

At one book signing, a woman approached me and said, “Do you know what you’ve done?  You’ve made me sympathize with Lincoln’s killer.”  I told her that Booth is not the hero of the story.  He’s not the flawed, talented, tragic, misguided young star who nobly gave his life for his cause, which is what he wanted us to believe.  He was a racist and he was a murderer.  He killed not only our greatest president but our best American, a man Walt Whitman called “precious to this Union, precious to this democracy, unspeakably and forever precious.”

And of course “Manhunt” tells the thrilling chase and capture of the assassin, but in the end my book is a tribute to President Lincoln, not his killer.  The hero of “Manhunt” and my own hero is Abraham Lincoln.  Thank you.

[applause]

Now it’s my great pleasure to introduce Sheila Moses, poet, author, playwright and producer.  An important voice in children’s literature, she imbues her characters with humor and affection while examining the overarching themes of family, race, and culture.  In addition as her talent as a writer, she’s an extraordinary storyteller of the African custom of griot, which preserves the history and culture of the people through the oral tradition.  The ninth of 10 children, Sheila grew up in a small rural community in North Carolina and draws from her rich experiences to craft her novels, including the award-winning “Buddy Bush” series.  Her first book, “The Legend of Buddy Bush,” a fictionalized account of the 1947 arrest, trial and escape of Buddy Bush, received a Coretta Scott King Honor and was a National Book Award finalist.

Sheila returns to her cultural roots to examine the tradition of baptism in a tiny community of Occoneechee Neck in her latest novel, “The Baptism.”  Through the eyes of its 12-year-old protagonist, the story gives us insight in the power of love and the importance of family.  One reviewer in “Kirkus Reviews” said that, “Moses makes a distinctive contribution in her portrait of the Southern black church from the inside out.  Please join me in welcoming Sheila Moses.

[applause]

Shelia Moses:

Good evening Mr. President, Mrs. Bush, Dr. and Mrs. James Billington, ladies and gentlemen.  Tonight is a special night, and I am honored to be here to tell you about my life as a writer, and to introduce you to my new novel, “The Baptism.”

Excuse me if I seem tired and weary.  The journey was long.  My load is heavy because I brought my ancestors with me.  It took us 300 years to get here.  Three hundred years for their voices to be heard.  Shh.  Don’t you hear them?  Don’t you see their faces carved in the walls of this great building?

My grandmother Babe Jones is here.  She couldn’t read and she couldn’t write, and she signed her name with an X.  It took us 300 years to get here.  My mother Maless Moses had to quit school in the 10th grade because it was too far to walk.  Tonight, I walk the last mile for her.  I’m here for Buddy Bush, who was chased out of my hometown in 1947 for a crime that he could not -- he did not and could not have committed.  Tonight, I am his justice.  It took us 300 years to get here.  

I am here for all the men and women who could not speak for themselves.  I am their voice.  I am the voice of their tradition.  You know what I’m talking about.  Old-fashioned Southern traditions like “Girl, don’t you wear that white before Easter and you better not wear it after Labor Day.”

[laughter]

“Don’t you pick those collard green until after the first frost.”

“Child, you’s 12 now.  It’s time to get baptized,” that’s what my mother Maless Moses said to me.  

And that is what Lemuel Curry said to Twin Luke and Twin Leon in “The Baptism.”  She said, from the front porch as she was singing, “Will you be ready to answer the call? Have you been faithful?  Faithful at all?”  Oh, I wish I could sing for you but I can’t.  She said, “Twin Luke and twin Leon, it’s time to stop your sinning ways and go down in the water and be baptized.  Will you be ready come next Sunday morning?”

Now, twin Luke, the good twin said, “Mama yes, I’ll be ready.” 

Leon, the bad twin, whispered in his brother’s ear, “Baptized?  Who me?  One week?  I got me some sinning to do.”

[laughter]

“I’m going steal me a few cookies.  I’m going to throw me a few rocks at my big brother Joe Nasty.” So for a whole week, Leon terrorized the neighborhood as twin Luke looked on in horror.  But, every now and then twin Luke would get in him a sin or two.

[laughter]

But, oh on Sunday morning, what a time they had at Branch’s Chapel Church, as they walked down to the river to be baptized.  The choir was singing, “Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound, I once was lost, but now I’m found.”  And the women folks got the shouting.  Miss Lula Belle would shout so hard she lost her wig.

[laughter]

Lord, we got so tickled.  We were tickled, we were tickled.  I’m telling you we were having a time on the way to the riverbank.  And this is what happened next, according to the bad twin, Twin Leon. The girls went first.  

“One by one, they hold on to Reverend Webb  and the man who’s baptizing the young folks. Deacon Jacobs usually help Webb, but today this man with a long white beard helping us out.  I can’t even see his face, he all wrapped in white.  

“‘Twin Luke, you want to go first?’ Twin Leon asks.

“Twin Luke ain’t scared today.  He just stepped down into the holy water and don’t say nothing.

“Now it’s my turn.  When my feet first touched the water, it don’t even feel like regular water.  I feel bad about beating up my cousin.  I even feel bad about taking mama’s cookies from the cookie jar.  I even feel bad about throwing them rocks at my brother.  I can hear mama crying, and grandma crying too, talking to daddy.  And lord, daddy been dead for years.

“‘Son, your boys twin Luke and twin Leon getting baptized this morning.  Praise the Lord, Hallelujah!’

“Then the big man all wrapped in white put his hand on my back.  Reverend Webb stood over me and he said, ‘Son I baptize you in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost.’

“Then the big man lowered me down in the water and whispered in my ear, ‘It’s me, Son.  It’s Buddy, Buddy Bush.’

Down I go, I’m saved for sure.”

The end.  Thank you.

[applause]

Thank you.  When you hear the next author’s name, you immediately think of three words: excellence, history, writer.  When Jeff Shaara decided to write “The Killer Angels,” he didn’t expect to become an overnight sensation, but he did.  His sequel to “Gods and Generals,” “The Last Full Measure,” was published two years later and was a “New York Times” bestseller for three months.  

The “Wall Street Journal” said, “He certainly brings a scene to life.  His nonfiction introduction should be required reading for every middle school in American history.  It is far better in this brief account than most of today’s textbooks.” Ladies and gentlemen, please help me in welcoming Mr. Jeff Shaara.

[applause]

Jeff Shaara:

Mr. President, Mrs. Bush and Dr. Billington and Mrs. Billington, thank you so much for this invitation to be here.  It has been a journey for me not 300 years, but it has been a journey.

[laughter]

My journey started with my father, a man named Michael Shaara, who changed the way people looked at the Civil War in this country.  If most of you, like me, learned your history from textbooks, you probably left school hating history.  What Michael Shaara did in “The Killer Angels” was to take you to the Battle of Gettysburg and put you in the heads of the principal characters, the main players, Robert E. Lee, James Longstreet, John Buford, Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain, and tell you that story not the way you would read it in your high school history textbook, but to tell you the story the way they would tell you the story.

Michael Shaara did not live to see his greatest success.  Though he won a Pulitzer Prize for “The Killer Angels,” he passed away in 1988. Five years later the movie “Gettysburg” comes out, “The Killer Angels” becomes a number one bestseller.  He didn’t live to see that.

In writing the prequel and sequel to his great work, well there is a certain terror that comes with that.  There was no competition.  This is not about the father -- the shadow of the father.  It’s simply about the lesson my father taught me, which is if you’re going to talk about these people, tell a good story.  Being a child in my father’s house sitting at the dinner table, that’s my memory.  Not hearing him giving a history lesson, that wouldn’t have interested him anymore than it interested me, but to tell the story about Joshua Chamberlain on Little Round Top.  Tell the story about what it was like during Pickett’s Charge for those men to walk, walk, across that field into the guns of the enemy, and when the man next to you goes down you keep walking.  That’s a story.

And going back to the American Revolution it was a marvelous discovery for me.  What I discovered was where we came from.  I know George Washington and Ben Franklin and John Adams, but I didn’t know the story, and there is a story.

Going forward, going into the Mexican-American War, a story no one knows, I really like that.  I like telling a story no one knows.  

[laughter]

Winfield Scott, the greatest military leader in the 19th century in this country, most people haven’t heard of the man, the man who taught Robert E. Lee how to be a soldier for one thing.

Going to World War I, Black Jack Pershing.  Well, there’s a name you sort of know.  The Red Baron?  There’s a name.  I was appalled when I run around the country for my book on the First World War “To the Last Man” how many people thought that the Red Baron was a cartoon character.

[laughter]

That’s not the way history should be taught.

When I started looking at World War II, I was really nervous because as I say I like to tell you stories you don’t know.  What can I tell you about World War II you don’t know? Hollywood alone has given us so many stories on World War II.  John Wayne alone has given us so many World War II stories -- I mean all the names, all the famous names and all the names of places.  Well, we know all of that.

When I began the research, the “Rising Tide” is the first of a trilogy – the war in Europe. This story covers America’s first involvement in North Africa and Sicily.  That’s a story most people don’t know.  What most people don’t realize is we go to North Africa, we don’t do to well.  We come up against thing guy named Rommel and Rommel sends us fleeing from the battlefield.  It’s not quite an auspicious beginning for American soldiers in the Second World War.  But, there is a man and the man who is the voice -- one of the key voices of this story, and I feel it’s somewhat appropriate to talk about this man tonight because of this setting.  The man is Dwight David Eisenhower.

Dwight David Eisenhower is -- you know, long before he was President Eisenhower, Dwight Eisenhower is the man who’s in charge.  He’s an administrator.  I mean that’s a terrible description for someone who might otherwise see himself as a fighting general.  He’s not George Patton.  He’s not a man out leading -- in fact Eisenhower never leads troops on the battlefield, ever.  But what he does is he unites the Americans and the British and eventually the French, and he creates an army and he defeats the finest fighting army that this world has ever seen up to that time, and that’s Hitler’s Germany.  And he wins, and how he wins is part of this story.  Well, I’d like to read to you very briefly.

After an astonishing victory in North Africa, we have defeated Rommel finally.  It took some doing.  We’re going to invade now Hitler’s fortress Europe and we’re going to start with Sicily.  And in order to invade Sicily we’re going to send George Patton on one beach.  We’re going to send the British general Bernard Montgomery up on another beach.  We’re going to go into Sicily, and what we have found out through intelligence, and no one knows this except Eisenhower and Winston Churchill and few people at the top, the Germans are waiting for us.  They have an enormous number of tanks on the island.  They’re waiting.  They know we are coming.

What Eisenhower does is he authorizes 3,400 American paratroopers.  The brand new 82nd Airborne Division, to go in first, drop them behind the lines.  Hopefully what they will do is destruct things, block the key intersections, blow up some bridges, tear down the telegraph lines, anything they can do to keep the Germans back so Patton and Montgomery can get their people onto the beaches.

Well, as the time draws nigh for this attack to happen, you have in Tunisia -- the American air base in Tunisia, you have about, approximately 250 transport planes getting ready to take off, each one loaded with about 20 paratroopers.  They are going to make this assault in the dark, jumping into a place none of them have ever seen.

As the time gets closer, the weather kicks up and that night, the night when everything is in motion, it can’t be stopped.  The ships are getting ready to discharge the troops on the beaches.  One hundred and fifty thousand  -- 160,000 men are getting ready to make this assault.  It’s a wheel spinning out of control.  Eisenhower has given the order, and a storm blows up in the Mediterranean, and they’re a Force Five Gale, as the British weather men are telling Eisenhower -- he doesn’t know what that means.  What it means is 35 mph winds.

This is what I would like to read to you, just one page.  As Eisenhower stands on the Island of Malta in the Mediterranean, because he wants to see the planes, it’s the middle of the night, but he’s been told it’s just enough moonlight.  He should be able to catch the reflection.  Maybe he’ll hear them as they leave Tunisia and go over and drop these paratroopers into Sicily.

“He tried to see his watch, too dark, stared up again, ignored the men behind him, staff officers watching as he was, searching for some glimpse of the planes.  He had stopped thinking about the ships at all, knew that Patton would do what had to be done.  Even if there was a delay along the south coast, Montgomery could get his people ashore, which would draw enemy resistance that way, taking considerable pressure off the American landing zones.  

“‘It will work,’ he thought.

“‘One hundred sixty-thousand men, I don’t care how may tanks they have, we have good people and we are better than they are.  There’s no other way to look at it.

“‘What are the Germans fighting for?  What cause is so important?  When it comes down to guts, you have to believe that you’re dying for something worthwhile.  Dying for a man like Hitler is not worthwhile.’

“It was a futile pep talk and the words drained from his mind, replaced by the one image he had fought against unavoidable.  Weeks earlier, he had spent long hours discussing and analyzing this operation with the 82nd Airborne’s commander, Matthew Ridgeway, and Ridgeway’s subordinate Jim Gavin, the man who would lead the paratroopers in their jump.

“Eisenhower learned a great deal more about paratroop operations than he had ever known before, and Ridgeway’s words were digging at him now.  Fifteen miles per hour.  That was the limit, the maximum wind speed that Ridgeway insisted that would allow a safe jump.  

”Eisenhower closed his eyes now, felt the buffeting wind on his back, thought it’s a lot more than that now.  ‘It shouldn’t be, it’s midnight for god sakes and this hasn’t let up.  Force five, does Ridgeway know that?  Gavin?  They have to.  It’s their job.  They have to know what they are being asked to do.’

“There was a voice behind him, arms in the air pointing.  He looked up, saw it now, the glimmer, more reflections, a string of planes.  He forced himself to watch them to watch them, tried to say a prayer, ask something, ‘What? Protect them?’

“He pushed it away.  ‘No, you cannot do that.  You cannot think of the men and what might happen.  They are one part of the whole, and the whole is what matters.  It is all that matters.’

”He stared up, the wind rocking him again, harder still.” 

Someone said to me one time, “How dare you put words in the mouth of Robert E. Lee?” Actually it was more like, “How dare you, sir?”

[laughter]

I grew up in the South.  I can say things like that.  The fact of the matter is if you’re going to put the words in the mouths of any of these historical characters, the real people, the people who did the deed, you better get it right because you’ll hear from people if you don’t.

I’m fiercely proud of what I have tried to do with these characters because ultimately what this is about is not just giving you facts and figures and names, dates and places in a textbook, it’s about telling you a good story.  And what I’ve discovered by digging so deeply into our own history, and to the extraordinary characters, people like Dwight Eisenhower, and George Patton, and FDR, and Mark Clark, and Bernard Montgomery, and Winston Churchill, and George Washington, and Ben Franklin, and John Adams, and Winfield Scott, and Ulysses Grant, and you talk about a cast of characters that I’m having fun working with?

[laughter]

I’m working right now on the sequel to this, which will take you to D-Day.  And again, what can I tell you about D-Day you don’t know?

[laughter]

I found some stuff.

[laughter]

[applause]

I just want to close this by saying this is an extraordinary honor to be included in this.  I appreciate this.  I am walking in enormous footsteps, because if Michael Shaara had lived from his second heart attack -- he was only 59 -- had he lived he would be writing these books.  The audience he could not find with “The Killer Angels” is the audience that has found these books and he deserved that.  Thank you very much.

[applause]

Librarian of Congress James Billington:

Well, your applause has spoken for all of you and for all of us.  We want to thank you, all of you, our authors tonight for your words, for your inspiration as we prepare to gather tomorrow to meet the full battery.  What a wonderful beginning you’ve given us and I think we owe you all a collective round of applause.

[applause]

And we’ll hope to see you all from 10 to 5 tomorrow on the National Mall, rain or shine.  Eleven pavilions where you can share in the fun, the fellowship, and the inspiration of books and reading, and of talking or listening to, conversing with the authors who make our stories come alive and our lives richer and our future more hopeful for a nation of readers.  Would you please remain seated now until the president and Mrs. Bush and the Cabinet leave the auditorium first, and then an announcement will be made to direct you up to precede to dinner one story up on the mezzanine of the Great Hall.  Once again, thank you and Mrs. Bush, once again your inspiration has guided us.  And, if you and the president will lead us out we will then wait for an announcement which will direct you all the rest up to join us for dinner.

[applause]

[end of transcript]


