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John Cole:

The Center for the Book was established in 1977 to stimulate public interest in books, reading and libraries.  We were created by Daniel Boorstin when he was Librarian of the Congress.  We have a variety of networks.  State centers for the books that are our affiliates, and also national reading promotion partners.  Today’s event features two of the partners: the Favorite Poem Project and Kidsnet.  

While Daniel Boorstin, as Librarian of Congress, supported the beginnings of the Center for the Book, Dr. James Billington, the current Librarian of Congress, has been one of our strongest supporters.  We are pleased to have him here today.  Dr. Billington has been Librarian of Congress since 1987.  He’s the 13th Librarian of Congress.  He was appointed by President Ronald Reagan.  It’s my pleasure to introduce Dr. James Billington.

[applause]

Dr. James Billington:

Thank you, John and welcome all of you here to the Library [of Congress].  The morning’s program introduces a new initiative of the Center for the Book.  Let me just say as it nears it’s 25th anniversary, John Cole has done amazing things with it, and it’s very exciting to see this group here to celebrate this new initiative “Strengthening Communities Through the Art of Poetry.  Not sure I’m strengthening this sound with this.

It is a very happy occasion because it brings back to the Library of Congress, Robert Pinsky, our energetic poet laureate from 1997 through the year 2000.  This new effort to celebrate and encourage poetry in the public sphere was recently launched by Mr. Pinsky’s Favorite Poem Project and its educational partner Kidsnet.  You’ll learn more about both of these organizations as our program proceeds, so let me just say that each is a national reading promotion partner of the Center for the Book here in the Library of Congress.  Just as the poet laureateship was created in the Library of Congress, both [the Center for the book and the poet laureateship] of these involved congressional action.  So, they’re attempts to reach back out of that which is brought back in to the nation’s collection here in the Library.  

Poetry is a particularly visible and dynamic force at the Library of Congress.  We collect it, we record it, we promote it, and we host poetry reading performances, symposium events, such as the Library – such as this one today.  Because the purpose has been, particularly as the Laureateship has developed, that was created a few years before I became Librarian [of Congress], but as it has developed it’s been a vehicle for not just the dramatization of the importance of poetry in the nation.  And this is a nation that is extraordinarily poetically creative but also as a way of getting it out into the life stream of the country and particularly through schools and education.  

The Library actually created its first chair of poetry in 1936 and in the 1940s one of my predecessors as the Librarian of Congress was a very distinguished poet himself Archibald MacLeish, and he made the consultant in poetry an annual appointment.  Then in 1986 as John Cole’s already told you the Congress gave the consultancy the additional status by changing the position to poet laureate consultant in poetry.  

Robert Pinsky was the seventh poet to serve as poet laureate.  And he certainly put his personal stamp on the office in a great many ways, and we are particularly glad to welcome him back.  He served as an unprecedented three terms from 1997 through 2000 – the year 2000, which was the Library’s bicentennial.  He reached out to the public in remarkable ways.  One legacy is his, is the segment that he established on public television’s NewsHour with Jim Leher.  I understand, I missed it but I’ve been told by any number of people that he was on the Simpsons last night as well.  

[laughter]   

[applause] 

That’s got to be an absolute first.   I’m not sure if he’s going to bring Homer around but we’ll all hope that this is the culminating outreach.  If you can reach Homer and his unpleasant boss if I recall, was somewhat immune to the ministrations of poetry, but any case if Robert can’t do it nobody can --  

[laughter]  

-- because he’s been one of the great evangelists for poetry in our country.  Above all he brought to the Library of Congress this wonderful Favorite Poem Project.  Which is itself a prime example of poetry in the public squares.  You will see first hand today Favorite Poems is being expanded to libraries throughout our nation.  We have poems by the way recorded in Spanish and Portuguese.  We have a great collection of all of the poetry really in the Western Hemisphere, and thanks to Robert we are expanding a collection not just of poetry that is written and recited above all by American poets so we can hear the sound and the feel of it, but also a terrific record now of the favorite poems of a wide variety of people which is being expanded here today.  

So I am very pleased to introduce the center of this continuing hurricane of activity and welcome him back here on your behalf and on behalf of the Simpsons --

[laughter] 

-- and all of their fans as well, our esteemed friend and a great poet Robert Pinsky.

[applause]

Robert Pinsky:

Thanks really a lot Mr. Burns. 

[laughter] 

Dr. Billington.  Dr. Billington.  Dr. Billington.  That was cheap.  There’s a very basic simple fundamental principal that is shared by our friends at Kidsnet, the organization that has helped us through this, by the Library of Congress and the Center for the Book, by the wonderful real hero Vartan Gregorian at the Carnegie Foundation and The Favorite Poem Project.  This principle is as simple as when somebody’s eating something that tastes good the person goes “um, um,” and other members of the group go “Perhaps it is good.”  It is as simple as if there is a wedding and a lot of people are dancing and there is a toddler, a two year old, a three year old child, the child sees the people dancing at the wedding, the music is playing the child starts going…

The contagion of somebody enjoying something is very, very powerful.  The thesis of the Favorite Poem Project is that as well as being an intellectually demanding art that involves human intelligence it is also an art that communicates itself through that physical contagion.  And in many ways the love of a work of art expressed by a reader reading a poem is more powerful, more fundamental, more basic than a skilled actor, the skilled Rap artist, the poet herself or himself reading the thing that that person wrote.  Because it is like that grunt of pleasure that somebody makes when they’re tasting something that tastes good.  It is that simple and it’s that basic to all of us.  

The Favorite Poem videos, which we film people.  We film 50 people from out of the many thousands of letters that are written from Americans all over the country. Was funded by the White House Millennium Project.  One of our jobs was to give a portrait of the United States of America in the year 2000 through the lens of poetry.  So we knew that we had to have Americans with every conceivable kind of regional accent, every possible ethnicity, every possible education level or kind, different professions, as much of our variety and diversity as we could show, and this would also be true of the poems.  

Of course we had to have Langston Hughes, and Walt Whitman, and Emily Dickinson, and Wallace Stevens and Elizabeth Bishop.  But it was also necessary to have poems that were written in Korean or Portuguese or Japanese or Italian or Yiddish or Navajo because there are Americans who love poems in those languages, sometimes because of their own family, sometimes because of something they have studied and learned.  

I knew that the autonomy of having a person choose a poem, not something to sign, but something as each of my friends here has done is to choose a poem; I knew that was powerful.  And I had a strong notion that this other physical presentation of the poem through somebody’s body would be powerful.  What I had not anticipated was something else that we also share with Kidsnet and the Center for the Book and the Carnegie Foundation, and that is a notion that sort of unavoidable clique is the word community.  You will see when we read poems we like we are rooting for one another.  We want one another to do well.  We are interested in seeing what someone else thinks tastes good or feels good.  And that is also fundamental in the way that people are drawn together, people who might be different ages, or ethnicities, or political convictions, or kinds of education, or region.  Because we are willing to share works of art with one another through the meeting of our own body, in a word, we show respect.  And that, I had not anticipated the power of that phenomenon.  

I’m going to shut up with in two or three sentences and first we are going to try to demonstrate that phenomenon by showing you two brief segments of the 50 videos.  Impossible to show the variety with two, but we’re going to show you two of them, and then we are going to read in the order you see us sitting up here. And maybe I’ll introduce us again in one sentence after we see the videos.  So can we start the videos, and I hope that by the end of the next 40 minutes or so I will be able to say to you, “I told you so.”  The first step in I told you so will be to see these two things which unfortunately we can’t see up here.  Some of you may have seen these on the NewsHour with Jim Lehrer where some of them have been shown as segments.  Is it going?

[clip]

The Favorite Poem Project is made possible by the National Endowment for the Arts,  fostering America’s creativity and investing in the living cultural heritage.  Additional funding has been provided by the John S. and James L. Knights Foundation and by the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation.

[music]

Keoshi Houston [spelled phonetically]:

I’m Keoshi Houston.  I have three middle names, Shawn [spelled phonetically], Shannon [spelled phonetically], and [foreign language].  And I’m a student at Lincoln Middle School.  Next year I’ll be starting high school.  I’m in eighth grade.  

I have one baby sister, my mom, and her boyfriend Andre.  She says she’s been reading to me since I was even in her uterus, play music, and reading books to me so it was once again one of the poems that she read to me [coughs] in my bed, or when we’re sitting on the couch or I’ll be working on my homework and I’ll finish, and she’ll say “Hey, let’s read some poems.”  This is a non-titled tanka by [foreign language], translated by Kenneth Rexroth.*


The lower leaves of the trees tangle the sunset and dusk.


Awe spreads with the summer twilight.

[Foreign language].

I love watching the sunset on the beach, because we live right next to the beach so I can just walk out there some nights and watch it, or we’ll be driving and I’ll look out the window and there’s always purple and orange and some wonderful combination of colors that puts me in awe, and in the poem they use the word awe.  

And also, when my mom was little in church she told me this; my grandpa Houston, he told mom that at sunset, when it comes, that angels are baking cookies for you --

[laughter] 

-- and that our ancestors, that his father, and his father, and so on, were all baking cookies at sunset.  So it’s always kind of a tieback and it makes me think about the people that must have lived before me and given birth to who I am and to me.  


The lower leaves of the trees tangle the sunset and dusk.


Awe spreads with the summer twilight.

[Foreign language].

Daniel McCall:

I’m Daniel McCall.  I live in Boston, Massachusetts.  I’m 81 years old, and I’m a retired anthropologist.  My father had a small shoe store, went bankrupt when I was nine years old.  My mother had died when I was eight months old of the influenza epidemic in 1918, and I was in the orphanage for a while.  I ran away so many times they wouldn’t take me back, and I lived in my father’s hotel.  It was called Family Hotel, but I was the only child that was in the hotel.  

It was during that time I think that they had a teacher of English, Mrs. Frazier, who required all the classmates to chose a poem and learn it by heart.  The poem that I selected which has lived with me ever since, is certainly one that I learned by heart because poems I thought that really lived in your heart they mean a lot to you and the longer you live I guess the more they mean.  I joined the Coast Guard, which was a longer commitment at the time than being drafted into the Army, but I thought it would be more fun because I like being on ships.  I was still in the Coast Guard when Pearl Harbor occurred and then the Coast Guard automatically became quite demanding, and the first thing I knew I was on the coast of Asia instead of the coast of North America.  

Well, it was a night in boot camp when I was told to walk up and down the wharf from 12:00 to 4:00 a.m., which at night, very cold, holding this rifle on my shoulder.  The staff was cold, my hand was cold, the wind seemed to be really biting.  I started reciting poetry to myself.  I started with poems that I knew and started with Shakespeare’s 29th Sonnet.  Sometimes I got lost and had to reconstitute, start over again where I was missing a line, or something wasn’t coming up in the right way.  By the time I got through all of the poems that I was trying to remember, I was being relieved, [unintelligible], so I went back to bed.  So the poems helped me get through a difficult night.  

This is the poem which I learned when I was in seventh grade.  It wasn’t meant to be at that time was that feeling of being such misfortune [unintelligible] in the orphanage.  And that fact that the situation can turn around so quickly that business of being well [unintelligible] and being able to come up and that seemed to me so hopeful.  “Sonnet 29” by William Shakespeare.*

“When, in disgrace with fortune and men's eyes,

I all alone be weep my outcast state

And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries

And look upon myself and curse my fate,

Wishing me like to one more rich in hope,

Featured like him, like him with friends possessed,

Desiring this man's art and that man's scope,

With what I most enjoy contented least;

Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising,

Haply I think on thee, and then my heart,

Like to the lark at break of day arising

From sullen earth, sings hymns at heaven's gate;

For thy sweet love remembered such wealth brings

That then I scorn to change my state with kings.”

Robert Pinsky:

I told you so.  

[laughter]  

And what Kidsnet has done for us is this very handsomely designed box that contains the anthology; “Americans’ Favorite Poems.”  And it a sort of cool nest under the anthology a video tape of these segments on it, and 1,400 small and rural libraries have gotten copies of that box.  And I hope that you all agree with me that teaching of not just poetry, but of language, and of social studies and of many things could be enhanced by these materials and we’re not resting.  And as well as giving them to 1,400 small libraries we hope eventually to give them to schools as well.  

The next thing that is going to happen is that the people here in the order that you see them are going to read poems they love and say a little bit about those poems.  I’m going to save the last for myself and that will be the rest of our program, and each person is going to say his or her name, but I’m proud to say we’re beginning with Cindy Samway [spelled phonetically] here to my left.

[applause]

Cindy Samway:

A little short.  Good morning.  My name is Cindy Samway.  I’ve been writing poetry -- I’m a hair stylist.  I’ve been writing poetry since I was a little girl.  Probably, I can remember Gwendolyn Brooks, Langston Hughes, Nikki Giovanni, Maya Angelo, from eighth grade.  But far back as I remember seeing Gwendolyn Brooks, Nikki Giovanni, speak in one of Chicago’s number one book stores when I was only about eight years old, my grandmother’s business was down the street, so they took me and I was just small enough to get in to see them read some poems.  

But all my life I always wondered what could I do special for myself that would always make me remember my favorite poem which is Gwendolyn Brooks.  And that was to name my daughter Gwendolyn.  

[laughter]  

So I never, ever have to worry about forgetting Gwendolyn Brooks because every time I think about my daughter I think about the poetry and the stuff that I grew up with that meant so much to me.  So what I chose to read today was “I Sang in the Front Yard” [“A Song in the Front Yard”]* by Gwendolyn Brooks.


“I've stayed in the front yard all my life.


I want to peek at the back


Where the rough and untended and hungry weeds grows.


A little girl gets sick of a rose.


“I want to go in the back yard now


And maybe down the alley,


where the charity children play.


I want to have a good day.


“They do not want –

They do wonderful things.


The have wonderful fun.


My mother sneers, but I say it's fine


How do I go -- my mother says it’s fine, 

how they don’t go have to go in after a quarter to nine.


My mother tells me that Johnnie Mack [Mae]


Will grow up to be a bad girl.


And that George will probably go to Jail sooner or later


(Because on account of last winter he sold our back gate).


“But I say it's fine, Honest, I do


And one day I'd like to be a bad girl, too,


And wear bare [brave] stockings of night-black lace


And strut down the street with paint on my face.”

Thank you.  

[applause]

Patsy Davis:

I’m Patsy Davis.  I’m an environmental lawyer, and I work part time at Booked Up, which is a rare bookstore in Georgetown.  I chose a poem by Gerard Manley Hopkins who was a Catholic priest in the 19th century, who lived with more passion than I can possible imagine.  I think this is a man who every poem you read, you look and you believe, I believe, that he is looking for the core of things, for the central sort of meaning. 

And I’ve spent some time in India and for those of you who’ve spent time know that the Indians greet each other with saying “namasté.”  And they say that and in Sanskrit that means, “I bow to the divine in you.”  And I think that’s what Gerard Manley Hopkins did to people and to life.  I think that the quality of aliveness that he had.  I’m going to read a poem called “Spring and Fall to a Young Child,”* and it’s directed towards a child named Margaret.  I too considered naming my child Margaret.  

[laughter]  

Then I thought of Edgar Allen Poe which is my favorite poem when I was in the eigth grade that she did not want to be named Ulalume --

[laughter]

-- which is a mispronunciation of Ulalume, I believe.  But be that as it may be Margaret is, I will give you a couple of sentences worth about what it’s about because Hopkins is difficult to sort of understand because he puts words together, and does strange things with the context.  It’s basically, for me it’s an older man, for whatever reason, is talking to Margaret, and Margaret is crying because she sees a grove of trees where the leaves are falling, and she’s sad for the leaves that have fallen from the trees.  He says don’t, you know -- things like this, as you get older they’ll be all right because you’ll start to understand what’s really underneath the sadness.  What’s underneath the sadness is that we, too, as humans have springs and falls and you are now in your spring, and you will be in your fall.  

One of the lovely things to me, that a pretty tough message to tell a young child and one of the things that I love is he puts in the middle of the poem the word child, and though I doubt if this Irish catholic priest thought about Southern USA, but when I was growing up this sort of “Child come here,” was part of the sort of warmth of being accepted, so here it goes.  

“Margaret, are you grieving –“

Oh, I have to start [stop] before I even stop [start].  If you don’t want to listen to the meaning, these words are so fantastic you don’t have to pretend; you don’t have to worry about what it means.  Just pretend you don’t speak English, and you’ll love this poem.  


“Margaret, are you grieving


Over Goldengrove unleaving? 


Leaves, like the things of man, you 


With your fresh thoughts care for, can you? 


Ah! As the time goes older 


You will come to such sights colder 


Nor breathe a sigh


Though worlds of wan wood leaf meal lie; 


And yet you will weep and know why. 


Now no matter, child, the name:


Sorrow's springs are all the same. 


Nor a mouth had, nor a mind, expressed


What heart heard of, ghost guessed: 


It is the blight that man was born for,


It is Margaret you mourn for. 

[applause]

Michael Trace English:

Good morning.  My name is Michael Trace English.  I am six years old, and I am the first grade at Rosemary Hills Primary School.  I’m going to read, “Have You Watched the Fairies” by Rose Fyleman.  I picked this poem because it is about fairies, and I like fairies a lot.  “Have You Watched the Fairies”* by Rose Fyleman.

Have you watched the fairies


when the rain is done,


Spreading out their little


wings to dry them in the sun?


I have, I have!


Isn't it fun?

Have you heard the fairies 


all among the limes


Singing little fairy tunes


to little fairy rhymes?


I have, I have,


Lots and lots of times!

Have you seen the fairies


dancing in the air


and dashing off behind the stars


to tidy up their hair?


I have, I have,


I've been there!

[applause]

Jennifer Saxon [spelled phonetically]:

Hello, my name is Jennifer Saxon.  I’m in first grade. I’m seven, and I’m at Rosemary Hills Primary School and today I’m going to be reading a poem called “Hope is the Thing with Feathers”* by Emily Dickinson.


Hope is the thing with feathers 


That perches in the soul, 


And sings the tune -- without the words, 


And never stops at all, 


And sweetest in the gale is heard; 


And sore must be the storm 


That could abash the little bird 


That kept so many warm. 


I've heard it in the chilliest land, 


And on the strangest sea; 


Yet, never, in extremity, 


It asked a crumb of me.

[applause]

Vivian Sorano:

Well, following animals and children --

[laughter]

-- [laughs] its pleasure to be here.  My name is Vivian [Foreign Language] Sorano, and I’m going to read a poem that reminds me of my favorite person.  It has become my favorite poem because of that.  It’s by Antonio Machado, a famous Spanish poet.  I’ll read it in Spanish, and then I’ll read you an English translation.  This poem is my favorite because it reminds me of my now deceased father-in-law. 

Carlos Sorano DeNales [spelled phonetically] was born in Madrid, Spain in 1918, and as a young man was caught up in the Spanish civil war.  He left home, never to see his mother and father again, alive.  Eventually, from a prison camp, immigrated to Mexico.  Started a new life, gained a new homeland and took with him his love of literature and poetry that enriched all of our lives.  

My youngest son just walked into the room.  He’s here to hear the poem that his grandfather recited to him as a young child.  Sometimes to his embarrassment, aloud, to anyone who would listen, and it is the essence of this man who all his life tried very hard to be a good man and the thing that was difficult -- and he tried very hard to explain to us all -- when you grow up in enormously challenging times sometimes being good was seen as a weakness.  What he tried to tell his sons and his grandsons was that it was a strength.  So here is the poem.

[Spanish]


“Portrait”*


“My childhood is memories of a courtyard in Seville


and a sunny garden with a ripening lemon tree;


my youth, twenty years in the lands of Castile;


my story, certain matters I don’t care to recite.

 
I never was a playboy or Don Juan


(you know how simply I always dressed),


but one of Cupid’s arrows came my way


and women found their lodging in my heart.


The wellspring that feeds my verses,


are calm, and clear; for all my heritage of rebel blood,


and rather than being a man who is doctrinaire or worldly wise,


I am, in the best sense of the word, simply good.


In my passion for beauty, out of modern aesthetics


I cut old-fashioned roses in the garden of Ronsard;


but I’ve no great love for the latest fashionable thing,


nor will you find me trilling these stylish aires.


I’m not impressed by those puffed up tenor ballads


or the cricket chorus crooning to the moon.


I’ve learned to distinguish the voices from echoes


and of all the voices listen only to one.


I don’t know if I’m romantic or classic?  I only hope


that the verse I leave behind, like the captains sword, 


maybe remembered not for it’s maker’s art,  


but for the virile hand that gripped it once,


I talk with a man who resides within my being –


for one who converses with himself hopes one day to speak with God.


Soliloquizing is speaking with his good friend


who has shown me the way to love mankind.

  
In the end, I owe you nothing; you owe me all I’ve written.


I go about my work with my money I pay


for the clothes upon my back, the roof over my head,


the bread that sustains me, the bed upon which I lie.

 
And when the day for final voyage is here,


and the ship that will not return is ready to depart,


you will find me on board, traveling light,


nearly naked, like the children of the sea.”

[applause]

Al Taylor:

Good morning.  My name is Al Taylor, a theater major at the University District of Columbia.  As I stand before you today, I will be reading a poem titled “I Too”* By Langston Hughes.  I chose this poem in honoring the 100th birthday of Langston Hughes.  I also chose this poem because of a lecture I attended April  29, 2002, by Cardinal McCarrick, according to what happened on 9/11, for discussions and opportunities.  We should seize the opportunities of discussing what had united us as Americans.  We are all Americans regardless of race, culture and ethnicity.  We are all children of Abraham.  


“I, too, sing America”

“I am the darker brother.


They send me to eat in the kitchen


When company comes,


But I laugh,


And eat well,


And grow strong.


“Tomorrow,


I'll be at the table


When company comes.


Nobody will dare


Say to me,


‘Eat in the kitchen,’


Then.


“Besides,


They'll see how beautiful I am


And be ashamed --


“I, too, am America.”

[applause]

Marty Dickinson:

Hi, my name is Marty Dickinson, and I am vice president of the Environmental Law Institute here in Washington, D.C.  And I don’t know who the littlest child in this room is but when I was -- well, there’s one in the back row very, very small.  Maybe I wasn’t that small but almost.  I remember that my mother recited poems to me, and regularly, and there was one particular poem that she recited with very special emotion and very special meaning for her.  It has become my favorite poem.  And this poem is “The Grass” by Emily Dickinson.  It’s about humility but it’s also about the strength and complexity of simplicity.  

I’ve often wondered why was this poem so important to my mother who passed away and I never got a chance to ask her, and I really think it’s because she grew up, my mother did, as a simple farm girl in southern Vermont.  She grew up in the depression, she grew up poor, and it’s really not that far in miles from Amherst where Emily Dickinson grew up.  In the scenes of hay, and nature, and the country are the same, because I’ve been to both by now.  I hadn’t then when she read it to me.  I think also that outwardly simple rural farm young people, as Emily Dickinson proved to us are really not that simple.  There’s great complexity, there’s great meaning, in what this particular one had to say, and I think that is what really moved my mother.  And it moves me, too.


“The Grass”*

“The grass so little has to do, 


A sphere of simple green,


But only butterflies to brood,


And bees to entertain,


And stir all day to pretty tunes


The breezes fetch along,


And hold the sunshine in its lap


And bow to everything;


And thread the dews all night, like pearls,


And make itself so fine, 


A duchess were too common


For such a noticing.


And even when it dies, to pass


In odors so divine,


As lowly spices gone to sleep,


Or amulets of pine.


And then in sovereign barns to dwell,


And dream the days away,


The grass so little has to do,


I wish I were the hay!”

[applause]

Greg McKillip [spelled phonetically]:

Hello, my name is Greg McKillip.  I’m in fifth grade at St. Alban’s School.  I’m going to read the poem “If” by Rudyard Kipling.  This is my favorite poem and I think the reason it’s my favorite poem is Mr. Kipling talks about how to live a good life.  And it’s sometimes really hard but he sets goals and standards that we have to live up to in real life.  So the poem “If”* by Rudyard Kipling.


“If you can keep your head when all about you


Are losing theirs and blaming it on you,


If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you


Aut make allowance for their doubting, too,


If you can wait and not be tired by waiting,


Or being lied about, don't deal in lies,


Or being hated, don't give way to hating,


And yet don't look too good, nor walk too wise: 


If you can dream and not make dreams your master,


If you can think and not make thoughts your aim;


If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster


And treat those two impostors just the same;


If you can bear to hear the truth you've spoken


Twisted by knaves to make a trap for fools,


Or watch the things you gave your life to, broken,


And stoop and build them up with worn-out tools: 


If you can make one heap of all your winnings


And risk it all on one turn of pitch and toss,


And lose, and start again at your beginnings


And never breathe a word of loss;


If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew


To serve your turn long after they are gone,


And so hold on when there is nothing in you


Except the will which says to them: ‘Hold on!’ 


If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue,


Or walk with kings nor lose the common touch,


If neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you;


If all men count with you, but none too much,


If you can fill the unforgiving minute


With sixty seconds worth of distance run,


Yours is the Earth and everything that's in it,


And which is more you'll be a Man, my son!”

[applause]

Mark Wilkerson:

My name is Mark Wilkerson and of the two honors I have today being here, probably the greater one is being Greg’s homeroom teacher at St. Alban’s.  So thank you Greg.  

I’ve traveled a lot of places in my 36 years.  Some of it was unknown to me because it occurred when I was very young and had to do with what my parents were doing.  I’m a lifetime resident of the Washington, D.C. area; grew up in Silver Spring.  In the 1960s my parents were part of the Episcopalian church’s movement to integrate suburban parishes.  For years there had been white flight from the city’s parishes, and there was a big fight as to whether the suburban perishes were to be integrated or not, and they were people in the front lines of this fight.  

The rest of my years have been made up of things like the Marine Corps, and Desert Storm, and West Virginia University, and the University of Maryland, and I’ve always been searching for things that seemed true in every place that I’ve been.  I chose a poem today written by Langston Hughes.  It’s actually part of “Montage of a Dream Deferred,” and it’s called “Theme for English B.”  And this speaks to me on so many levels, but one particularly because the man Dr. Johnston who introduced this to me, I could see as being the subject of this poem.  “Theme for English B”* by Langston Hughes


“The instructor said,

Go home and write

 
a page tonight.

 
And let that page come out of you --

 
And then, it will be true.


“I wonder if it's that simple?


I am twenty-two, colored, born in Winston-Salem.


I went to school there, then Durham, then here


to this college on the hill above Harlem.


I am the only colored student in my class.


The steps from the hill lead down into Harlem,


through a park, then I cross St. Nicholas,


Eighth Avenue, Seventh, and I come to the Y,


the Harlem Branch Y, where I take the elevator


up to my room, sit down, and write this page:


‘It's not easy to know what is true for you or me 


at twenty-two, my age. But I guess I'm what 


I feel and see and hear, Harlem, I hear you:


hear me, hear you -- we two -- you and me, talk on this page.


I hear New York, too. Me -- who?


Well, I like to eat, sleep, drink, and be in love.


I like to work, read, learn, and understand life.


I like a pipe for a Christmas present,


or records, Bessie, bop, or Bach.


I guess being colored doesn't make me NOT like


the same things other folks like who are other races.


So will my page be colored that I write?


“Being me, it will not be white. 


But it will be


a part of you, instructor. 


You are white --


yet a part of me, as I am a part of you. 


And that's American.


Sometimes perhaps you don't want to be a part of me. 


Nor do I often want to be a part of you.


But we are, and that's true! 


As I learn from you, 


I guess you learn from me --


although you're older -- and white --


and somewhat more free.


“This is my page for English B.”

[applause]

[end of transcript]

*This poem's format may be different than author's original format

