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Jabari Asim

We’re having an absolutely fabulous time at the National Book Festival.  Once again, my name is Jabari Asim, and I’m the children’s book editor at the “Washington Post.”  I’m here to introduce our next presenter.  

Alma Powell is co-chair of America’s Promise, an alliance of national organizations formed to help youth become successful and productive adults.  The group works to bring young people into regular contact with caring adults, provide structured activities in safe places, help kids get a healthy start via adequate nutrition, exercise, and health care, supply effective education, and introduce them to opportunities to serve their country.  

Mrs. Powell’s efforts in this direction include two books for children, “America’s Promise” and “The Little Red Wagon.”  She has explained in previous discussions that they are intended not only to entertain, but also to get across a message she deeply believes in.  You will have an opportunity to have Mrs. Powell sign your books and talk about that message following her presentation today at 12 o’clock at table 16.  

Mrs. Powell is also the wife of Colin Powell, who in addition to serving as secretary of state, is the founding chairman of America’s Promise.  It is with great anticipation that I introduce to you Mrs. Alma Powell.

[applause]

Alma Powell:

Thank you, Jabari.  It is a great pleasure for me to be here this morning, cold weather, cloudy skies notwithstanding, because the warmth that shines in these various tents with all of you booklovers is what will carry us through this day and make it a wonderful, wonderful experience.  

I am very honored to be considered an author.  That is not my primary purpose in life.  It could get to be, but it isn’t yet.  I last week was at the “New York Times” book brunch with some very illustrious authors.  They had a panel of eight authors spread across the stage in the Waldorf Astoria, and I really felt like I was an imposter sitting among them.  There was Dan Brown with the “Da Vinci Code” and Anna Diamante with “The Red Tent,” and Mitch Album, who wrote “Tuesdays with Morrie,” and James Patterson with all of those mystery novels.  And so I explained myself as I will to you, that author is not one of my main titles.  Most of the time in my life I’ve been child of, wife of, mother of -- so now I’ve come into my own.  Author of.  

[applause]

I want to thank my good friend, Jim Billington, the Librarian of Congress, and the first lady, Laura Bush, for inviting me to be a part of this wonderful event.  As I said, it is truly, truly an honor.  

My husband and I are both book lovers, and I know that I’m speaking to the crowd when I speak of all of you here who sit here in the cold who are book lovers also.   Every room in my house has books in it.  My favorite kind of place to be is a room filled with books on either side and a cozy chair to sit in to explore all of the things there are to explore in this wonderful world of ours.  I grew up as a child of educators, and so reading was always very, very important in our household.  It was just a given, and I can’t tell you at what age I learned to read.  I just -- one day I could.  

And so, in those days before television, which young people out here have a hard time imagining, books and reading were what you did.  And it’s a think that we have recapture, because books develop our imaginations and send us soaring across the universe.  It opens up our minds.  Our children sit in front of the television watching stories and cartoons and so forth, and it does not require their minds to create anything.  So we have to be very careful that we are developing imagination, and the wonderful way to do that is through reading.  

One of my favorite radio programs when I was a little girl was “Let’s Pretend.”  Do any of you remember that?  There were storytellers and actors bringing to you wonderful, wonderful fairy tales and so forth.  And I used to wish that I could see that.  And I thought that with the advent of television, that that might be a wonderful thing to do.  But somehow, those things don’t transfer very well.   Witness the “Jungle Books,” which were wonderful, wonderful stories that took me through India and the excitement of a young boy living in the jungle with the animals.  Somehow the cartoon didn’t give you that same feeling.  You have to be able to think about it in your own mind.  

So we have to be sure that today our children are exposed to as much reading material as possible.  That door to opportunity is locked for so many of our nation’s children.  In fact, 36 percent of our fourth graders are reading below the basic proficiency level of their age group.  I heard a very sobering statistic a few years ago at a volunteer conference, that in a particular state, they use the reading scores of second graders to predict how many prisons they’re going to have to build.  You can determine that early in life which children are going to be successful and how many are not.  And so, that leads us to America’s Promise and its purpose.  

Six years ago, America’s Promise was founded following a summit that was called by all of the living presidents.  We met in Philadelphia and there were hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of people arrayed before us as we said our children are falling behind in this most wonderful of nations on the face of the earth.  Too many people in this land of opportunity fall through the cracks.  And as events went on after that summit, we saw Columbine.  We saw a rash of school shootings among children.  Every day, we see the effects of children not having the proper structure in their lives.  We sit and say that the government has to do this and the government has to do that.  No, it’s each one of our responsibilities.  

And so that was what the summit was all about.  All of the participants brainstormed and talked about the things that they do in their youth organizations, and we came up with those five basic promises, or resources that every child needs in their life.  [1] Every child needs a caring adult in their life.  [2] Every child needs a healthy start in this world.  [3] Every child needs safe places to learn and grow, not only in school but after school.  Safe places after school with so many of our parents who are out working, and what happens to those latchkey kids?  [4] A marketable skill through effective education, and most importantly, [5] an opportunity to give back.  To know, for children to know that they, too, have a responsibility in the cycle of things to contribute to what it is that makes our life so good in this country.  We are very fortunate to be here.  Too many children do not have those things.  

And so America’s Promise was founded, and my husband was very eloquent in telling the story of America’s Promise and encouraging people to get involved and corporations and businesses and schools and communities all over this country joined with America’s Promise to keep those five promises.  So today, there are numerous communities of promise across the United States.  There are schools of promise and universities of promise, and corporations that have undertaken a responsibility to either deliver one of the promises to x-number of children, or all five.  People can take their choice.  Each one of you can be part of that promise.  It doesn’t have to be with a vast army of children.  You can do it with just one.  Provide a caring adult.  Give them good experiences.  Take a child to a play or a musical.  

Our National Symphony Orchestra, as it travels across the country, meets with school children to help them learn about classical music.  And to help them in their music programs in schools.  VHS has a program called “Keep the Music Going” that donates school instruments to school music programs because in bad economic times, the arts programs are the first things to go.  And we cannot have that, because the arts are what civilize us.  And so that is a very important part of our giving to our children.  

So, as the co-chair of America’s Promise, I take these things very, very seriously, transfer it on to my love of books, and the idea that so many, many children need to have books to expose them and to expand their minds.  We communicated this to a number of people, the American Bankers Association, for example, has bought a number of our books to donate to the Library of Congress’ reading programs.  Several other people across the country have taken the responsibility of buying hundreds of books to distribute to children in their communities who do not have – who do not have access to books.  And so, this will go a long way to help to bridge that gap.  

When I wrote the books, “America’s Promise” and “My Little Wagon,” they were designed to entertain children and to help adults know again what the five promises are.  But most importantly, they were to say to children, “This is what we promise you.”  You will notice as we go through the book that all of the adults in the book are dressed in red, white and blue.  And a very significant authority figure towards the end of the book is a bison, because that is the symbol of America.  And so with these books, we are saying to our children, this is our promise to you.  And so, we ask each one of you today to help us keep that promise.

The other little book is “My Little Wagon,” which is a toddler’s book.  It’s all about a little bear and the red wagon, and that is the symbol of America’s Promise, this little red wagon that I wear.  We decided that the red wagon should be the symbol of the promise because every child should have a little red wagon.  Most of us do.  Most of us had one in our lifetime.  Most of us who are gardeners have something like that that we drag things around in.  But every child should have a little red wagon to carry around their treasures, their hopes, their dreams, their troubles, their failures, a red wagon to put things into.  And it has a long gray handle so that when the burden is too heavy, an adult can reach down and help them pull the load.  And ladies and gentlemen, that’s is what America’s Promise is all about.  I challenge each one of you to join us in keeping that promise.  Thank you for being here today.

[applause]

And now, I have a friend over here who’s going to help me tell the story of “America’s Promise.”  We’re going to be reading the book.  Will you come up and help us here?  Okay, this is the story of “America’s Promise.”  

“‘Benji, come on.’  That’s my mom.  

‘My wagon is stuck.’ That’s my brother Benji.  He won’t go anywhere without his little red wagon.  We just moved, and mama is starting a new job.  We’re going to a day care center until she can find a babysitter.  ‘Do we have to go to baby daycare mama?’  

‘Oh, just for a few days, Honey.’ 

“As we turn a corner, we see a bunch of kids sitting on a stoop.  There’s a girl my age, a boy who looks a little older, and couple of little kids like Benji.  ‘Hey, are you new around here?’ asked the girl.  

‘Yes, my name is Honey.’  

‘My name is Marigold.  We were just about to go to Mrs. Mayberry’s.  Do you want to come along?’  

‘Who’s Mrs. Mayberry?’  

‘Well, let me tell you.  Mrs. Mayberry is this lady down the street, and she used to be a teacher, only now she’s tired.’  

‘No, no, you mean retired,’ says a boy named Justin.  ‘Mrs. Mayberry told our folks that the street was too dangerous for us to play in, and she was going to do something about it.  So now we play at her house.  She fixed up a clubhouse and she’s got all kinds of neat stuff, cuckoo clocks and a record player and a lot of funny old furniture.’  

“Mama says she’s already heard great things about Mrs. Mayberry’s play and learn house.  She calls Mrs. Mayberry to introduce us and to find out if we can come and visit.  And she tells me I have to take Benji, too.  ‘Honey, take good care of your brother.  I’m counting on you today.’ 

‘Okay, Mama.’  

“Well, we set off.  But first we have to stop off and get Melvin, Marigold tells me.  Inside the corner store, a teenager named Melvin waves at Marigold and tells his uncle, Mr. King, that he’s finished.  ‘Good job, now.  Fill up your friend’s wagon with apples and oranges and go have some fun. ‘

“As we fill up Benji’s wagon, Melvin tells me that he works at his uncle’s store every Saturday.  I ask him if he misses playing with his friends.  ‘Sometimes,’ he said, ‘But it’s worth it.  I’m learning to be careful and get things right, and that’s very important for an accountant.’ 

‘What’s a counting nut?’ 

‘An accountant helps people take care of their money, and that’s what I want to be when I grow up.  You know Mrs. Herb, the cafeteria lady?  She showed me how to cook every Wednesday after school.  Thanks for the fruit, Mr. King.’ So we set off.  

“After we meet Mrs. Mayberry, we discover all sorts of great stuff to do.  At first, Benji sticks close by me, but pretty soon Mrs. Mayberry gets him to come over and read a book.  Can you believe she has a book about a little red wagon?  And Marigold teaches me to play checkers on this board made completely out of wood.  And she said it was Mr. Mayberry’s before he died.  ‘The mayor made this board for Mr. Mayberry when he was a little boy.’ 

‘Really?’  

“I’d just won my first ever game of checkers when Mrs. Mayberry appears from the kitchen with a big bowl in her arms.  She’s cut up all the apples and oranges and made a fruit salad.  ‘All right, kids, it’s time to put some good food in those stomachs.   You have to feed your body and brain the best fuel.  Otherwise, they’ll get tired and slow.’”  

So you see around there all of those wonderful things that we try to teach our children about healthy foods.  

“After our snack, Mrs. Mayberry goes over to an old record player.  She flips the switch and music comes out.  It’s jazz, like my Uncle Jesse plays on his saxophone.  ‘Heidi, Heidi, Heidi, Ho,’ the man on the record calls out.  And all the kids sing with him.”  

You guys remember who sang “Heidi, Heidi, Ho?”  

“Justin pretends like he’s playing the saxophone.  Marigold and I dance around until we fall on the floor laughing.  And as we pick ourselves up, there comes a knock at the door.  ‘Who could that be?’ said Mrs. Mayberry.  ‘Who is it?’  ‘Mayor Crowley,’ says a booming voice.  The mayor runs the whole city.  Why would he be coming here?  

When Mrs. Mayberry opens the door and the mayor comes in, the room shrinks.  He’s a big, tall man with a friendly smile and a voice that sounds like my favorite uncle.  That’s Uncle Jesse.  Mayor Crowley tells us about a new place to play.  Well, I’ve been hearing a lot about your play and learn house, so I wanted to let you kids know about a new park.  ‘Yeah,’ everybody says.  ‘Let’s go, let’s go to the park.’  

‘But you can’t play there yet,’ says Mayor Crowley.  It’s only an empty lot.  He explains that before the lot can become a park, the city has to clean it up and make it safe for children.  

‘Why don’t we clean up the lot?  We could do that right now,’ says Marigold.  ‘Whoa now,’ says the mayor.  ‘That’s nice of you to offer, but it’s a lot of work.  It’s not like playing, it’s like having a job.’  

‘Come on, Mr. Mayor, let us do it,’ I plead.  

The mayor tugs his beard and he looks and Mrs. Mayberry and says, ‘What do you think?’  And Mrs. Mayberry looks the mayor right in the eye and says, ‘These children know an opportunity when they see one, sir.  If they put their minds to it, they can do the job.’  

‘All right, let’s go see.’  

“Well, we all get in the mayor’s car, and when we jump out, I feel my heart drop to the pit of my stomach.  That lot is full of everything you can imagine.  ‘This isn’t a lot.  This is a garbage dump.  The grass is taller than Benji.’  

‘Nobody said it was going to be easy,’ says the mayor.  

And then Melvin says, ‘Mrs. Mayberry always tell us, if you think you can, or you think you can’t, you’re probably right.’  

‘Sir, we’re ready to get to work,’ I say.  

“So the mayor drives away, and he comes back with all the tools we need.  Trash bags, gloves, rakes, even an old lawnmower.  He has to go down to City Hall, but he’s going to come back later and check on us.  We pick up all the rocks and bricks and pipes and trash and we load them into Benji’s wagon and wheel them off to the side of the road.  And the big kids take turns cutting the grass.  Benji and the little kids work hard, too.  The gloves they wear are so big, they almost cover their entire arms.  Just when we’re all starting to get hungry, Mr. King, Melvin’s uncle, comes from the store.  He comes by in his car, and he’s brought a box full of sandwiches and juice for us.  That food sure tastes good.  

“After lunch, we get back to work.  Finally, five hours after we started, the lot looks much better, except for a big rock.  First, Marigold and I tried to move it, but it won’t budge.  Then we asked all the little kids to help.  That doesn’t work, either.  Just then, the mayor pulls up and he says, ‘I can’t believe all the work you did.  This is fantastic.  It’s finished.’  

‘We haven’t finished anything unless we can move that rock,’ says Melvin.  ‘Well, let me give it a try,’ says the mayor.  He tries to pick it up.  He’s a really big man, and he’s very smart, so he knows to use his legs to lift a heavy load.  So he bends down and he gives a great heave and says, ‘Oh.’  That rock come off the ground, but it doesn’t go anywhere.  The mayor pushes harder, but he can’t tip it over.  He looks at us with a very disappointed face.  And I’m kind of disappointed, too.  I stare at the ground and kick a clump of dirt with my foot.  

“‘You did your best, children,’ says Mrs. Mayberry.  

‘That’s right,’ says the mayor.  “But the human body can only take us so far and then we need machines to finish the job.” 

Anybody have an idea what he’s going to do?  

“The mayor has an idea.  He walks over to one of the bags and pulls out a long metal pipe.  He points to an old cinder block and says, “Bring that over to the rock.”  Marigold and I follow his direction.  The mayor places one end of the pipe under the rock.”  

This is what they call a lever, children.  

“He lays the middle of the pipe across the cinder block.  It’s one of the world’s oldest machines.  It doesn’t require gas or electricity, but it can have the strength of ten people.  The mayor pushes down on that pipe and easily, the pipe lifts the rock up and up and up until it rolls over and rolls down near the edge of the lot.  The mayor smiles proudly and says, ‘Sometimes, when strength isn’t enough, you just have to use your brains.’ 

‘Yes, sir, but even with a lever, you won’t be able to put that big rock in your car and take it away,’ says Melvin.  

‘No, but I think that’s all right, because look, somebody else is using his brains, too.’  

‘Let’s just leave it here,’ Benji says, ‘for kids who get tired of playing and need to take a nap.’  

We all laugh and then we help the mayor load his car with the trash and tools and we wave as the mayor drives away.  

“When he’s out of sight, I turn away and start thinking about going home.  Everybody else is thinking about going home, too, but Benji -- Benji’s been very impressed by the mayor.  And he stands there looking at him as he drives away and looking off down the street, and he says, ‘Do you think I can be like that when I grow up?’  

And Mrs. Mayberry says, ‘Yes, I promise you will.’”  

And so there you are.  We all have a promise to keep, to help our children make their dreams come true.  But we have to help them dream those dreams first.

Thank you very much.

[applause]

[end of transcript]


