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Chairman (Roxanna) Foxx, members of the Republican Party of San Diego County, members of the Armed Services, my fellow veterans, ladies and gentlemen.  Thank you, Bob (Dr. Robert Hertzker, President of CALPAC) for that kind introduction.  And thank you all for that warm reception.

Abraham Lincoln once wrote:  “Fellow citizens, we cannot escape history.  We of this Congress and this administration will be remembered in spite of ourselves. No personal significance, or insignificance, can spare one or another of us.  The fiery trial through which we pass, will light us down, in honor or dishonor, to the latest generation….We—even we here—hold the power, and bear the responsibility…We shall nobly save, or meanly lose, the last best hope of earth.”

Fellow Republicans, we, too, cannot escape history.  In our hands, thanks to your efforts, is once again the power and the responsibility of government.  In our hands is Lincoln’s legacy; a nation that is still the last best hope on earth.

There is so much in Lincoln’s life, and Lincoln’s words, that is relevant to our lives today.  Let us recall some other words of Lincoln’s: the conclusion of his Second Inaugural Address.  This is what he said:

“With malice toward none; with charity for all; with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in; to bind up the nation's wounds; to care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his widow, and his orphan--to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace, among ourselves, and with all nations.” 

This passage, of course, has a special relevance to me and to the Department of Veterans Affairs.  “To care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his widow, and his orphan”: our Department has taken that as our mission statement—the reason we exist.

But let us first consider another of Lincoln’s requests to his countrymen, and to us.  “To bind up the nation’s wounds,” he directs—and just as this was the responsibility of the men and women of his generation, so it is of ours as well.

For we have come through an election so close, and so divisive, that the wounds we bear are still raw and bleeding.  The battle was hard and fierce; but we Republicans have emerged victorious.

And so it has fallen to us, in our time, to once again bind up the nation’s wounds.

And, with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right, that is what we will do.  

And we will do so in a way that does honor to ourselves and our party, and to our country.

America is a nation that has received more than its share of God’s blessings.

Not the least of those blessings has been that in times when they were most needed, great leaders have come forth from among us.  And they were given the skills they needed to resolve the crises they faced.

From George Washington in the Revolutionary War; to Lincoln in the Civil War; to Franklin Roosevelt—yes, I know he was a Democrat, but he was a great man—in World War II: these were the leaders we needed at the times we needed them.

Twenty years ago, a Republican from this great state of California was elected President for his first term. He was a man who was right for his times.  He was a man who was right for America.

Ronald Reagan was—and is—a man of courage and decency; a man with a strong moral sense.  He had a vision of the future he wanted to create; and the courage and heart to see his vision through.

He gave his courage to an entire nation.  He brought back America’s spirit, and our sense of optimism.  And because he had the strength to swim against the tide, he did something remarkable; he changed the tide’s direction.

The leadership of Ronald Reagan helped to make our party great; and helped to make America great.

And today, we have a new leader; a man, like Ronald Reagan, who is right for the times in which he has been chosen to lead.

A man who campaigned as a uniter, not a divider.  

A man who loves the state of California—so much so that he has promised to visit it often in the next four years.

And a man who, when he put his hand on the Bible last January 20, swore to not only uphold the laws of our country, but the dignity and honor of the office he was elected to.

And who believed that our country must be prosperous, but that our prosperity must have a purpose—to leave no one out; and no one behind.

President George W. Bush believes that our party must match a conservative mind with a compassionate heart.

That we will be prosperous if we reduce taxes, while also helping struggling families;

That we must reduce the regulations that strangle our enterprise;

And that we must embrace free trade—and end tariffs and barriers everywhere, so that the whole world trades in freedom.  He has said: “The fearful build walls.  The confident tear them down.”  

President Bush is confident in American workers and farmers and entrepreneurs.  And confident that America’s best is the world’s best.

Our President knows how to lead.  He knows how to set a clear agenda and get results.  And he knows that the world we live in is still a dangerous world.  A world of madmen, terror, and missiles.  And he knows that such a dangerous world requires a sharpened sword.

And so he has promised to rebuild the military power of the United States.  And to respect the service of those who have already served in uniform—our nation’s veterans.

I cannot tell you how honored I was to have been asked by our President to serve as the Secretary of your Department of Veterans Affairs.

It is an honor I was privileged to accept.

I am honored that President Bush has looked to me to embody his commitment to America’s veterans;

I am honored to be the leader of more than 200,000 VA employees who have chosen careers of service to veterans.

I am honored to be able to meet the needs of 24 million veterans and their families for the benefits and services they have earned in the service of our nation.

And I am honored to be a part of a cabinet that is filled with men and women of great distinction and ability. 

One of the very first activities that was held during inauguration week was a Salute to America’s Veterans.  I was there, and it was an event that I will never forget.

I was so very appreciative that both President Bush and Vice President Cheney took time from their extraordinarily busy schedules to address those in attendance.  I was proud that one of the very first things our new President did in Washington was to honor our veterans.

Besides the President and Vice President, others from our party were there.  Senator John McCain was on the program.  He spoke movingly about his experiences as a Prisoner of War, and about the courage of his comrades in the face of imprisonment and torture.

And former Senator Bob Dole spoke of having his body nearly cut in two—and at the same time watching his fellow soldiers lying all around him, wounded and dead, on a battlefield in Italy.

But I was most deeply affected by the testimony of two ordinary people, a man and a woman who were not veterans themselves.

One was a survivor of the Holocaust; an elderly Jewish man from Poland.

He shared his memories of a young American soldier who had liberated him from the Nazis.  Who gave him his food so he could have something to eat; and protected him so he would not be recaptured.

He told of his everlasting gratitude to that American soldier, and to all American soldiers everywhere, who had saved him and millions of others from almost certain death.

The other speaker was the widow of a serviceman who had been shot down and killed over Vietnam.

Who had been deprived of the joys and comforts of a life together with the husband she loved.  When his country asked him to risk his life on its behalf he had willingly done so.

She spoke of her love for her dead husband—and her continued love for the country for which he had made the supreme sacrifice.

The two of them spoke to an audience of veterans and their families; men and women who had seen it all, and heard it all.  Men and women who can truly be called America’s heroes.

And when they had finished speaking, there wasn’t a dry eye in the house.

And I thought to myself: this is what Abraham Lincoln meant in his inaugural address.

This is what the Department of Veterans Affairs is all about; to help those who gave so much of themselves on behalf of our nation and their families.  To help those whose heroism saved the world several times over, and those who had offered their lives so that the rest of us might live in freedom.

And I felt so very blessed that the President had chosen me as his representative to manage an organization whose mission is to serve these heroes and their families.  If I can make a difference on their behalf, then my rewards will far outweigh any sacrifice I can possibly make—including having to leave this beautiful county to live in Washington, DC.

And, ladies and gentlemen, I do intend to make a difference.  Because caring for America’s veterans is a task of the greatest importance.  

Some of you, I know, have read Tom Brokaw’s book, “The Greatest Generation,” about the men and women who fought and won World War II.  The book is especially popular with young people: many of whom had never before known what their parents and grandparents had endured for the sake of our freedom.

Here is what Brokaw wrote about those who served in uniform in that fateful period:

“At a time in their lives when their days and nights should have been filled with innocent adventure, love, and the lessons of the workday world, (American soldiers, sailors, airmen, marines and Coastguardsmen)… answered the call to save the world from the two most powerful and ruthless military machines ever assembled, instruments of conquest in the hands of fascist maniacs.  They faced great odds and a late start, but they did not protest.  They succeeded on every front.  They won the war; they saved the world.”

Throughout our nation’s history, through all of our wars, America’s veterans have always answered when their country has called. 

They have often faced great odds.  They have always done what was asked of them.  They have saved the world more than once.  

As Secretary of Veterans Affairs, it is my duty, and one of my prime goals, to remind America that veterans built this country, beginning with the Revolutionary War—and that they have successfully defended it throughout our history.  And that veterans and their successors are the ones who will protect it in the many centuries ahead.

Where would we be without our veterans?   The food we eat, our freedom to assemble together, even our right to be part of this—or any—political party, are all obtained thanks to their service and their sacrifices.

Even at the birth of our nation, our founding fathers knew what kind of people it would take to secure and preserve our nation’s liberty.

Thomas Paine wrote, in his pamphlet “The Crisis”: “These are the time that try men’s souls.  The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country; but he that stands it now, deserves the love and thanks of man and woman.”

In the soul of every person who has worn this nation’s uniform, there is some kind of heroism.  It is the kind of heroism that enables some people to do their duty, and to go when, and where, they are needed—even as other cannot, or will not, do so.  It is the kind of heroism that is the tradition of America’s veterans.

As Secretary of Veterans Affairs, I will have four priorities.  These will be:

To insure that veterans receive timely and accurate decisions on disability claims;

To provide them with increased access to high quality health care, including specialized services;

To maintain our national cemeteries as national shrines;

And to insure that information technology serves to break down the barriers within our department, and eliminate the barriers separating us from other departments.

As this wonderful event concludes, I ask each of you to reflect on the likelihood that we would not be able to gather and salute our party, were it not for the millions of men and women who responded to our nation’s call to arms.

Our debt to the Private Ryans who avenged Pearl Harbor and extinguished the scourge of Nazi Germany is clear and incalculable.   But our debt does not end there.

For more than two and a quarter centuries, young men and women have entered our Nation’s armed forces and served on the front lines of freedom.

And tonight, as we enjoy our dinner, congratulate each other on our successes, and contemplate our future, I remind you that it is morning on the DMZ in Korea.

And young GIs are even now standing on a cold and lonely watch to keep the world’s last legacy of Stalinism from plunging the world back into war.

Tomorrow morning, as we go about our business, sailors and airmen will be on duty in the Persian Gulf, standing by to ensure the free flow of the oil needed to fuel the economy on which Southern California and all America depends.

And tomorrow afternoon, as we begin our weekend, soldiers will be waking up in the Balkans to another day of stabilizing the cauldron from which the winds of war have all to often enveloped us—first Europe, and then the United States.

Today, as every day, the men and women who embody our nuclear deterrent are standing watch over the world.  Their very presence ensures that they will never have to fight the terrible battles for which they have been trained.

All day, every day, the men and women of the Army, Navy, Air Force, Marines and Coast Guard do their duty.

The benefits and services our nation provides them in recognition of their service are insignificant in comparison to the commitment they made to us when they donned our nation’s uniform—and in comparison to the world we would inherit were it not for their service.

We, as Republicans, must honor that commitment with our own commitment—to take whatever steps we need to welcome them back to civilian life, when they exchange their uniforms for civilian clothes, and assume the honored title of veteran.

I thank you, men and women of the Republican Party of San Diego County, for helping me to honor that commitment.

I thank you for everything you have done for our party, and for our country.

Your efforts have succeeded in electing a President and Vice President who will provide reform—with results; 

And you have elected representatives at the Federal, State and local level who will help our President in his work.  In the next four years, I know you will have even more success—because I know you are committed, and dedicated, to the task at hand.

Let me close with the words of another great man of our party, Theodore Roosevelt, who said:

“It is not the critic who counts, nor the man who points how the strong man stumbled or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena; whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly...who knows the great enthusiasms, the great devotions, and spends himself in a worthy cause; who, at best, knows the triumph of high achievement; and who, at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who know neither victory nor defeat.”

Thank you for being in the arena.  Thank you for taking part in the struggle.  Thank you for daring greatly—and succeeding magnificently.

God bless you.  And God bless America!
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