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With the sad passing of General Colin Powell I thought it appropriate to use one of his 
speeches as 



Colin Powell, a lifelong soldier, took on the role of peacemaker. In his speech, Powell strongly 
defended Howard's decision to allow Muhammad to speak on campus. At the same time, he 
warned, "for this freedom to hear all views, you bear a burden to sort out wisdom from 
foolishness." Racial hatred, he said, is foolish. For Powell – a man shaped by his career in the 
United States Army - this was obvious. 

In his 1995 biography, My American Journey, Powell says the military was "living the democratic 
ideal ahead of the rest of America." It's a fact he says gets lost in public memory. On July 26, 
1948, President Harry Truman signed an executive order banning segregation in the armed 
services. Powell believes he and many others benefited profoundly from "less discrimination, a 
truer merit system, and a leveler playing field" in the military. The Army, Powell says, is what 
enabled him to "love my country, with all its flaws, and to serve her with all my heart." 

Colin Powell was born in New York City in 1937 and grew up in the Bronx. His parents were from 
Jamaica. Powell was raised in a large extended family and a neighborhood filled with Jews, 



the Press, Powell said Obama "has given us a more inclusive, broader reach into the needs and 
aspirations of our people." Powell praised Obama for "crossing lines -- ethnic lines, racial lines, 
generational lines."9 

Powell criticized the Republican Party for doing the opposite. Some Republicans circulated 
rumors that Obama was secretly a Muslim with possible ties to Islamic terrorists. "The correct 
answer is, he is not a Muslim," Powell said. "He's a Christian. He's always been a Christian. But 
the really right answer is, what if he is? Is there something wrong with being a Muslim in this 
country? The answer's no. That's not America. Is something wrong with some seven-year-old, 
Muslim-American kid believing that he or she could be president?"10 For the son of Jamaican 
immigrants who had once had a chance at the presidency himself, the answer was no. 







it was Col. Benjamin Grierson who formed and commanded that regiment for almost 25 years. 
And he fought for that entire time to achieve equal status for his black comrades. 

Together, for the last 127 years Howard University and the Buffalo Soldiers have tried to show 
what black Americans were capable of when given education and given the opportunity; and 
when shown respect and when accorded dignity. 

I stand here today as a direct descendant of those Buffalo Soldiers, and of the Tuskegee Airmen, 
and all the black men and women who have served the nation in uniform. [applause] All of 
whom, all of whom served in their time and in their way, and with whatever opportunity existed 
at that time, to break down the walls of discrimination and racism, to make the path easier for 
those of us who came after them. I climbed on their backs and I stood on their shoulders. I took 
advantage of the sacrifice they made to reach the top of my chosen profession, and become 
chairman of the American Joint Chiefs of Staff. 

And I will never forget my debt to them. I didn't just show up; I climbed on the backs of those 
who never had the opportunity that I had. [applause] 

I will never forget, and you must never forget, the debt we owe to those who came before us, and 
to the white Col. Griersons and the white Gen. Howards and the distinguished Ambassador 
Annenbergs of the year, who helped me over the 35 years of my life as a soldier. 

And so my friends, never forget the debt that you owe to the people who came before you. And 
those who came before me in the military would say to me now if they were here, "Well done. 
And now let others climb on your shoulders." 

Howard's Buffalo Soldiers did the same thing, and on their shoulders of those who came before 
you now stand governors and mayors and congressman and ROTC generals and doctors and 
artists; writers and teachers and leaders in every segment of American society. 

And they did it all for the class of 1994. So that you can continue climbing to reach the top of the 
mountain, while always remembering to reach back and down to help those less 
fortunate. [applause] 

You face great expectations. Much has been given to you and much is expected from you. You 
have been given a quality education presented by a distinguished faculty who sit here today in 
pride of you. You have inquiring minds and strong bodies given to you by God and by your 
parents, who sit behind you today and pass on to you all of their still unrealized dreams and 
ambitions. You have been given citizenship in a country like none other on earth, with 
opportunities available to you like nowhere else on earth, beyond anything that was available to 
me when I sat in a place similar to you 36 years ago. 

What will be asked of you is hard work. Nothing will be handed to you. You are entering a life of 
continuous study and struggle to achieve your goals; a life of searching to find that which you do 
well and which you love doing. Never stop seeking. 




