
May 28 / Administration of Barack Obama, 2012

694

you what I grew up with. You are true heroes
and you will never be forgotten.”

That’s from a high school kid, born decades
after the end of the war. And that captures the
spirit that this entire country should embrace.

Veterans, families of the Vietnam war, I
know the wounds of war are slow to heal. You
know that better than most. But today we take
another step. The task of telling your story con-
tinues. The work of perfecting our Union goes
on. And decades from now, I hope another
young American will visit this place and reach
out and touch a name. And she’ll learn the sto-
ry of servicemembers—people she never met,
who fought a war she never knew—and in that

moment of understanding and of gratitude and
of grace, your legacy will endure. For you are
all true heroes, and you will all be remem-
bered.

May God bless you. May God bless your
families. May God bless our men and women
in uniform, and may God bless these United
States of America.

NOTE: The President spoke at 2:27 p.m. at the
Vietnam Veterans Memorial on the National
Mall. In his remarks, he referred to former
Sen. Charles T. Hagel. The related proclama-
tion of May 25 is listed in Appendix D at the
end of this volume.

Remarks on Presenting the Presidential Medal of Freedom
May 29, 2012

The President. Thank you very much. Every-
body, please have a seat, and welcome to the
White House. It is an extraordinary pleasure to
be here with all of you to present this year’s
Medals of Freedom. And I have to say, just
looking around the room, this is a packed
house, which is a testament to how cool this
group is. [Laughter] Everybody wanted to
check them out.

This is the highest civilian honor this coun-
try can bestow, which is ironic, because no-
body sets out to win it. No one ever picks up a
guitar or fights a disease or starts a movement,
thinking, “You know what, if I keep this up, in
2012, I could get a medal in the White House
from a guy named Barack Obama.” [Laughter]
That wasn’t in the plan.

But that’s exactly what makes this award so
special. Every one of today’s honorees is
blessed with an extraordinary amount of talent.
All of them are driven. But we could fill this
room many times over with people who are tal-
ented and driven. What sets these men and
women apart is the incredible impact they
have had on so many people, not in short,
blinding bursts, but steadily, over the course of
a lifetime.

Together, the honorees on this stage, and
the ones who couldn’t be here, have moved us
with their words, they have inspired us with

their actions, they’ve enriched our lives, and
they’ve changed our lives for the better. Some
of them are household names; others have la-
bored quietly out of the public eye. Most of
them may never fully appreciate the difference
they’ve made or the influence that they’ve had,
but that’s where our job comes in. It’s our job
to help let them know how extraordinary their
impact has been on our lives. And so today we
present this amazing group with one more ac-
colade for a life well led, and that’s the Presi-
dential Medal of Freedom.

So I’m going to take an opportunity—I hope
you guys don’t mind—to brag about each of
you, starting with Madeleine Albright.

Usually, Madeleine does the talking.
[Laughter] Once in a while, she lets her jewel-
ry do the talking. [Laughter] When Saddam
Hussein called her a “snake,” she wore a ser-
pent on her lapel—[laughter]—the next time
she visited Baghdad. When Slobodan Milose-
vic referred to her as a “goat,” a new pin ap-
peared in her collection.

As the first woman to serve as America’s top
diplomat, Madeleine’s courage and toughness
helped bring peace to the Balkans and paved
the way for progress in some of the most unsta-
ble corners of the world. And as an immigrant
herself—the granddaughter of Holocaust vic-
tims who fled her native Czechoslovakia as a
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child—Madeleine brought a unique perspec-
tive to the job. This is one of my favorite sto-
ries. Once, at a naturalization ceremony, an
Ethiopian man came up to her and said, “Only
in America can a refugee meet the Secretary of
State.” And she replied, “Only in America can
a refugee become the Secretary of State.”
[Laughter] We’re extraordinarily honored to
have Madeleine here. And obviously, I think
it’s fair to say I speak for one of your successors
who is so appreciative of the work you did and
the path that you laid.

It was a scorching hot day in 1963, and Mis-
sissippi was on the verge of a massacre. The fu-
neral procession for Medgar Evers had just
disbanded, and a group of marchers was
throwing rocks at a line of equally defiant and
heavily-armed policemen. And suddenly, a
White man in shirtsleeves, hands raised,
walked towards the protestors and talked them
into going home peacefully. And that man was
John Doar. He was the face of the Justice De-
partment in the South. He was proof that the
Federal Government was listening. And over
the years, John escorted James Meredith to the
University of Mississippi. He walked alongside
the Selma-to-Montgomery march. He laid the
groundwork for the Civil Rights Act of 1964
and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. In the
words of John Lewis, “He gave [civil rights
workers] a reason not to give up on those in
power.” And he did it by never giving up on
them. And I think it’s fair to say that I might
not be here had it not been for his work.

Bob Dylan started out singing other people’s
songs. But, as he says, “There came a point
where I had to write what I wanted to say, be-
cause what I wanted to say, nobody else was
writing.” So, born in Hibbing, Minnesota, a
town, he says, where “you couldn’t be a reb-
el—it was too cold”—[laughter]—Bob moved
to New York at age 19. By the time he was 23,
Bob’s voice, with its weight, its unique, gravelly
power, was redefining not just what music
sounded like, but the message it carried and
how it made people feel. Today, everybody
from Bruce Springsteen to U2 owes Bob a
debt of gratitude. There is not a bigger giant in
the history of American music. All these years

later, he’s still chasing that sound, still search-
ing for a little bit of truth. And I have to say
that I am a really big fan. [Laughter]

In the 1960s, more than 2 million people
died from smallpox every year. Just over a de-
cade later, that number was zero—2 million to
zero, thanks, in part, to Dr. Bill Foege. As a
young medical missionary working in Nigeria,
Bill helped develop a vaccination strategy that
would later be used to eliminate smallpox from
the face of the Earth. And when that war was
won, he moved on to other diseases, always try-
ing to figure out what works. In one remote
Nigerian village, after vaccinating 2,000 people
in a single day, Bill asked the local chief how
he had gotten so many people to show up. And
the chief explained that he had told everyone
to come see—to “come to the village and see
the tallest man in the world.” [Laughter] To-
day, that world owes that really tall man a great
debt of gratitude.

On the morning that John Glenn blasted off
into space, America stood still. For half an
hour, the phones stopped ringing in Chicago
police headquarters, and New York subway
drivers offered a play-by-play account over the
loudspeakers. President Kennedy interrupted
a breakfast with congressional leaders and
joined 100 million TV viewers to hear the fa-
mous words, “Godspeed, John Glenn.” The
first American to orbit the Earth, John Glenn
became a hero in every sense of the word, but
he didn’t stop there serving his country. As a
Senator, he found new ways to make a differ-
ence. And on his second trip into space at age
77, he defied the odds once again. But he re-
minds everybody, don’t tell him he’s lived a
historic life. He says, “Are living.” He’ll say,
“Don’t put it in the past tense.” He’s still got a
lot of stuff going on.

George Hirabayashi knew what it was like to
stand alone. As a student at the University of
Washington, Gordon was one of only three
Japanese Americans to defy the Executive or-
der that forced thousands of families to leave
their homes, their jobs, and their civil rights
behind and move to internment camps during
World War II. He took his case all the way to
the Supreme Court, and he lost. And it would



May 29 / Administration of Barack Obama, 2012

696

be another 40 years before that decision was
reversed, giving Asian Americans everywhere a
small measure of justice. In Gordon’s words,
“It takes a crisis to tell us that unless citizens
are willing to standup for the [Constitution],
it’s not worth the paper it’s written on.” And
this country is better off because of citizens
like him who are willing to stand up.

Similarly, when Cesar Chavez sat Dolores
Huerta down at his kitchen table and told her
they should start a union, she thought he was
joking. She was a single mother of seven chil-
dren, so she obviously didn’t have a lot of free
time. But Dolores had been an elementary
schoolteacher and remembered seeing chil-
dren come to school hungry and without shoes.
So, in the end, she agreed, and workers every-
where are glad that she did. Without any nego-
tiating experience, Dolores helped lead a
worldwide grape boycott that forced growers
to agree to some of the country’s first farm
worker contracts. And ever since, she has
fought to give more people a seat at the table.
“Don’t wait to be invited,” she says, “step in
there.” And on a personal note, Dolores was
very gracious when I told her I had stolen her
slogan, “Si, se puede”—“Yes, we can.” [Laugh-
ter] Knowing her, I’m pleased that she let me
off easy because Dolores does not play.
[Laughter]

For years, Jan Karski’s students at George-
town University knew he was a great professor;
what they didn’t realize was he was also a hero.
Fluent in four languages, possessed of a photo-
graphic memory, Jan served as a courier for
the Polish resistance during the darkest days of
World War II. Before one trip across enemy
lines, resistance fighters told him that Jews
were being murdered on a massive scale and
smuggled him into the Warsaw Ghetto and a
Polish death camp to see for himself. Jan took
that information to President Franklin Roos-
evelt, giving one of the first accounts of the
Holocaust and imploring to the world to take
action. It was decades before Jan was ready to
tell his story. By then, he said: “I don’t need
courage anymore. So I teach compassion.”

Growing up in Georgia in the late 1800s, Ju-
liette Gordon Low was not exactly typical. She

flew airplanes. She went swimming. She exper-
imented with electricity for fun. And she rec-
ognized early on that in order to keep up with
the changing times, women would have to be
prepared. So, at age 52, after meeting the
founder of the Boy Scouts in England, Juliette
came home and called her cousin and said:
“I’ve got something for the girls of Savannah,
and all of America, and all the world. And
we’re going to start it tonight!” A century later,
almost 60 million Girl Scouts have gained lead-
ership skills and self-confidence through the
organization that she founded. They include
CEOs, astronauts, my own Secretary of State.
And from the very beginning, they have also
included girls of different races and faiths and
abilities, just the way that Juliette would have
wanted it.

Toni Morrison, she is used to a little distrac-
tion. As a single mother working at a publish-
ing company by day, she would carve out a lit-
tle time in the evening to write, often with her
two sons pulling on her hair and tugging at her
earrings. Once, a baby spit up on her tablet so
she wrote around it. [Laughter] Circumstances
may not have been ideal, but the words that
came out were magical. Toni Morrison’s prose
brings us that kind of moral and emotional in-
tensity that few writers ever attempt. From
“Song of Solomon” to “Beloved,” Toni reaches
us deeply, using a tone that is lyrical, precise,
distinct, and inclusive. She believes that lan-
guage “arcs toward the place where meaning
might lie.” The rest of us are lucky to be fol-
lowing along for the ride.

During oral argument, Justice John Paul
Stevens often began his line of questioning
with a polite, “May I interrupt?” or “May I ask
a question?” You can imagine the lawyers
would say, “Okay”—[laughter]—after which
he would, just as politely, force a lawyer to stop
dancing around and focus on the most impor-
tant issues in the case. That was his signature
style: modest, insightful, well-prepared, razor-
sharp. He is the third longest serving Justice in
the history of the Court. And Justice Stevens
applies—applied, throughout his career, his
clear and graceful manner to the defense of in-
dividual rights and the rule of law, always fa-
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voring a pragmatic solution over an ideological
one. Ever humble, he would happily comply
when unsuspecting tourists asked him to take
their picture in front of the Court. [Laughter]
And at his vacation home in Florida, he was
John from Arlington, better known for his
world-class bridge game than his world-chang-
ing judicial opinions. Even in his final days on
the bench, Justice Stevens insisted he was still
“learning on the job.” But in the end, we are
the ones who have learned from him.

When a doctor first told Pat Summitt she
suffered from dementia, she almost punched
him. When a second doctor advised her to re-
tire, she responded, “Do you know who you’re
dealing with here?” [Laughter] Obviously, they
did not. As Pat says: “I can fix a tractor, mow
hay, plow a field, chop tobacco, fire a barn, and
call the cows. But what I’m really known for is
winning.” In 38 years at Tennessee, she racked
up 8 national championships, more than 1,000
wins; understand, this is more than any college
coach, male or female, in the history of the
NCAA. And more importantly, every player
that went through her program has either
graduated or is on her way to a degree. That’s
why anybody who feels sorry for Pat will find
themselves on the receiving end of that famous
glare, or she might punch you. [Laughter]
She’s still getting up every day and doing what
she does best, which is teaching. “The players,”
she says, “are my best medicine.”

Our final honoree is not here, Shimon
Peres, the President of Israel, who has done
more for the cause of peace in the Middle East
than just about anybody alive. I’ll be hosting
President Peres for a dinner here at the White
House next month, and we’ll be presenting
him with his medal and honoring his incredible
contributions to the State of Israel and the
world at that time. So I’m looking forward to
welcoming him. And if it’s all right with you, I
will save my best lines about him for that occa-
sion.

So these are the recipients of the 2012 Med-
als of Freedom. And just on a personal note, I
had a chance to see everybody in the back.
What’s wonderful about these events for me is

so many of these people are my heroes individ-
ually. I know how they impacted my life.

I remember reading “Song of Solomon”
when I was a kid and not just trying to figure
out how to write, but also how to be and how to
think. And I remember in college listening to
Bob Dylan and my world opening up because
he captured something that—about this coun-
try that was so vital. And I think about Dolores
Huerta, reading about her when I was starting
off as an organizer.

Everybody on this stage has marked my life
in profound ways. And I was telling, somebody
like Pat Summitt, when I think about my two
daughters, who are tall and gifted, and know-
ing that because of folks like Coach Summitt
they’re standing up straight and diving after
loose balls and feeling confident and strong,
then I understand that the impact that these
people have had extends beyond me. It will
continue for generations to come. What an ex-
traordinary honor to be able to say thank you to
all of them for the great work that they have
done on behalf of this country and on behalf of
the world.

So it is now my great honor to present them
with a small token of our appreciation. 

[At this point, Lt. Cmdr. Tiffany Hill, USN, Na-
vy Aide to the President, read the citations, and
the President presented the medals.]

The President. Can everybody please stand
and give a rousing applause to our Medal of
Freedom winners? 

Well, we could not be prouder of all of
them. We could not be more grateful to all of
them. You have had an impact on all of us, and
I know that you will continue to have an impact
on all of us. So thank you for being here. Thank
you for putting yourself through White House
ceremonies—[laughter]—which are always full
of all kinds of protocol.

Fortunately, we also have a reception after-
wards. I hear the food around here is pretty
good. [Laughter] So I look forward to all of you
having a chance to stay and mingle, and again,
thank you again, to all of you. 
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NOTE: The President spoke at 3:45 p.m. in the
East Room at the White House. In his re-

marks, he referred to Rep. John R. Lewis; and
H. Ford Morrison, son of Toni Morrison.

Remarks on Signing the Export-Import Bank Reauthorization Act of 2012
May 30, 2012

Thank you very much. Everybody, please
have a seat. Have a seat. I want to begin by rec-
ognizing the Members of Congress who are
here today. All of them did outstanding work
on this legislation. I in particular want to thank
Steny Hoyer, Congresswoman Mahoney,
and—as well as Congressman Miller, who
helped to make this day possible. Their leader-
ship, their hard work made this bill a reality.

We’ve talked a lot recently about the funda-
mental choice that we face as a country. Amer-
ica can either settle for an economy where just
a few are doing well and a lot of folks are strug-
gling to get by, or we can build the kind of
economy where everybody is getting a fair shot
and everybody is doing their fair share and ev-
erybody is playing by the same rules.

And part of building that broad-based econ-
omy with a strong middle class is making sure
that we’re not just known as a nation that con-
sumes. We’ve got to be a nation that produces,
a nation that sells. Our middle class was creat-
ed by workers who made and sold the best
products in the world. Our communities and
our economy have always done better when we
shipped more goods than anybody else,
stamped with that phrase: Made in America.
And I want us to be that nation again. I want us
to be that nation in perpetuity.

Two years ago, I set a goal of doubling
American exports over 5 years. Today, with the
trade agreements that we’ve signed into law,
with the help of some of these same Members
of Congress, we’re making historic progress.
Soon, there are going to be millions of new
customers for our goods and services in Korea,
in Colombia, and Panama. That way, even
though we got some Hyundais over here, we’re
also going to have some Chryslers and Fords
and Chevys in Seoul that are imported from
Detroit and Toledo and Chicago.

So I’m going to go anywhere I can in the
world to create new markets for American

goods. And we’re also not going to stand by
when our competitors aren’t following the
rules. We’ve brought trade cases against China
at nearly twice the rate of the previous admin-
istration. We’ve set up a trade enforcement
unit to investigate unfair trade practices that
are taking place anyplace—anywhere in the
world. Anytime other countries skirt the rules
or put our workers and our businesses in an
unfair position, we’re going to take action.

We’re also making sure that American busi-
nesses have better access to the 95 percent of
the world’s consumers who live beyond our
shores. And that’s why the bipartisan bill that
I’m about to sign is so important. By reautho-
rizing support for the Export-Import Bank,
we’re helping thousands of businesses sell
more of their products and services overseas,
and in the process, we’re helping them create
jobs here at home. And we’re doing that at no
extra cost to the taxpayer.

Over the past few years, I’ve met with a lot
of business leaders and a lot of workers across
America, from companies like Boeing to Dow
Chemical to smaller companies that are also
interested in accessing foreign markets. And
they’ve told me how critical support from the
Ex-Im Bank has been in competing more ef-
fectively in the global marketplace. As the head
of the bank, we owe our thanks to Fred Hoch-
berg, who is here on stage, for doing such an
outstanding job.

Just to give you a couple examples, Boeing
relied on support from the Ex-Im Bank to
strike a deal selling more than 200 planes to
one of the fastest growing airlines in the world.
And that translates into thousands of jobs here
in the United States. As long as our global
competitors are providing financing for their
exports, we’ve got to do the same. So I’m glad
that Congress got this done. I’m grateful to
members of both parties who came together
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