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Congressman Bishop, Congressman Israel, Congresswoman McCarthy, Mr. Farsetta, Director Shuster, members of the Armed Services, service organization representatives, community representatives, fellow VA employees, fellow veterans, ladies and gentlemen.  Thank you, Jim, for that kind introduction.  And thank you all for that warm reception.

Let me begin by thanking the members of the Long Island congressional delegation who are here today for taking time from your busy schedules to be with us.  Congressman Bishop, Congressman Israel, and Congresswoman McCarthy are all great friends of our nation’s veterans, and I am delighted to have the privilege to work with you on behalf of Long Island’s veterans and their families.

Let me also thank the Veterans of Foreign Wars for your donation of 1500 phone cards to our troops as part of VFW’s Operation Uplink.  

Operation Uplink brings home a little closer to servicemembers and veterans by providing them with free long-distance calling time.

We all watch with pride as our troops in Iraq show once again they are the best-led, best-trained, and best-disciplined in the world.  But we forget sometimes that many of them are still very young; and that despite their bravery in battle, they still need to hear regularly from their friends and families.

Operation Uplink gives these young heroes the little touch of home they need to keep their spirits sky-high.  Thank you VFW, as a parent and as a Secretary, for sponsoring this wonderful program.

And finally, I thank Vivian Ryder for her remarkable fifty-seven years of volunteer service to Long Island veterans.  VA’s volunteers are the heart and soul of our health care system.  They enable VA to extend the scope and reach of the care we provide, and help humanize the sometimes impersonal practice of medicine.  Ms. Ryder, God bless you and all of Northport’s volunteers for everything you’ve done for my fellow veterans.

When the Northport Veterans Hospital was opened seventy-five years ago, Calvin Coolidge was President of the United States.  President Coolidge is not remembered for his eloquence.  In fact, his contemporaries nicknamed him “Silent Cal.”  

But President Coolidge could be extremely eloquent when he spoke of men like Aniceto (Ann-ee-chett-oh) Teclet (Teh-clay), and his comrades who fought and won what the world then thought was the war to end all wars.

Speaking to the American Legion, President Coolidge said:  “The magnitude of the service you rendered to your country and to humanity is beyond estimation.  You represented on the battlefield the united efforts of our whole people…I know you are well aware that your glory lies in what you have given, and may give, to your country, not in what your country has or may give to you.  But a country which is worth defending takes care of its defenders.”

The Northport Veterans Hospital offers proof that President Coolidge was a man of his word.  This immaculately-maintained medical center on these scenic grounds embodies our nation’s commitment to honor the service of our defenders by providing them with world-class health care.

For all it’s 75 years, Northport has been the heart of a community, growing with the spirit of cooperation between the citizens of Northport and a federal government that sought a quite place of respite for our Nation’s battle-worn soldiers.  Back in 1928, the new hospital that was raised beyond the quite little harbor village of Northport was just what those veterans needed – a place where they could find care for their broken bodies and troubled minds.  

I marvel at the historic images of Northport patients engaged in agricultural rehabilitation therapy…farming, and raising livestock for food and for work on these grounds – a practice that lasted into the 1960s.  

Long Island and Northport can be proud of their commitment to this hospital; there were tough times, indeed, in your mutual history – surviving the Great Depression alone was a test of endurance and character for any community in America, but Northport – the hospital and the village – made it through, stronger than ever. 

For three-quarters of a century, thousands of unsung heroes – doctors, nurses, technicians, managers, clerks, and volunteers – dedicated their lives and skills to a high and honored calling here at Northport, and in so doing, they breathed life into every corner of this noble hospital. 

Northport’s long white line of skilled medical professionals, caring staff, and loving volunteers transformed the mere brick and mortar, steel and glass of these buildings into a shining constellation of compassionate care for generations of veterans.  This hospital achieved greatness on the broad shoulders of dedicated men and women whose selfless service to our veterans, every day for 75 years, redeems Lincoln’s pledge “….to care for him who shall have borne the battle and for his widow and his orphan.” 

Today, Northport stands as a gleaming beacon of care, shining with a light that is fueled by a special formula of technology and humanity. Veterans whose vision is growing dim can turn to Northport’s Visual Impairment Center for Optimizing Remaining Sight. And homeless veterans are welcomed into the loving and caring arms of Northport’s outreach professionals. By every measure, Northport is a living and vibrant symbol of VA’s broad and uncompromising health care commitment to our Nation’s 25 million veterans.

Just as Northport stood tall for veterans of the 20th century’s conflicts and peacetime duty atop the watchtowers of freedom, this noble medical center is ready to meet the healthcare needs of the men and women who will soon be returning from the first war of the 21st Century. 

Over the past three weeks, we have witnessed the heroism and bravery, the courage and commitment, and the compassion, heartbreak, and loss of this new generation of America’s defenders. 

Less than a month ago, the men and women of our Armed Forces – soldiers, sailors, airmen, Marines, and Coastguardsmen – armed with the world’s finest military technology, drew the scalpel of justice across Iraq, and removed, with surgical precision, a vicious cancer that had been growing in the hearts and souls of terrorized and brutalized men, women, and children.

Throughout the operation, the world watched as our finest sons and daughters probed for and cut away the rampaging cells of tyranny. Just as the doctors here at Northport pledge to “first do no harm” in their Hippocratic oath, our Armed Forces engaged in the fight for the lives of the Iraqi people, pledged to do no harm to the innocents…to brutalized and terrorized…and freedom loving men, women, and children.

They performed their duty with incredible skill and even more incredible compassion – placing themselves in harm’s way at every turn in defense of the people of a once-proud nation.  Too often they paid the ultimate price for their selflessness.  We grieve for them, and for their families.    

As I watched the images of the war for Iraq’s freedom, I asked myself, how can we not look at these men and women and not be awed by their magnificence?

Let me give you two examples of the nobility of the men and women who today uphold the finest traditions of our Nation and our armed services.  

Just over a week ago, Martin Savidge of CNN filed a report from somewhere in the Iraqi desert.  Mr. Savidge is one of the embedded correspondents who are placing themselves in the line of fire to help Americans understand as never before the nature of war and the valor of those who fight for freedom.

Four young Marines stood with Savidge as he filed his story of how well the Marines had looked out for him since the beginning of the war—and how well they looked after each other.

As the correspondent concluded his report, he turned to the four Marines and told them their commanders would allow them to use his videophone to call their homes—CNN’s own version of Operation Uplink.  Savidge well knew that none of the Marines had been able to talk with their families for many weeks.

The Marine next to him thanked him for the offer, but said: “Sir, if you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to go and get our Sergeant.  His wife is pregnant, and the Sergeant hasn’t been able to talk to her in over a month.”

Savidge was surprised by the request, but nodded his head yes, and the Marine went off to find his Sergeant.  While the others awaited the Sergeant’s return, the correspondent asked which of the other three men would like to call home first.

And the Marine next to him responded without a moment’s hesitation: “Sir, if it’s all the same to you, we’d like to call the parents of a buddy of ours.  He died last week near Nasiriya.  We’d like to see how his folks are doing and let them know that their son died bravely.” 

At that, the reporter broke down, virtually in tears, and was unable to speak.  He could only say one more thing before signing off: 

“Where do they get young people like this?”

And I had an opportunity, just last week, to visit some of our wounded troops at Bethesda Naval Hospital.  As I passed from bed to bed, I gave each wounded serviceman a book describing the benefits a grateful nation offers those who have put themselves in harm’s way on our behalf.

In one room, I met a badly wounded soldier.  As I visited with his roommate after leaving the soldier’s bedside, the serviceman quickly turned the pages of the book I had just given him.  His wounds prevented him from speaking clearly—but he called me back as I was about to leave the room.

That soldier wasn’t interested in the compensation he was entitled to for the injuries he suffered, or the circumstances under which he could receive health care after being separated from the armed services.

No, he drew my attention to a part of the book that told him that as a foreign national with honorable service in the Armed Forces during a period of conflict, he was eligible for preferential treatment if he wanted to become a naturalized citizen of the United States.  

More than money, more than medical care, more than any other honor he might have been entitled to, he wanted to share in the privileges of citizenship in the nation for which he had already nearly given his life.

When he asked me to help him become a citizen, it was my turn to fight off tears.  And I remembered the CNN correspondent’s question:

“Where do we get young people like this?”

The answer is that America has always had more than its share of men and women of nobility and honor.  As befits the nobility of a great nation, these heroes are given honored titles: soldier, sailor, airman, Marine, Coastguardsman—and veteran.

The Northport VA Medical Center was built for Aniceto Teh-clet and his fellow doughboys who fought and won World War I.

But it was also built for all the soldiers, sailors, airmen, marines and Coastguardsmen who answered the call in World War II; for those who fought in Vietnam and in the first Gulf War; and for all who have worn the uniform of this country for two hundred and twenty-seven years.

Today, the skilled medical professionals working within the walls of this hospital, the pride of Long Island, bring to bear skills and technologies undreamed of in 1928 to meet the challenges of 21st Century healthcare. 

In years to come, VA’s challenges will include caring for the four young men who put their comrades needs above their own in the heat of Iraqi desert; for the young man in Bethesda Naval Hospital whose only thought as he battled his grave injuries was to become a citizen of the greatest country on earth; and for our brave troops in Iraq and around the world who have caused leaders of every other nation in the world to ask:

“Where does America get young people like this?”

We at the Department of Veterans Affairs embrace our responsibility to care for these heroes.  It is an honor, and a privilege, to serve all of America’s living veterans—and we will never forget that.

For seventy-five years, the men and women of the Northport VA medical center have healed the bodies, minds and souls of those whose willingness to lay down their lives insured all of us the freedom to celebrate this anniversary.

Elderly or young, comfortable or homeless, combat veteran or peacetime warrior…every veteran who comes through the hospital’s doors merits our deepest respect and best possible care.  

They gave their all to defend our freedom.  We must do no less for them.

Two weeks after the Northport Veterans Hospital opened its doors, President Coolidge spoke at a Memorial Day ceremony at Gettysburg National Cemetery.  He said:  “All the countries on earth in all their history, all put together have not done as much for those who have fought in their behalf as our country alone has done.”

Although much has changed in America and the world in the past three quarters of a century, President Coolidge’s words are still as true today as they were the day they were spoken.  Our nation’s commitment to veterans is the wellspring of our national greatness—and VA is honored to keep that commitment fresh and strong for every new generation to come. 

Thanks to everyone who participated in, or helped to organize, this wonderful anniversary ceremony.

Thanks to Bob Shuster and the staff of this medical center, to our medical school affiliates at Stony Brook, and to all who work and volunteer here.  You give life to the promises America has made to our veterans.

Thanks to our neighbors--the citizens of Northport and all of Long Island’s towns and villages--for your unstinting support to this hospital throughout its history.  

And, most of all, thanks to Long Island’s veterans and to all of our nation's 25 million living veterans.  Our debt to you can never be repaid.

God bless our great country and the men and women who defend her.
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