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OFFICE OF THE MAYOR
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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE: May 8, 2017
CONTACT: pressoffice@cityhall.nyc.gov, (212) 788-2958
 
TRANSCRIPT: MAYOR DE BLASIO, FIRST LADY MCCRAY DELIVER REMARKS AND RENAME THE 115TH STREET LIBRARY TO THE HARRY BELAFONTE-115TH STREET LIBRARY

Mayor Bill de Blasio: Thank you very much, Tony. And thank you, Tony, and everyone at the library for using the libraries as vehicles of inclusion and really re-envisioning the whole mission and idea of our library system – it’s making a huge difference for so many New Yorkers. And I want to say at the outset, Harry, you’re going to have to listen to praise for a while. I know it is not your preference. I know you’re a rebel at heart, but, just this once, you need to follow the rules and let people praise you for a while. 

[Laughter]

And you will be the last speaker of this distinguished group. Do I have your permission? 

Harry Belafonte: [Inaudible]

[Laughter]

Mayor: I’ll consider that [inaudible]. 

We have a great gathering of people here because we’re all moved by Harry, it’s as simple as that. Everyone here is moved by him in some way very personally. Everyone here has been changed by Harry in some meaningful way – their life got altered for the better. He has that ability by his own example to make people better, to make them believe, to make them do things they wouldn’t necessarily have thought they could do, to make them seek change that might not have seemed possible. I think that’s something you’ve seen in Harry over decades upon decades, and you see it at this very moment. 

So, so many people gathered – and we first want to thank – in addition to Harry and Pam – we want to thank the family gathered. Gina, thank you for being here. Gina Belafonte, thank you so much. 

[Applause]

And Harry’s granddaughter, Maria, is here. Thank you, Maria. 

[Applause]

And all family and friends, and those who have been side by side with Harry throughout this journey. I particularly want to note it is an extraordinary honor for all of us to be in the presence of one of America’s greatest actors – Cicely Tyson, thank you so much for being here. 

[Applause]

And Harry epitomized everything good about Harlem and never hesitates to say how much Harlem made him what he is. But someone else who we can equally say epitomizes all the good and all the history – all the greatness in Harlem – Congressman Charlie Rangel, thank you so much for being here. 

[Applause]

And you’re going to hear from some of the elected officials, but I also want to thank another one who has joined us out of devotion to Harry and all he stands for – Councilman Andy King, thank you so much.

[Applause]

And, finally, an unsung hero – when we started talking about this notion of finding the right thing to honor Harry and what would be a location that would be the kind of thing that actually fit who he was and what we believed in, and it became clearer and clearer – a public library sort of equated with all of his values and the kind of world he has been trying to create for decades. So, one of the people who really believe in that and helped to make it happened is here – New York City Mayor’s Office Director of Operations Mindy Tarlow. Mindy, thank you, wherever you are. 

[Applause]

There you are – thank you. Harry, you have agents everywhere. 

[Laughter]

But you knew that.

[Laughter]

So, I have to tell you, I was – when I first met Harry, like I think so many people in this room, I was awed. I had watched for years and years. He was larger than life to me. And his achievements in music and culture were legendary and they were wonderful, and I admire them, but, honestly, that wasn’t what moved me. That, to me, was an amazing part of his life – it wasn’t the part I could connect with. What moved me was that he was one of the great change-agents we’ve ever known, and that he combined his cultural standing with his political voice in a way that made everything he did and said even more powerful. And it was the consistency of it – there are plenty of cultural figures who get involved on the issues of the day, maybe sometimes for a little while, maybe for a lifetime. But I can’t think of anyone who’s done it the way Harry has done it – the consistency, the urgency, the critique that he brought to all he did. 

You know, there are people, when they are young, who see the fallacies and the inconsistencies in our society and they stand up. And then, over the years, maybe they go and focus on other things. There’s a reason why so many of us continue to be moved and attracted to Harry, and all he does, and I would note that the next generation – today’s upcoming generation of artists and musicians are equally moved by Harry, because they feel an urgency that comes from him. He is no less urgent today than he was in the 1950’s or ’60’s. If you spend 10 minutes with Harry Belafonte, you feel the same raw energy and need for action that must have been present when he was in a meeting with Dr. King in the 1960’s. Nothing has changed. That’s an amazing testament to his humanity – that he feels just as much, and he acts on it, and he moved other people. And I think it’s also because he has not been one to compromise. He has, I think, throughout his life demanded more. When he’s a part of a movement, he does not allow that movement to become complacent of bureaucratized. He understands you can’t achieve the goals if you start to become too comfortable. 

And he’s challenged lots of people, and I think it’s a mark of greatness. He’s had his beefs with people. He’s had his differences, but it’s because he believed, and, ultimately, that’s been a mark of integrity. 

Now, when I first got to know him, it was amazing to think this was someone present at the creation of so much of what we came to know and look up to as a civil rights movement. This was someone who was an advisor to Dr. King before Dr. King was a household name. This was someone who helped envision the March on Washington, and understood what it could mean for our country. This is someone who knew the Kennedy’s and admired them, but challenged them too to go farther than what would have been their instinct. And that willingness to challenge, to never back down because it was inconvenient, it’s part of what we honor here. 

He started really young – it’s another amazing thing about Harry. One time I was talking to Harry, and Chirlane and I had gotten to know him. We were talking about the Mayor’s Office and what it would mean to serve as Mayor, and we started talking about Fiorello LaGuardia – another one of my idols – and Harry said, well, he had campaigned for Fiorello LaGuardia, because his mother made him do it. 

[Laugher]

I think you said you wore a sandwich board, or had a poster, or something.

[Laughter]

But think of that – a guy who is campaigning for Fiorello LaGuardia – for context, the last time Fiorello LaGuardia ran for Mayor was 1941, during World War II. Harry was out there on the frontline as a child, obviously brought up with the right values and just never stopped. And he’s in this fight today – today. No one bothered ever to explain the concept of retirement to Harry. He wouldn’t have accepted it had they done so. 

So, he took that impulse and he applied it to each and every struggle. He fought against apartheid. He fought against the war in Iraq. He has plenty of new missions now because of the moment of history we’re in now. But, Harry, I think you’d agree with me that there are folks looking at this moment and what’s happening in Washington who have a little tendency to feeling depressed or overwhelmed. As I’ve watched you over the years, and, particularly, as I’ve gotten to know you personally, I have never seen that concept of being overwhelmed in your persona. I’ve only seen you think about what’s the right way to fight. And, I have to say, Chirlane and I are just so grateful to you and Pam for everything you guys have done – and also, an epitome of a partnership – of a love, and a partnership, and a common mission, and we take inspiration from that.

We just love that you don’t know how to back down. That’s the way to live life. 

So, this will be – at the conclusion of this ceremony – this will be the Harry Belafonte-115th Street Library.

[Applause]

And every young person who sees that name and just asks the question – what can I learn from this man? Well, they will get an eyeful, and an earful, and an inspiration, And someone who shared that view very, very strongly, and wanted to be here to salute him as well, is my partner in all I do, our First Lady, Chirlane McCray. 

First Lady Chirlane McCray: Thank you, Bill. Good afternoon, everyone. What a joyous occasion this is today. I’ve just been sitting and taking it all in, and I just want to hold every moment to savor and treasure for a long, long time. It’s a beautiful, beautiful day to pay tribute to a dear friend and legendary master artist-activist.

Harry, your friendship has meant so much to Bill and me. We certainly wouldn’t be where we are today without your unwavering support. And it’s an honor to be here with Pam, and friends and family, members of the community, and elected officials gathered – all gathered in grand praise on this special occasion for you. 

A library is such a magical place. In the 15th century, people would travel from all over the world to study in the Great Library of Timbuktu, with its legendary thousands of manuscripts. That library and those manuscripts may be lost to us, but we are fortunate to have an elder statesman like Harry Belafonte, who is a library of wisdom onto himself. A soldier of many struggles, he has vigorously demonstrated his dedication to social justice, civil rights from his youth to present, from Harlem to college campuses all over then nation, to Africa, the Caribbean, and many lands beyond. 

Whether he sings to move the spirit, or move the feet, Mr. Belafonte’s voice sails forth with poetry and protest, and full of ideas, the most potent, and provocative, and elegant of weapons and teaching. It is only fitting that this Harlem library, so regal in stature, and sacred in purpose, be named for so gallant a soldier. 

The Harry Belafonte-115th Street Library will soon be an enduring testament to this true son of Harlem. May all who visit know the treasures that await them inside reflect the beloved treasure he is to all of us. 

Thank you.
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