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The 51-year career of U.S. Democratic Sen. Robert Byrd
REUTERS

Some facts about West Virginia Democratic Sen.
Robery Byrd, who died Monday.
B Byrd served for 51 years in the U.S. Senate after
first being elected in 1958. Before that, he was a
member of the House of Representatives for six
years, starting in 1952.
B On June 12, 2006, Byrd became the
longest-serving U.S. senator. He broke the mark
for Senate longevity set by South Carolina’s
Strom Thurmond, who retired in 2003 at age 100.
B Byrd’s total of 57 years in the House and Senate
were a record for congressional service.
B Byrd was the Democratic leader in the Senate
from 1977 to 1988 and was the top Democrat on
the powerful Appropriations Committee.
B Over the years, Byrd evolved from being a
young member of the Ku Klux Klan, which he later
attributed to a mistake of youth, to a white-haired
defender of civil rights who won liberal praise.
B Of the thousands of votes Byrd cast, he said his

biggest regret was opposing the 1964 Civil Rights
Act, a landmark law that brought down barriers to
black Americans. He personally filibustered
against the measure for 14 hours.
B Byrd was known as a master of parliamentary
procedure and used the Senate’s sometimes
arcane rules to his advantage. He also was an
expert on Senate history and the U.S. Constitution.
B Byrd was aligned with the coal industry, a
powerful force in his home state, which earned
him the ire of environmentalists.
B He was a fierce opponent of the Iraq war. As
chairman of the Senate Appropriations Committee,
Byrd was one of several leading Democrats in
Congress trying to bring the Iraq war to an end by
tying troop withdrawals to war funds. Unlike many of
his fellow Democrats, Byrd opposed the 2003 U.S.
attack on Iraq from the outset.
B Byrd, who called himself a West Virginia hillbilly,
grew up in poverty with relatives who took him in
after his mother died.

Byrd brought home bacon
West Virginia
loses one of its
greatest-loved
political icons

Williamson W.Va.
THE WASHINGTON POST

------------------------------------------

There is no bronze statue of the
great senator here. No histori-
cal plaque bearing his name.
Here, in the secluded heart of
West Virginia’s coal country,
the only monument to Robert C.
Byrd lies on a creaky bookshelf,
deep inside the Mingo County
Clerk’s Office.

Stacked in no particular or-
der are white plastic election
books whose green-edged pages
of vote tallies tell the story of one
man’s lifelong dominance of
West Virginia politics. In this
conservative county of 28,000
people, where voters over-
whelmingly backed Republican
John McCain when he ran
against Democrat Barack Oba-
ma, loyalty to Byrd — a Demo-
crat — remained strong.

‘‘There will never be nobody
as good as Sen. Byrd,’’ Mingo
County Commissioner David
Baisden said as he drove his
Jeep up a mountain road to the
coal mine where he works as a
part-time dispatcher. ‘‘He was
an icon. They’d almost have to
shut the mines down if he was
coming because people would
come to see Sen. Byrd.’’

Across West Virginia, Byrd
solidified his political support
not only by natural charisma
— he was known to campaign
with a fiddle — but also by
bringing a bonanza of federal
spending projects to his im-
poverished state. Long known
as a champion of pork, Byrd in

51 years in the Senate (and de-
cades on the Appropriations
Committee, which he once
chaired) funneled billions of
dollars to West Virginia.

‘‘People accuse him of pork-
bellying it all over here,’’ said
John Fanary, who runs a hair
salon in Byrd’s home town of
Sophia.

But as Byrd said during a
2001 Senate floor debate: ‘‘One
man’s pork is another man’s
job. Pork has been good in-
vestment in West Virginia.
You can look around and see
what I’ve done.’’

The senator often remarked
that when he was first elected
to the West Virginia House of
Delegates in 1946, the state
had just over 6 km of divided
highway. Today, highways
cross some 60,000 km.

‘‘Twenty-five years ago, we
were an isolated community,
and that made it very difficult to
get out of,’’ said Michael Thorns-
bury, 53, a circuit judge here
who was born and raised in Min-
go County. ‘‘Has there been pork
brought back to West Virginia?
Yes. Has it been a long time
coming? Absolutely. We’re only
half way caught up now. And it
has not been wasteful pork. It
has been pork that has revital-
ized our economy.’’

In return for his largess, the

state named more than 30 build-
ings, roads, schools and monu-
ments in Byrd’s honor. There’s
the Robert C. Byrd Highway,
the Robert C. Byrd Expressway
and the Robert C. Byrd Free-
way. There’s the Robert C. Byrd
Institute for Advanced Flexible
Manufacturing, the Robert C.
Byrd Health Sciences Center
and the Robert C. Byrd Cancer
Research Center.

In the state Capitol rotunda
in Charleston, there is even a
bronze statue of the senator. If
you stand beneath it, Byrd’s
hand points at your pockets.

‘‘Everywhere you go in this
state, every institution of higher
education, every federal entity
in this state have his stamp on
them, whether they’re named
for him or not,’’ said Raymond
Smock, director of the Byrd
Center at Shepherd University
in Shepherdstown.

Unlike elsewhere in the
state, Williamson — an old
coal-mining town on the
state’s southwestern edge bor-
dering Kentucky — has noth-
ing named in Byrd’s honor.
‘‘There are no monuments to
Robert C. Byrd here, but it’s
been silent appreciation,’’
Thornsbury said.

Byrd’s impact is felt across
Mingo County and here in the
county seat. Folks here de-

scribe themselves as salt-of-
the-earth people — and no-
body, they say, has repre-
sented them as Byrd did.

Mingo County was among
the state’s more prosperous
places, with families earning
a good living on farms and in
coal and rail yards. But a ma-
jor flood in 1977 ravaged Wil-
liamson, and the place has
never been the same. The
mountainous county is now
one of West Virginia’s most
desolate outposts, with a me-
dian household income of
about $21,000 that makes it
among the nation’s most im-
poverished areas.

‘‘This is as depressed as I’ve
ever seen,’’ said longtime resi-
dent Stephanie Harvit, who
runs a wine shop and small ho-
tel downtown. ‘‘But Bob Byrd
didn’t want it to be that way.
He tried with every bone in his
body. . .  . Everybody knew
that he was going to do us
right. He never disappointed
Mingo County.’’

Like so many rural and poor
pockets of the state, Williamson
is the kind of place Byrd re-
membered when he accumulat-
ed power in Washington. In the
1980s, he helped build Route
119, a four-lane federal high-
way connecting Williamson
and Charleston. Suddenly, the
commute from the mountains
to the state’s political center
was drastically reduced.

When the highway opened
in 1987, residents recalled,
Byrd proudly spoke for 90 min-
utes at the groundbreaking
ceremony.

‘‘This infrastructure was got
by a guy who dedicated his life
to the state of West Virginia,’’
Baisden said. ‘‘We felt like he
was something special because
he would come here. Some-
times in his speeches, he would
call Mingo County home.’’

Gary Stepp, a local pilot and
bail bondsman, took a report-
er up in his two-seat Cessna
Skyhawk to show what Byrd’s
federal pork has brought to
Mingo County. As the morning
fog rolled across the valley, a
new highway and high school
were under construction and a
mountain-top mining site was
being transformed into a golf
course.

Then, Stepp echoed the wor-
ries of Williamson: that with
Byrd gone, the county might
be cut off.

Stepp said he once assumed
Byrd would end up in the
White House someday.

‘‘I thought he’d shoot for the
presidency,’’ Stepp said. ‘‘I re-
ally did think he would. Just
think of how many years he’s
been in public life. Ain’t no-
body gonna ever do it again.’’

Changed man: West Virginia Sen. Robert Byrd, pictured with the American bald eagle ‘‘Challenger’’ on Capitol Hill in
Washington in April 2007, died Monday. He was 92. AP

DR Congo independence day

Power spot: Located on the Congo River in Inga, 225 km southwest of the capital Kinshasa, the
Inga Dams provide hydroelectricity to the DRC. The smallest, Inga I, was built in 1972, followed
by Inga II in 1982. Both are under reconstruction from the damage sustained during the Congo
Civil War. Plans for two larger dams, Inga III and Grand Inga, to supply electricity to African
countries are in development. EMBASSY OF THE DR CONGO

President Joseph Kabila Kabange of the Democratic Republic
of the Congo

Toward a radiant future on key anniversary
Marcel Mulumba Tshidimba
AMBASSADOR OF THE DEMOCRATIC

REPUBLIC OF THE CONGO

------------------------------------------

It has been 50 years since our
country, the Democratic Re-
public of the Congo, accessed
international sovereignty.

Hence, on
this sacred In-
d e p e n d e  n  c  e
Day, it is with
true pleasure
that we would
like to trans-
mit hereby the
warm greet-

ings from President Joseph
Kabila Kabange to their Impe-
rial Majesties Emperor Akihi-
to and Empress Michiko, as
well as the whole Imperial
family. We would like to ac-
knowledge and praise their
unceasing efforts toward the
promotion of peace and friend-
ship between the people of the
world. Our greetings are also
given to the Japanese govern-
ment and our friends the Japa-
nese people.

The celebration of this 50th
anniversary is an appropriate
time to assess the progress of
our country’s situation. When
we take a retrospective look at
our journey during the last 50
years, we can express today
the joy of celebrating this jubi-
lee united and living in our ter-
ritory with the same geo-
graphical borders as on June
30, 1960.

It is the right occasion to re-
member that the independent
Congo went through its first
civil war starting on July 11,
1960, 11 days after the procla-
mation of independence! The
war was caused by those who,
throughout the world, wanted
to perpetuate their predatory
actions again over our natural
resources, namely minerals.

The intention to divide this
African giant emerged again
10 years ago because of the
lust of some countries. But
thanks to the determination of
the Congolese people and their
will to live united, and with the
support of some goodwilled
people, the Balkanization
didn’t take place. How long
will this relief last?

During the last few years,
the government has been com-
mitted to reinforcing the
peace and to rebuilding the
country. Indeed, the latest cri-
sis, which lasted from 1997 to
2003, made DRC bloodless
with the basic infrastructures
completely destroyed.

The reconstruction of a ter-
ritory as large as Western Eu-
rope is not an easy task, espe-
cially when the country is
sorely short of financial
means. Its meager fiscal reve-
nues are being directly allo-
cated to payments of an exter-
nal debt for which the terms
are largely undefined and for
which we are on a race with
the institutions of the Bretton
Woods system to either reduce
or simply cancel it.

To our foreign partners, in-
cluding Japan, we express and
repeat our confidence that on-
ly direct foreign investment,
which creates jobs, will be
able to help the ‘‘Giant of Afri-
ca’’ to stand up and play its
own role on the worldwide
stage, politically and econom-
ically. The DRC possesses the
natural resources that the
main industries of the world

need for operating properly,
which, if exploited judicious-
ly, can certainly contribute to
the improvement of the condi-
tions of life of our populations.

The forest of the Congo ba-
sin, which sits in more than 60
percent of our territory, is an
asset that the whole world
needs, namely in the fight
against the effects of global
warming. On this subject, the
DRC has been chosen as one of
the pilot countries of the U.N.
program REDD (Reducing
Emissions from Deforestation
and Forest Degradation). The
purpose of this program is to
get the country ready for the
REDD initiative by 2012 as
soon as that regime is accept-
ed and recognized internation-
ally as an instrument for the
reduction of factors that cause
climatic change in the post-
Kyoto framework.

The forests of the DRC, cov-
ering more than 1 million sq.
km, about half of which are
tropical forests, remains,
however, exploitable by the
forestry and other mining in-
dustries.

According to the relevant
studies, the hydroelectric dam

at Inga alone, once its four
phases are completed, will be
able to provide electric energy
to the entire continent of Afri-
ca. The contributions of Japa-
nese enterprises, with their
knowhow and their advanced
technology for realizing this
project, can be of great sup-
port.

The heavy rainfall can also
help those countries that lack
water. We will not come back
to the diverse minerals that
fill up the Congolese soil be-
cause it is a well-known story.

To conclude, we take the op-
portunity of our jubilee to ex-
press our hope of seeing Japa-

nese corporations joining our
efforts in the reconstruction of
the DRC along with the other
partners who are already
there. The Congo is vast.
There is enough space for ev-
eryone.

After the painful past of the
1960s and the anguishes of the
war of aggression of the ’90s,
the Congolese people aspire to
a peaceful life; to building a
country where it’s good to live,
and where they live smartly
with the immediate neighbors
and friends from afar.

To our fellow citizens who
live in this beautiful country
Japan, we give our sincere

congratulations and encour-
age them to learn lessons from
the Japanese experience to
benefit our dear and beautiful
country. Blessed gift of our an-
cestors, for which we have the
mission to ensure its great-
ness, as we sing in our national
anthem.

Enjoy the feast!

Golden anniversary: The official logo of the DRC’s 50th
independence day shows the country’s French initials.
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