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From Farm land 
          Young Iowans today see our state as “flyover” country compared  to
destinations like California or New York. Sometimes it seems like the
opportunities are in the big cities and on the coasts. But U.S. Secretary of
Agriculture Tom Vilsack believes the opposite. “Any young person who
feels that way is shortchanging Iowa,” Vilsack said in an interview with
Kee Scroll.
         Secretary Vilsack should know, after all.  He entered politics as the
mayor of a small Iowa city, then served as governor before being
appointed twice to the United States cabinet.  
          “I would strongly suggest to any young person that they fully engage
in a community activity with a focus of giving back," he said.  "Here you
can make profound life changes for yourself and others.” Beginning his
career as a young, rural Iowa lawyer, Vilsack has pushed through
adversity and found his way into the presidential cabinet. His life is proof
that success can be found anywhere, not just in the big cities.
          Secretary Vilsack hasn’t always been able to call himself an Iowan.
He grew up in Pittsburgh and attended college in New York state. But
after marrying Iowan Christie Bell and graduating law school. Vilsack
received a compelling letter from his father-in-law. 
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          He became active in local organizations such as the booster club,
Rotary Club, Chamber of Commerce, and United Way. A tragic
assassination led to a vacancy in the mayor's office in 1986. “I was asked
by the deceased mayor’s father to run,” said Vilsack. “[He] felt I had the
leadership skills to move the city forward.” Vilsack served as mayor of
Mt. Pleasant and state senator for District 49. 
          In 1998, four-term incumbent Republican governor Terry Branstad
decided against running for a fifth term in office. Vilsack, serving his
second term as a state senator, saw an opportunity to flip a position that
had been held by Republicans for thirty years. 
          “I was not expected to win, but I worked harder than my opponent
and I knew why I wanted the job,” stated Vilsack. He defeated his
opponent by six percentage points, and in office he found ways to meet
his goals. “As a result of my service in the legislature I understood where
legislators were coming from,” he said. “I had relationships that made it a
bit easier to get my agenda passed.”
          The next few years brought a short-lived presidential campaign,
then time spent supporting Democratic hopefuls who were still in the
race. When Barack Obama was elected in 2008, he selected Vilsack as 
his Secretary of Agriculture. His new office was quite different from
previous offices he’d held, putting him in a position with many national
responsibilities. “It's like being governor of 50 states instead of one,"
Vilsack said. “It is exhilarating but also highly stressful.” 

“He wrote a wonderful letter to
both of us extolling the virtues
of living and working in Mt.
Pleasant, Iowa,” Vilsack
remembered. The duo took the
opportunity and relocated to
Mt. Pleasant, where the
newcomer Vilsack began
looking for ways to integrate
himself in the community.

This is an abridged
version of Will
Bower's interview
with Secretary
Vilsack. For the full
interview, scan here.
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