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 President Huddleston, Provost Vasudevan, distinguished Deans and 

administrators, fellow members of the faculty, students, honored guests and most of all 

families and friends of the Class of 2016. It's a privilege to be here today to celebrate the 

achievements of our honors graduates. Congratulations! 

 Occasions such as this give rise to contradictory impulses - a wish to look back  

and to look forward, to be profound and lighthearted,  to celebrate what has been 

accomplished and to encourage the scaling of even greater heights.  Some speakers try to 

do all these things . But I have a more modest aim. I know that whatever  words are said 

here today will soon evaporate. What will endure instead, I hope, is a bright memory. 

Years from now, when you think back to this convocation,  remember that you honored 

yourself, this university, and your family with the aspirations and achievements that 

brought you to this day.  We take pride in your determination, and that's the simple point 

I'd like to convey.  

 For it seems to me that what is most worth celebrating is your striving toward 

excellence as you made your way through UNH.  The drive that led you to challenge 

yourself and to exceed expectations - those of others, and perhaps even your own - 

inspires and elevates. And, in a lasting way, it adds zest to the life of this place. In fact, as 

I thought about what I might say to you today, what came immediately to mind  - I'm an 

historian after all - was a speech President Kennedy gave more than fifty years ago. In it, 

he announced that the United States would pursue the goal of landing a man on the 

surface of the moon before the end of that decade. The year was 1962; the place was Rice 

University in Houston, Texas. The moon then was a seemingly impossibly distant, cold 
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and unknowable destination. Listen to how President Kennedy framed his ambition for 

our country on that memorable day:  

[Play film clip] 

 There is no strife, no prejudice, no national conflict in outer space as yet. Its 

hazards are hostile to us all. Its conquest deserves the best of all mankind, and its 

opportunity for peaceful cooperation many never come again. But why, some say, the 

moon? Why choose this as our goal? And they may well ask why climb the highest 

mountain? Why, 35 years ago, fly the Atlantic? Why does Rice play Texas?  

 We choose to go to the moon. We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do 

the other things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard, because that goal 

will serve to organize and measure the best of our energies and skills, because that 

challenge is one that we are willing to accept, one we are unwilling to postpone, and one 

which we intend to win, and the others, too.  

 Many years ago the great British explorer George Mallory, who was to die on 

Mount Everest, was asked why did he want to climb it. He said, "Because it is there."  

Well, space is there, and we're going to climb it, and the moon and the planets are there, 

and new hopes for knowledge and peace are there. And, therefore, as we set sail we ask 

God's blessing on the most hazardous and dangerous and greatest adventure on which 

man has ever embarked. Thank you.  

 

 We are in an age accustomed, of course, to politicians who promise us the moon. 

But what resonates so powerfully today in Kennedy's speech isn't so much the specific 

goal he set out, which was achieved - remarkably - a little less than seven years later 
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when Neil Armstrong set foot on the moon in July of 1969. What resonates is that he 

posed the goal of pushing beyond our current capacities as a thrilling challenge  - to do 

something not because it is easy, but because it is hard.  Kennedy's eloquent summons to 

the nation to devote whatever energy and skill we possessed to advancing knowledge, a 

more peaceful world, and greater human understanding remains invigorating. It is also a 

reminder that with such striving comes risk, as well as honor, and that loneliness and 

failure  are sometimes the outcome - perhaps more often than festive ceremony.  

Kennedy's reference to Mallory, who set his sights on Mount Everest only to die on the 

summit face, is especially poignant. 

 "Every true man," Ralph Waldo Emerson once wrote, "is a cause, a country, and 

an age." He meant that we all embody a great purpose and that each of us in living a life 

at the center of things can leave a mark on our times and those around us.  This was 

certainly true of President Kennedy, who inspired many young people in my generation.  

I was ten years old when Kennedy announced the moon project. A little more than a year 

later, in October 1963, he visited my home town to dedicate the Robert Frost Library at 

Amherst College.  

 It was a brilliant Indian summer day and the little town was alive with excitement.  

I walked toward the center of Amherst with my best friend in search of President 

Kennedy. Usually our activities involved climbing trees, trespassing on neighboring 

farms, and looking for stray animals when we weren't in school. But on this day we were 

stalking the President of the United States. Our efforts were rewarded when we stood 

only a few feet away from JFK as he rode through town in a small motorcade and then 

delivered brief remarks at an outdoor ceremony.  We were two little girls in a crowd of a 
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few thousand people. But it's a crystal clear memory. There was the youthful President - 

tanned, handsome, vivid and so alive on that sunny day. The memory is etched more 

finely no doubt by the tragedy that befell the President less than a month later.  Somehow 

as young as I was I appreciated right then in the fall of 1963, a young girl no more than 

eleven years old, that history was lived experience and that it unfolded inescapably all 

around us. 

 Much has changed in our country, our politics, and in my own life, of course, in 

the decades that have followed this memory of mine.  I would never have imagined then 

that I would become a professor of modern political history, or that I would teach at this 

university, or that the other little girl from that memory, my childhood friend,  would join 

me at UNH, when a year ago she was appointed Dean of the Paul College of Business 

and Economics. Deborah Merrill Sands. How did this happen? Yesterday we were in 

third grade!  

 And what about our country and the idealism that fired our imagination in the 

early 1960s? In so many ways, we have progressed as a nation in the interceding years. 

The scourge of legalized racial segregation was a reality in 1963.  Voting rights were still 

denied on the basis of race nearly a century after they were conferred on African 

American men during Reconstruction. Today President Barack Obama sits at the same 

desk made from the timbers of the British ship Resolute, where President Kennedy sat 

more than a half century ago. And yet, we are well aware of the on - going challenges we 

face in a society that still struggles with racial intolerance, economic inequality, violence 

in our communities, the degradation of our environment and the global crisis of climate 

change among many other pressing matters. It takes courage and imagination to address 
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these problems and lives lived not along the margins of civic responsibility but at the 

center of things.   

 So as you set sail on your next adventure continue to do the things that are 

difficult. And remember as Emerson put it that "the voyage of the best ship is a zig zag 

line of a hundred tacks." I wish you fair winds and a following sea as you make your own 

history. Godspeed.    

  

 

  

  

   

 

 

 

 

 


