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I first met these seniors in August four years ago. My first class of freshmen that 

year did not meet until the afternoon, right after advisory meetings. While taking 

attendance, I noticed that one girl was missing. I didn’t know it at the time, but she 

was a member of the infamous first advisory of Dr. Balmer in which Stephanie got 

so carried away with meeting her advisees that she kept them for ten minutes too 

long. These were new ninth-graders, and it was, after all, the Head of School, so 

none of them were about to tell her that they were supposed to leave. So they were 

all late returning to class. When I asked my class if the girl was in school that day, 

they said yes. Then your class president jumped up and, in an animated fashion 

said, “This is what’s going to happen. She’s going to come running in, all flustered 

and out of breath, and she is going to talk very fast, and she’s going to use a lot of 

words that I never heard of.” At that moment, the door burst open, and this girl 

came running in, saying “Greetings and felicitations Doctor Henderson. I’m 

ineffably sorry for my tardiness, and there is no one culpable other than myself.” 

She had more to say, but I missed it because I was laughing so hard. That was my 

introduction to the Class of 2019 and to your Lady of the Hall. 

 

Then, in mid-March, I had a freshmen class the afternoon of the announcement of 

the prom theme. Historically, this is about the most difficult day of the year to 

accomplish anything in class because the girls are so wound up from a wild 

assembly and the impending spring break. Rather than fight with them and try to 

lecture, I decided that we would use the period to work on our research and film 

projects. The day before the class, I received an e-mail from a girl asking if they 

could bring food to class. I told her that a small snack would be okay. When I 

walked into my room after the assembly, however, the quantity and variety of food 

that had been assembled would have put a cruise ship buffet to shame. Apparently, 

this girl had sent out a google doc and the entire class brought in something to eat 

or drink. I had such a good time that day, I decided at that moment that I would 

“graduate” with this class and retire in 2019. This weekend, I am doing just that. 

 

Since that time, I have stood side-by-side with this class throughout their high-

school careers. I was their sophomore class sponsor, junior class sponsor, and class 

sponsor for this, their final year at Harpeth Hall. I have thus been in position to 

watch their many successes and occasional failures. I was with them during the 

interminable prom process, and I put in 13 hours of labor on that project. To be 

perfectly honest, I volunteered for 9 of those hours because it got me out of an all-

day faculty meeting.  



 

After much debate, they had decided that the theme of the prom would be “The 

Jazz Age.” But about two weeks before the actual event, I discovered that the 

various sub-committees all had a completely different concept of what “The Jazz 

Age” might entail. Some thought it would be the Cotton Club & New York; some 

thought it was “The Roaring ‘Twenties;” others thought it was New Orleans; still 

others thought it should be a Great Gatsby theme. I envisioned a Tower of Babel 

disaster of Biblical proportions and anticipated a massive dispute arising out of 

these differing visions. Instead, they sat down, hammered out some compromises, 

and somehow made it all work. On the night of prom, the gallery had been 

transformed into a perfect image of Bourbon Street, complete with a working 

fountain and 46 dead goldfish floating belly up in the water. So, okay, not 

everything worked out. But still it was an impressive display of collaboration and 

teamwork. 

 

If I had to pick one characteristic that captures this entire collection of scholars, 

artists, athletes, musicians, actresses, writers, and dancers it would be “nice.” They 

are the nicest group of girls I have ever known. I first realized this when I sat in on 

a class meeting when they were sophomores, and they erupted into enthusiastic 

applause simply because they had successfully conducted the roll call. One girl 

started a club called “Random Acts of Kindness.” Girls I never taught will stop me 

in the halls just to chat. Another girl cried during every history film I ever showed 

in class. They are nice girls. 

 

But that’s not what I wanted to talk about today. I’m a historian, so I wanted to talk 

briefly about one of my favorite historical figures, Abraham Lincoln. When I was 

young, I would put pictures of my historical heroes up on the wall. As I grew older, 

though, and started to learn more about history and more about the lives of those 

people, most of those pictures came down. Today, there are only a handful of 

people left on that figurative wall. The more I learn about Lincoln, however, the 

brighter his star shines in my eyes. What is it about this man that makes him such a 

compelling figure? And what can we learn from him? 

 

Nothing in Lincoln’s early life would have indicated that he was destined for 

greatness. With less than a year of formal education, he was a self-taught, self-

made man, who studied, learned, and grew each year of his life. He was the 

original lifelong learner. At every step of his career, people underestimated him. 

When he won the presidency in 1860, none of his opponents could believe that 

they had lost to this hayseed from the frontier. They all believed that they were 

better suited to lead the nation. Then in a move that would be unthinkable today, 



Lincoln asked those very men who opposed him to serve as advisors in his cabinet. 

They accepted, primarily because each thought that they would be able to control 

him and act as the true power behind the President. They all quickly learned, 

however, that they were mistaken in that perception, and that Lincoln was a 

formidable leader with an extraordinary intellect, despite his backwoods demeanor. 

They all came away with great admiration for Lincoln and a grudging recognition 

that he was the better man for the job. Another amazing thing about that cabinet is 

that it remained largely intact for the duration of his presidency. Today, we see a 

revolving door in the cabinet, with people coming and going seemingly every 

week. But Lincoln never wanted a group of “yes-men” around him. He never fired 

anyone simply because they disagreed with him. He surrounded himself with 

people who challenged him and who argued with him. Historian Doris Kearns 

Goodwin accurately called this group, a “Team of Rivals.”  

 

Lincoln was compassionate; he cared about people, and he did not enter into the 

Civil War lightly. He personally felt the weight of every one of those 600,000 

persons who died in that sanguinary conflict. Each death carved another crease into 

that craggy face that has become so familiar to us today. His well-documented 

depression was, in part, caused by the pain he felt due to those deaths. He often 

pardoned men who were condemned to death simply because they had fallen 

asleep on guard duty or some other minor infraction. In fact, he once pardoned a 

turkey that had been destined for the Christmas dinner table until his small son 

befriended it. That started a presidential tradition that continues to this day. In his 

early life could accurately be called “dirt poor,” as he spent much of his childhood 

in houses that had a dirt floor. And, like so many immigrants who have come to 

this nation over the past four centuries, his family moved repeatedly in the hope of 

a better life in another place. Thus as president, he was always more concerned 

about ordinary, hard-working people than about the wealthy or the corporations. 

 

He was humble. This greatest of men—a man who is literally on the Mount 

Rushmore of presidents—never tried to take credit for his many accomplishments. 

For just one example, when he took office, he knew nothing about military 

strategy. He preferred to leave those issues to the West Point graduates and 

military officers who surrounded him. As the war dragged on, however, and the 

Union suffered defeat after defeat, he became frustrated with the incompetency of 

his generals. At one point, bewildered by the erratic movements of a particular 

general, he said, “He acts like a duck who’s been hit on the head with a hammer.” 

After that, Lincoln took on more responsibility for shaping military strategy. He 

studied, he learned, and he grew. By the end of the war, he had devised a winning 

strategy for the war. Yet he never took credit for any of this, preferring to defer 



praise to the men who fought and the officers who led them. 

 

So, what has all of this got to do with you girls who are graduating? Perhaps the 

most admirable thing that Lincoln did as president was that he took action when 

the situation required it. For generations, men regarded as some of the greatest 

leaders in US history dodged the question of slavery and passed it on to future 

congressmen. At the Constitutional Convention in 1787, then again in 1820 and in 

1850, rather than addressing the issue head-on, they punted the problem away by 

creating ridiculous compromises and tortuous rationalizations. No one wanted to 

risk losing votes by actually dealing with the problem, so they handed it off to the 

next generation. By the 1850s, the problem had reached critical mass, so Lincoln 

came out of political retirement and took on the issue. As President, he knew that 

anything he did would be unpopular in some segments of society. It would cost 

him votes and perhaps re-election. But he did it anyway. He didn’t beat his chest, 

harangue audiences with his opinion, or try to bully people into agreeing with him. 

He simply persuaded people, with articulate logic and a firm, quiet conviction that, 

while unpopular, ending slavery was the right thing to do. He arrived at that 

opinion late in life, however, and it was a decision made up of equal parts moral 

belief, political timing, and military necessity. Today, many fault him for taking so 

long to reach the conclusion that slavery was morally wrong. That just shows that 

he was not perfect; he was a product of his times. The fact that he was flawed and 

made human mistakes is one of the things that make him so interesting to me. But, 

as I have stated, he spent his entire life learning and growing, and his opinion on 

the place of African Americans in society continued to evolve throughout his life. 

Ultimately, he ended up being the right man at the right moment in history to make 

a difference. 

 

That’s where you, the Class of 2019, come in. There are many problems facing our 

world that have become increasingly critical. Things such as the national debt, 

mass shootings, the growing gap between the wealthy and poor, global warming 

concern all of us, regardless of political philosophy. It is with no small amount of 

embarrassment and shame that I admit my generation has side-stepped these issues 

and passed them on to yours. Since the 1980s, politicians have become more 

concerned with re-election and partisan politics than with doing what is right or 

what is best for the entire country. They have acted like Lincoln’s addle-brained 

duck.  They create issues out of trivial problems by labeling them “emergencies” 

largely as a strategy to avoid addressing the greater, more-difficult issues facing 

the nation. 

 

But I believe that you can be the generation that takes on these issues and actually 



deals with them. I see enormous potential and a growing sense of political activism 

in your class. As your collaboration during the prom-build illustrated, you are 

capable of working together despite differing opinions and a variety of 

personalities. This will not be easy—none of these issues can be solved without 

disagreement, argument, and even pain. It will even be messy—you may end up 

with a few more dead goldfish floating in the fountain. If you are looking for 

inspiration in undertaking this task, however, you need look no further than the life 

of Abraham Lincoln. Think of his cabinet. Don’t be afraid to work with people 

who disagree with you. Lincoln listened to his cabinet, and, usually, he 

incorporated their ideas into his own policy decisions. That’s where Lincoln’s 

compassion comes in. Try to understand those with whom you disagree. Only 

through compassion and a clear sense of why your opponent thinks the way that 

they do can problems be solved. If you do find success in any of these areas, 

remember, like Lincoln, to remain humble and don’t gloat about your victories. 

Understand that any answer to these monumental problems is a victory for both 

sides, because meaningful, lasting solutions will require both sides working 

together in common cause. Finally, do what Lincoln did for his entire life. Keep 

studying, keep learning, and keep growing. Don’t stop growing at the moment your 

education has reached an end.  

 

Twenty-two years ago, I arrived at Harpeth Hall. I have been fortunate to have had 

wonderful students, amazing colleagues, and administrators who gave me the 

freedom to develop my own teaching style. It was truly a privilege to work with 

each of you. My wife and I agree that it was an absolute honor to be associated 

with this school.  

 

And to my band of sisters—my 99 honorary sisters—thank you so much for asking 

me to speak today. As I head up to Wisconsin to learn how to walk on snowshoes 

and wear a hat made of cheese, I hope you will pause to think of me from time to 

time. I will most assuredly be thinking of you. 

 

So, as I have often said at the end of my classes, “What are you still doing here? 

Go away! Get out of here!” 


