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On Tuesday, January 16, 2018, New England College celebrated Founders Day. 

James Wright, PhD, President Emeritus, Dartmouth College, served as the keynote 

speaker and received an honorary degree. The following are Dr. Wright’s remarks. 

---------- 

 

Thank you, President Perkins. I appreciate your warm welcome. Greetings to members of the 

board, faculty, staff, and students. And a special salute to community members. This school 

started because this community wanted it and worked to make it succeed. I hope the citizens of 

Henniker and of this region take real pride in what you have accomplished. 

 

I am honored to be here today and to join in this January celebration. My daughter Ann was 

enrolled here thirty-five years ago, studying on this campus as well as at Arundel, and this was a 

good school for her. New England College is an important part of our vital higher education 

community. As someone who was a first-generation college graduate, one who enrolled after 

military service, I have a special affection for this school and its heritage, and its commitment to 

providing educational opportunities for everyone. 

 

As a historian, I am pleased to participate in recognition of an institution’s founding. And not 

simply as a celebration, but as an occasion to remember the work and the goals of the founders, 

an opportunity to assess how a place has evolved in the passing years. I am not an originalist. 

I do believe that organizations and institutions and individuals must adapt to a changing world. 

But they must do it in a way that affirms what they stand for: Their founding purpose. This does 

not change with every fad and innovation.   

 

So we pause today to acknowledge, to offer a toast, a cheer, to those who founded this 

important school: the dreamers such as Boone Tillett and Fred Connor, the creators such as 
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President Laurie Cox, the enablers such as Stephen Phillips, the pioneers such as Professor Andy 

Holton, and the citizens of this community, represented by a group of women, the  

Mollie Pitchers, who encouraged and helped to build this sustaining dream. 

 

But the toasts and cheers need also recognize the faculty and staff who committed themselves 

to advancing the dream. The final and really the loudest cheer need go to those first students. 

Veterans all, they had been to places like Guadalcanal, Cassino, and Normandy; they had 

observed and participated in conflict that aged them beyond their still-youthful years; they had 

sacrificed and had observed others make those sacrifices that are forever. Now here they were 

in this New England town helping to build a school. And they sacrificed again. They and this 

special institution endured. 

 

Many have described the World War II generation as the “greatest” generation.  Like most 

historians I balk at that singular recognition—this republic has been blessed by many 

generations, starting with the one that challenged the British Empire, won a war and started a 

republic. And I for one would never minimize the generation now studying here on the banks of 

the Contoocook.   

 

But none of this is to dispute the greatness, the indisputable sacrifice and accomplishments, of 

that World War II generation. They served and they then went on with their lives. And they made 

a better world in each of these roles. In many ways, their service to their world never ended. 

 

Those WW II veterans who came here did not come in order to start a school. They were focused 

on their own ambitions and interests. They simply wished to pick up with their lives and to seek 

the education that would enable them to do this successfully. They decided New England College 

would provide them with this opportunity. 
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If they enrolled at a place that was still a work in progress, more a dream than a reality, well they 

were accustomed to working hard. They had learned well to improvise and to collaborate and to 

get by with less.  They were accustomed to assuming a task while sharing in a dream. 

 

Education performs many roles. Two are especially relevant today. First is the individual, the 

personal. Education introduces the young to the values, the complexity, the challenges and the 

opportunity of their world; it enhances their understanding and appreciation of others; 

stimulates them to reflect on who they are and what they believe; provides them with a lifetime 

introduction to where they fit in a rich and diverse historical, intellectual, creative, and natural 

world. And it encourages them to dream large and enables them to meet and to exceed their 

dreams.   

 

But finally education is about more than self-fulfillment. It is also about the aggregated and 

cumulative consequence of this: Education provides a substantial social value, education 

advances a society’s, a community’s, a nation’s values and facilitates their growth and assures 

that each generation will have the opportunity to be part of that growth. Education is an 

essential part of the nation’s infrastructure.  Indeed, education provides the intellectual and 

creative infrastructure, the cornerstone, that makes the physical infrastructure possible. 

 

The World War II generation illustrated this well. The Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, 

quickly called and always remembered as the “G.I. Bill,” enabled a generation and enriched a 

nation. It was a public commitment that recognized service by providing veterans an 

opportunity, encouraging and enabling them. This proved to be a revolutionary investment in 

individual lives and in the future of the country.   

 

It is hard to exaggerate all that this generation accomplished, and this after the most vicious and 

destructive war the world had known. They moved on but they did not follow worn trails as they 

did. We should forever be grateful for all that they contributed to the politics, the culture, the 

economy of this country and of the world - to the public good. 
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They and the generations that followed pursued the vision that had too long been deferred, of 

making the American dream, the American constitutional protections, inclusive of and available 

to all Americans, regardless of income, or race, or gender, or religion, or country of origin, or 

sexual orientation, or gender identity. This remains a work in progress, and it is incumbent upon 

your generation to advance the progress.   

 

Yesterday we paused to remember Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and his message. It is good to have 

a day to pause and to remember—but it is to remember a vision which we should recall every 

day of the year. Dr. King, speaking on the National Mall in August 1963 shouted out his dream, 

“From the prodigious hilltops of New Hampshire, Let Freedom Ring.”  Now you are in charge of 

advancing the dream and of ringing the bells of freedom. 

 

In his letter from the Birmingham jail in April 1963, Dr. King wrote “Injustice anywhere is a threat 

to justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single 

garment of destiny.  Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.”   

 

We need to continue to learn from him and from his post-war generation about our mutual 

dependence and shared responsibility. John F. Kennedy was one of these World War II veterans. 

Elected President of the United States in 1960, he had earned a Purple Heart and a medal for 

heroism as a US Naval Officer in the Pacific. 

  

At his inauguration in January 1961 President Kennedy said that the torch of liberty had passed 

to a new generation of Americans, his generation, those tested by World War II.  He spoke 

eloquently of them, “born in this century, tempered by war, disciplined by a hard and bitter 

peace, proud of our ancient heritage--and unwilling to witness or permit the slow undoing of 

those human rights to which this nation has always been committed, and to which we are 

committed today at home and around the world.” 
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And he challenged Americans to commit to the principle to ask not what your country can do for 

you but ask what you can do for your country.   

 

Let us dwell on that summons, that cry, for a moment. We need to acknowledge that in 2018 a 

commitment to the common good, to the well-being of the republic and the world seems less 

common. And one that requires—indeed, embraces-- selflessness, sacrifice and generosity, may 

seem misplaced or antiquated. It must not be either. Your generation needs to pledge not to 

allow it to be.  And I would turn to this current generation of veterans to lead in meeting this 

pledge. They understand Dr. King’s “inescapable network of mutuality.” 

 

Let me share with you a few of my own observations on this generation of veterans—and why 

we derive so much from them - why I am confident of them. 

 

First let us remember an important quality, perhaps a defining one. These men and women were 

volunteers. They stood up and said they would serve—they asked what they could do for their 

country. That alone makes them distinctive in our society, in our time. 

 

We have observed an unfortunate decline over the years of a sense of civic engagement. Too 

often our politics has been reduced to individuals and groups pursuing their own self-interests 

and of channeling these goals with ideological constructs and partisanship. When has a political 

figure in recent years challenged us to sacrifice for a common good?  Senator John McCain called 

this fighting for a cause larger than yourself. 

 

I wrote recently of this current generation of veterans that they “have worked effectively with 

others of different backgrounds, assumed personal responsibility and accountability, functioned 

in complex organizations in an advanced technological environment, and confronted dangerous 

situations while respecting people of different cultures. They have learned discipline, and 

restraint, and self-confidence—and tolerance. They have observed—and offered—sacrifice for a 

greater good.” 
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That is why the G. I. Bill that provides them with some support is not a fringe benefit, a 

condescending “Thank you for your service.” gratuity. It is an investment in the future of the 

republic.     

 

True to its origins, New England College has stood up and shared in this investment. I commend 

President Perkins and the Board for their continuing commitment to providing at  

New England College educational opportunities for veterans. You have been true to your 

founding mission while embracing all students and adapting to a world that has changed 

remarkably in the past seventy years. Your national recognition as a “military friendly” school 

affirms your success. I congratulate you for this accomplishment. 

 

I salute the veterans enrolled here and remind them that their service to the nation has just 

begun.  

 

For all of the students here, let me share an observation that I traditionally extended to 

Dartmouth graduates. I hope you do well in whatever you seek to do. I would suggest that your 

understanding of doing well will evolve and change over the years.  Sometime in the future you 

will pause to reflect on your lives. You will assess how you think you have done—with no 

intermediaries, critics, or external graders. You will grade yourself.   

 

At this point you will not necessarily judge whether your life has been “successful” by using 

metrics that measure or count. There will be no dollar signs, or lists of holdings and possessions.  

In this tally, your definition of success, of a life well lived, of accomplishment, will not be a 

solitary account but will be a reflection filled with and enriched by others, by relationships with 

loved ones and friends, and by pride in recalling those that you will have touched for the better.  

 

For now, I wish everyone well as you move through the New Hampshire winter to advance your 

own ambitions and dreams. I have confidence that you will succeed, and as you do, you will 
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advance the ambitions and dreams of the republic and make our nation and our world the 

better.  

  

I am grateful to you for the honor that you have extended to me today. I am delighted to be in 

your good company and with this special degree I am proud now to consider myself a member of 

this community. 

 

Many thanks.   

Good luck. 

 

Dr. James Wright 
Henniker, NH 
January 16, 2018 

 


