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Where to begin? Let’s try the beginning. Or at least a beginning, Orientation Day 2011: imagine yourself 
attempting to line up in alphabetical order at the back of the library, or was it already ARC? If so 
wondering, what is ARC? Shuffling between the students whose last names you are familiar with and 
those you need to check on in order to find your place in the queue, wondering if you have a place in the 
queue, on the campus, in this world? You had some sense of who you were, who you wanted to be. And 
alongside a distinct feeling of fear, or maybe just anxiety, a growing sense of hope. Fast forward two 
months. You know the names of your teachers, most of your classmates. Not the entire class; is it even 
possible to know the names of the entire class? It is time for the class retreat. We ship you off to Santa 
Barbara, you know to bond. We land on the beach in Carpentaria on what simply must have been its 
windiest day in history. After losing a of couple kids to the wind, or at least a sandwich or two, I begin to 
get to know your character as a class. A chosen representative approaches to suggest that perhaps we 
could change our plans due to the inclement weather. No one is impolite. No one pushes it too far. But 
the point is made. In a calm, but strong, articulate, warm, and even friendly manner your goal is 
achieved, at least it was achieved as soon as we located our bus drivers.  But you were unwilling to give 
in, forceful and diplomatic. You reminded me of a young Mohandas K. Gandhi.  
 
In fact, a few days before that first Orientation Day, Ms. Marcus had gifted me with a small, plush 
rendition of Mr. Gandhi. This very one you see before you today. She had dug him out of some of her 
husband’s stored, old boxes in her father in-law’s home and had immediately realized how happy I would 
be if she were to pass him to me to keep in my history room in honor of the 191 minutes of class time I 
devote to showing the award winning movie that reflects his life. Your class took an immediate liking to 
the Mahatma. During history class he was expected to be prominently displayed. His presence at tests 
was required. Occasionally we would enter the room to find him in various unexpected and precarious 
positions. Many who were not in my history class would, none the less come to visit Mr. Gandhi. What did 
he represent for you? An absurdly adorable eggplant headed man with wire-rimmed glasses, the 
message of peace you vaguely associated with Gandhi the man, a mix of comforting childhood dolls and 
grand adult philosophies and actions or just a sign that your history teachers, maybe even all Upper 
School teachers were human?  
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For me, he came to represent you. It is not that you are all relatively unsuccessful lawyers or unsurpassed 
civil rights activists. Nor that I associate you with small, elderly, bald men that have experimented with a 
variety of looks, although some of you have done fabulous things with the Westridge uniform. In fact you 
are not definable as one. You are myriad identities. You have inspired us all with fierce action on the 
soccer field, volley ball court or flying through the air pole vaulting. You have moved us with 
performances in dance, theatre and music that set our spirits free to dance, sing, laugh and cry with you. 
You have touched us with artistic creations mirroring the beauty and sadness of life itself. You have 
awakened us with the brilliance of thought you apply to your exploration of knowledge, your analyses of 
the life we observe and share. You have amused us with various interests you have introduced us to, 
from Game of Thrones and Dexter to manga or Cards Against Humanity. For me, the qualities that you, 
the royal you, as a group, share with the formidable Mr. Gandhi is your deep belief in a just society, your 
willingness to stand up for that justice, your commitment to one another as a community or ashram (as 
Gandhi referred to his community), and your gracious methods of realizing your goals, mixed with just a 
splash of sassy.  
 
For example, when in your sophomore year, we took an excursion to the Tom Sawyer Camp you were 
skeptical. Some of you just let go and had fun with the games and your friends, others inwardly bristled 
at what you perceived as the infantile nature of the activities. And you did what you could, you let me 
know, that for future classes this may not be optimal, however, realizing that for today, this was what it 
was and people had put effort into this experience on your behalf, you moved forward, were 
cooperative, and even managed to enjoy things a bit. I know you amused me as you attempted to pass 
one another on a log without falling off said log into the imagined lava below. You used every method to 
conquer the challenge, from gymnastic-like feats to piggybacking friends to donning imaginary lava 
proof shoes and just walking on the ground. Yeah, well I told you there was some sassy in there.  
 
When it was time to design a class sweatshirt, intended to represent you and keep you warm for the next 
four years, you were torn, almost evenly divided between the darling, huggable tiger drawn to existence 
by Karah and the fierce, majestic creature that Simona had envisioned. You ultimately went with fierce, 
but it was close. Both tigers are there in your hearts. In fact, the discussions over the style of sweatshirt, 
design and colors followed by seemingly endless voting almost brought me, a great believer in the 
democratic system, to go full tyrant on you.  
 
Just a few weeks ago, when I sent out an e-mail letting you know that now that we are at the end of the 
year, it was time to pass the baton to the junior class, specifically, by letting them close the ongoing 
chant contest, you know, SSSEN. I know that some of you had other ideas. Plans were afoot. But in the 
end, the royal you held back and let them have their time to shine.  
 
And now it is your time to shine. And how you shine… Think, collectively what you have accomplished in 
four, some would say, absurdly full years of living and learning and bringing that learning together to 
culmination. You have completed your Westridge journey that you started alongside Odysseus and his 
journey, Gandhi and his…But what does it mean to have completed this voyage? 
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I remember your surprise when Gandhi, the movie didn’t end with India’s freedom. It simply went 
forward to the next challenge of ending, or at least lessoning, the strife between Hindus and Muslims in 
India, a task that Gandhi had to leave to future generations. Life does not end with the success of one 
goal. New challenges arise. Happily your new challenges are somewhat more achievable than those that 
Mr. Gandhi faced.  
 
Is the movie over? I am pretty sure you will all still be here tomorrow night after the ceremony comes to 
a close. It is merely time to move on to your next challenge. In his memoirs Gandhi stated “I set a high 
value on my experiments.” Go forward with your experiments, as you have, standing up for your beliefs, 
hearing the views around you, laughing, crying, screaming and relishing the ride.  

 


