Graduation Speech

Thank you Superintendent Michelle Gadaleta, Essex Fells Board Vice President Dr. Steven LoCascio, the Essex Fells Board of Education, my beloved Faculty, parents, and the Class of 2012 for allowing me this great privilege, honor, and opportunity to address you on this day of celebration.

Each year at this special occasion, I try to impart to the soon-­‐to-­‐be graduates a very simple guiding principle; and that is, as they go forward in their personal and academic life, to make the most out of each day, to “suck the marrow out of life,” to “Gather Ye rosebuds while ye may…,” and to wholeheartedly to seize the day -­‐ Carpe Diem! And although slightly cliché, the phrase, I believe, is a very important sentiment, so much so, that I have for years, carried with me in my wallet, as a personal reminder, this worn old and tattered piece of paper upon which is written, by the American transcendentalist Henry David Thoreau in Walden Pond:

I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.

Yearly, I implore them to explore themselves and all their interests and to expand their minds through discovery and exploration, never to miss an opportunity to confront new ideas, challenges, and experiences, all with the hope and reward that they will find that passion – their calling and purpose in life -­‐ that which will drive and inspire them throughout their lives so that they can make their own meaningful contributions to society; for a life without contribution, is a life without significance.

This year, however, I feel how fruitless any words of mine would be in any meaningful attempt to instill these virtues to these young men and women, when just last week, they heard such powerful and moving words of inspiration from a truly remarkable gentleman whose perspective is justly noteworthy.

As you all know, one week ago today, I was so privileged to spend a day with this class in the greatest city in the world as we toured the World Trade Center site, the Tribute Museum, and the September 11 Memorial.

We met at the Winter Garden Atrium at the World Financial Center, which overlooks the World Trade Center site. We, very frankly and honestly, spoke about the events of that tragic day – the attacks upon and the collapse of the towers; we spoke of victims, of rescuers, and of heroes; together we looked at the destruction;

and together we witnessed the ongoing construction and rebirth of the area and the neighborhood; we visited 10 House/10 Truck fire station located immediately next to what was the South Tower and we saw the Firemen’s memorial on the side of 10 House and the list of the 343 FDNY firemen who lost their lives.

We then toured “Tribute” – a museum which opened in 2006 dedicated to the telling of the events of 9-­‐11 and the recovery and rebuilding efforts. As our group was assembling in the front of the museum so that they could watch an introductory video on what the World Trade Center was like before 9-­‐11, the Curator of the Museum, accompanied by a gentleman, approached me, and said, “Mayor Abbot, I’d like to introduce you to Mr. Ielpi,” who then said to me, “I’ve been waiting to meet you,” to which that I immediately responded, “I’ve been waiting over six years to meet you!” [I’ll get back to this].

I have known of Mr. Ielpi, and his history and his involvement in Tribute, for many years. On September 11, 2001, Mr. Lee Ielpi, a retired New York City firefighter, arrived at the World Trade Center within a half hour of the collapse of the North Tower and bravely contributed to efforts at Ground Zero until midnight. His 29-­‐ year-­‐old FDNY firefighter son, Jonathan, was on duty that morning, but did not escape the South Tower before its collapse. In the days following September 11, Mr. Ielpi returned daily to Ground Zero to assist with rescue and recovery operations and to look for his son. Three months after the attack, on December 11, 2001, Mr. Ielpi received “the call,” the call that Jonathan’s body had been located, so, along with fellow firefighters, Mr. Ielpi helped carry his son's body out of the rubble of the twin towers. In the time since 9-­‐11, Mr. Ielpi was instrumental in the creation of Tribute, and today, he Ielpi is President of the Board of Directors of the September 11th Families' Association, which oversees the operation of Tribute.

For the next hour or so, we toured the ground floor exhibits with the Curator, our guide, and Mr. Ielpi always at our side, pointing facts and artifacts, explaining events, and most importantly answering the questions posed by these students. Mr. Ielpi even showed us his son’s firefighter’s turnout gear that he wore that terrible day. The kids were nothing less than magnificent – you could see from the look on their faces, questions asked, and comments made that “they get it.” As we approached the end of the tour on the ground floor, we entered a room with filled with many wonderful pictures of those who perished in the attacks and a wall listing each of the names – It makes it so real, and it takes your breath away. For in many ways, we are all survivors of 9-­‐11. And there, with us, all the while was Mr. Ielpi, ready for a consoling word, a hug, or simply “that look” – he was comforting us…..

We then were invited downstairs into a large room and all the kids were invited to sit on the floor by Mr. Ielpi who brought with him a stool -­‐ not to sit upon, towering over the kids, but for his support and to assist him from eventually getting up off the floor after he spoke to them at the same level. It was here that these young men and women received the inspirational words of which I referred to earlier from this remarkable gentleman.

In the course of 30 minutes or so, he said so many wonderful and meaningful things, some of which, even we adults, were taken with:

o  That he was happy that these young women and men came to Tribute because it

gave him confidence in the future of America and the future of the world;

· That although some think that he has every right to hate, that he doesn’t hate; that he believes that we should all seek understanding and not prejudge any people, and that he, to this day, believes in the inherent goodness of people;

· And, most relevant for us today, in speaking about his son Jonathan, as he -­‐ and well, quite frankly all of us -­‐ held back tears, Mr. Ielpi looked into these very young faces and simply said to them, “Jonathan ‘s passion was being a fireman. That was his calling. That is what he was born to do and he lived each day of his life to the fullest.” And then he pointed to each of them and said that they need to find that which is their passion, that they need to explore the world and discover who they are, as Jonathan did, and that the only way to do this is to live each day to the fullest, and to take advantage of all the opportunities that life presents to them.

Carpe diem …Now how do I compete with that messenger?

I have to make two comments about the Essex Fells School and especially its teachers:

At one point during our discussion with Mr. Ielpi, he asked our group of students, “Why do you think we learn about 9-­‐11 today?” There was a brief, and I do mean brief pause, and then Ms. DiFilippo’s hand shoots up and she beautifully says, “Because those who cannot remember the past are doomed to repeat it.” She’s quoting George Santayana!! Mr. Ielpi and I just stared at each other and smiled! Not for nothing, but when I was in the sixth grade, I was wondering about things like why Brutus didn’t get himself his own can of spinach and beat the snot out of Popeye once and for all? But you know, I guess he didn’t learn from the past and was doomed to repeat it in every cartoon since. Afterward, Mr. Ielpi approached me and said, “you have some remarkable teachers at your school” to which I proudly responded, “yes, I do.” So on this day of commencement, let us all take a moment to thank all the love, commitment and hard work that the teachers of Essex Fells have given our children – you are remarkable!

Earlier, I mentioned that Mr. Ielpi was looking forward to meeting our group. The reason he wanted to do so was because he was told earlier that the Essex Fells School has the honor of being the school that holds the highest annual attendance rate of any school in the country for visiting Tribute. Any school in the country! And that is a real tribute to the leadership and faculty of this fine school. When we started this project over seven years ago –one or two years before Tribute was even open or any tours were being held, in fact the site still looked like a warzone – it took great courage and foresight of the Essex Fells faculty, notably Jackie Castellano, Nina Buonomo, Tea Banek, and the then Superintendent Hyman, to allow us to create and present a program for the sixth grade in which they would spend an entire day at the site learning about the events of 9-­‐11. And trust me, this is not a trip to the theater, or the zoo, or a baseball game. Today, with the complete encouragement and support of Superintendent Gadaleta, and always with Jackie, Nina, Tea, and joined by Jeanine Whitman, and recently Sara Dalton and others, and

with the opening of the 9-­‐11 Memorial this year and the Museum hopefully

next, the World Trade Center class trip becomes more meaningful each year. I also want to say thank you to the parents and school for allowing me, and entrusting me, to be a part of this remarkable day with your children. Mr. Ielpi wanted me to know that we, in Essex Fells, have a very special place in his heart and that he will be there for our sixth grade class each year going forward.

And so, my dear graduates, with this graduation, you leave behind elementary school and go forward to junior high school, then high school, and on to college. I will tell you that the changes you will experience in yourself over the next year will be remarkable and extraordinary. Twelve months from now, you will not believe that it was only a year ago that you attended this fine school-­‐ you will think it was a lifetime ago, because in the coming months you will face more challenges and more will be expected of you than at any other time in your life. This Fall, when you begin junior high school, you will be given opportunities to meet new people, learn new things, assume more responsibilities, become involved with different groups and activities, and make new friends. Take advantage of them all; get involved and explore and start discovering who you are and what you will become! As Mark Twain rightly observed, “Twenty years from now, you will be more disappointed by the things that you didn't do than by the ones you did do. So throw off the bowlines. Sail away from the safe harbor. Catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore. Dream. Discover.”

You owe it not only to yourself to make the most of each day, but also, and equally importantly, you owe it to them -­‐ to your Moms and Dads and your family – because they have worked very hard to provide you with the opportunities that await you and they have great expectations because they believe in you. And always remember Luke 12: 48 – “To whom much is given, much is expected.” Your parents and teachers have given you much – thank them for their generosity through your personal successes in life – it is expected of you. Oh, and thank them and tell them you love them more often – it’s not gonna kill you.

To the parents and friends, not to sound like a tolling bell, but the principle of carpe diem applies not only to them, but also to you. Parents -­‐ Seize the day, and cherish each day you have with them, because as you know they have grown up in the blink of an eye and soon they will become the remarkable and independent young men and women that is their destiny.

If I could address these young men and women alone:

We have been on quite a ride together over the last few months and I have truly enjoyed every moment of your company: From our moot court experience, to the Dare Graduation, to the World Trade Center, where on our day there together, we shared, we mourned, we cried, and we remembered, you have shown me the wonderful character of your class. Promise me that you will return to the World Trade Center soon with your parents and family and that you’ll remember our trip there. And remember what I told you at the DARE graduation – watch out for each

other, take care of one another, for the ties that you have made at this special little school are indeed the ties that bind for life.

And to the parents – promise me that you will make sure that they take you to Tribute and the 9-­‐11 Memorial, and let them give you the tour – they have a wonderful appreciation and understanding of it, and I know you’ll be impressed and moved.

And so my dear Graduates: the day is yours! On behalf of the Borough of Essex Fells, please accept our sincere congratulations on this special accomplishment in your lives.

In the words of St. Ignatius Loyola, the founder of the Jesuits: “Go forth, and set the world on fire!”

God Bless you all, and may your future be worthy of your dreams.

Ed Abbot

Mayor

Borough of Essex Fells

