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the esteemed School of Foreign Service. My theme

ollows the mantra of this ceremony, Tropaia.

The Classical Greeks did indeed recognize the most
decisive moment in a battle, not as the heady moment of
triumph but rather the moment of decision that made tri-
umph possible. As you so well know, the Greeks hal-
lowed the ground on which a turning point took place with
a tropaia — battlefield testament to that pivotal moment.
Today, we call those decisive moments “tipping points.”
But my theme is that these tipping points often occur in
the young lives of great leaders.

In fact, I want to apply the phrase “tipping point” to
important events in the young lives of four Presidents of
the United States. Each of the four Presidents could be
said to have experienced a tipping point that molded his
character into later greatness, and these are possible les-
sons for all of us as we look at their lives.

Today, I encourage you to look at your life - and at the
lives of those around you. One strength of this wonderful
graduating class before me is its diversity, its international
composition. To you citizens of other nations, you surely
know from your studies here that Presidents George Wash-
ington, Abraham Lincoln, the two Roosevelts, Theodore
and Franklin, of whom I speak, played pivotal roles not
only in the destiny of our Republic, but also championed
the survival and growth of freedom and democracy around
the world.

President Lincoln expressed this concept most clearly
in his immortal Gettysburg address: that this was a war
“testing whether that nation or any nation so conceived
and so dedicated can long endure” and that “government
of the people, by the people and for the people shall not
perish from the earth.” Once a national test of American
governance, today Lincoln’s words ring clear around the
globe as other people seek to build democratic institutions.

But let me start first with the life of young George
Washington. [ believe Washington’s turning point occurred
when he was a 22-year old Lieutenant Colonel in the Brit-
ish colonial service. Ambitious, head strong, and egotisti-
cal, he was known to lose his temper with his superior,
Virginia colonial Lieutenant Governor Lord Dinwiddie. He
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argued that his salary was insufficient when compared to
that of the British regulars. He had become the best horse-
man in Virginia, but knew it and could also be a horse’s
ass. On one ill-fated mission, a strong-willed Lieutenant
Colonel Washington lead his small force over the Penn-
sylvania mountains into the Ohio territory, which, at that
time, was disputed by the British and the French. Wash-
ington camped in an exposed place where he was sur-
prised by the French and Indians, and was forced igno-
miniously to surrender. In its coverage of the battle, the
Times of London portrayed the man who would later be
the father of our country as a disgrace to the British colo-
nial service.

Yet, young Washington learned from this and other
setbacks, not just a new form of warfare, but he was never
again so surprised. Later, as the lord of Mount Vernon, he
developed a mature self-control and selflessness in what
we nowadays call servant leadership. In contrast to when
he was an egotistical Lieutenant Colonel, when he was
called to serve as commander-in-chief of our Revolution-
ary War Forces, he humbly expressed doubts as to his
adequacy. Quite in contrast to his quarrels with Governor
Dinwiddie over his compensation package, this time he
refused to take any pay. However, this great field com-
mander would go on to lose more battles than he won, but
from the turning point of his youth, he had learned how to
handle setbacks and ultimately win. This lesson would
serve him as he made three vital contributions to our coun-
try. He won the war. He anchored the Constitutional
Convention. He laid a stable foundation for the office of
the Presidency. In short, his character molded in some
adversity saved this country three times over.

Our second story moves to Abraham Lincoln. His
humble origins are familiar. Young Abe was raised in Spar-
tan frontier conditions; his mother died when he was 9; his
distant and illiterate father told the boy he should be work-
ing rather than reading “those books.” So Lincoln largely
educated himself. Despite the books and his love of po-
etry, he developed physically to become a wrestler. In his
small town of New Salem, [llinois, this lanky 6’4" 210
pounder became involved in a roughneck fight with the
leader of a local group of toughs known as the Clary’s



Grove Gang. It was led by the bully and prankster, Jack
Armstrong. Lincoln won the wrestling match between
the two, and then playfully offered to take on the rest of
the gang, singly or as a group. Instead, in admiration of
his prowess and good spirit, they became his admirers. In
the 1832 Black Hawk War, they helped elect him captain
of the company. This offered young Abe his first leader-
ship experience and prepared him to run for the State Leg-
islature. But it was not the physical prowess that served
as his greatest asset; it was instead the charity and fair-
ness towards opponents even in a fight.

A young Lincoln on the rise had his own disability in the
form of bouts of depression, only to be cured by giving
himself to a larger cause in 1854 with the Kansas-Ne-
braska Act, which ended the ban on the growth of areas
of slavery as mandated by the Missouri Compromise. As
he said in his famous 1858 speech, “A house divided against
itself cannot stand,” he became a house united within him-
self in this cause of freedom, which he by then believed
the hand of God had placed upon him.

“This genius of Lincoln’s words and ideas-derived from
the Bible, Shakespeare, Burns, and Bunyon-lent an his-
toric quality to his rhetoric and persona. Such literary
mastery also gave birth to the complimentary qualities of
his leadership. On the one hand, while it is not generally
recognized, he was the greatest war leader in the history
of our Republic. Faced with a civil war, Lincoln checked
out the writings of Clausewitz, Jomeni, and others from
the Library of Congress to learn the art of strategy. The
results were remarkable. He prosecuted a brutal war and
drove his generals to victory, where attrition was the only
way to defeat the master maneuverer Robert E. Lee.

Lincoln was no less remarkable in his political achieve-
ments. Lincoln entered the war to save the Union, and
then brilliantly picked the strategic turning point in 1863 to
draft the Emancipation Proclamation. This Act led to the
second American Revolution, which was far more com-
prehensive than the first. With a stroke of Lincoln’s pen,
the notion of who we are as a people and what we mean
when we talk about America was reconciled and made
whole. A light was lit around the world for freedom and
Justice. No wonder, Solidarity in Poland published the
writings of Abraham Lincoln.

Although he was elected with only 39% of the popular
vote, Lincoln led with indomitable firmness, extraordinary
timing and certainty. Then, in his stunning second inaugu-
ral, only six weeks before his assassination, he would seek
to bind up the wounds of war, moving beyond blame. He
acknowledged that both North and South were respon-
sible for the terrible scourge of slavery into America. He
ended his inaugural with those magnificent words, which
are etched on his beautiful memorial, “with malice towards

none; with charity for all; with firmness in the right, as
God gives us to see the right....” Never in the history of
war has a victor expressed such profound and genuine
conciliation. Though the Congress would insist on destruc-
tively punitive reconstruction efforts, Lincoln seemed to
understand the imperative necessity of healing the house
that was divided.

Our next account is that of Theodore Roosevelt. Young
Teddy was neither robust nor born in a log cabin like Abe.
Born to privilege, Teddy was a small boy who was almost
blind in one eye and had attacks of asthma that threatened
to suffocate him. With his physical disadvantage, the world
of books became a refuge and an opportunity from which
he would later write and publish more books than any other
President. Atage 14, two boys teased him and beat him
up. Unlike Lincoln’s unsupportive father, Teddy’s father
helped his son through his turning point by constructing
swing bars, pulleys, weights, and medicine balls. He sup-
ported Teddy’s desire to take boxing lessons. He encour-
aged him to become an outdoorsman and horseman on
ranches in the West.

Later in life, with the outbreak of the Spanish- Ameri-
can War, Teddy recruited his so-called “Rough Riders”
from many of his cowboy friends and in Cuba led the charge
up San Juan Hill to gain national fame and election as
Governor of New York. But it was from his experiences
as an underdog-that tipping point-that he developed em-
pathy for the down trodden and his experiences in the
great outdoors of the West that later enshrined him as our
first environmental President. He fashioned the Progres-
sive Reform Movement that introduced such measures as
the Pure Food and Drug Act, the Meat Inspection Act,
and stronger anti-trust action, all a part of his Square Deal.
Ever active on the world stage, he also won the Nobel
Prize for the Treaty that ended the Russo-Japanese War.

Theodore’s distant, handsome cousin, Franklin, was more
of a dandy, some said a lightweight, born into even greater
wealth than Teddy. Indeed, during his undergraduate years
at Harvard, some fellow students claimed that his first
two initials “F.D.” of FDR stood for feather duster! How-
ever, with World War I, Woodrow Wilson took pride in
making Roosevelt, Assistant Secretary of the Navy in
World War [, a post that Teddy once held. Despite de-
tractors, Franklin had no professional setbacks in a
charmed and privileged life. Indeed, by 1920, he was a
candidate for vice president.

He loved to sail, and when sailing off Campobello Is-
land in Maine, he was stricken with polio and within days
his legs were crippled. One would have concluded that
his political career had died. His son James later wrote:
“this was the time of the second father, the father with the
dead legs.”



Quite the opposite, with this “tipping point”-the polio
tragedy-with the help of Eleanor, FDR was determined to
defy his handicap and to succeed politically.

Incredibly, the man with the dead legs was to follow in
the footsteps of his cousin Teddy to be elected Governor
of New York. In addition, it was this tragedy that re-
molded a patrician dandy into one with enormous sympa-
thy and empathy for the less fortunate.

In his first inaugural address, this great communicator
famously offered advice to Depression America, which
could have been based on personal experience: “We have
nothing to fear but fear itself.” He offered hope and a
new deal for a discouraged nation. During the Depres-
sion, radicals Huey Long and Father Coughlin gave voice
to sentiments that threatened to overthrow our system for
socialism. Roosevelt instituted instead his social safety
net of Social Security, the Bankruptcy Act, and the Mini-
mum Wage Law to assure that those who felt disenfran-
chised from society were not tempted by such radical
threats as they later were in Germany. These landmark
Roosevelt programs have endured through every Presi-
dency since, Republican and Democrat. Roosevelt led
the war effort with the same inconceivable determination
he honed in his battle against polio.

Presidential historian James MacGregor Burns would
label these four men “transformational presidents.” They
transformed the nation, and two of them clearly saved it.
Adversities, flaws, derision, even disabilities molded these

men in their youth; they faced and overcame hardship suf-
ficient to destroy many others. Remember, young Wash-
ington was called a disgrace, one Roosevelt a wimp, and
another Roosevelt a feather duster. The greatness of a
much-criticized Lincoln was not fully recognized until the
day he was shot, when Secretary of War Stanton, in tears
at his bedside declared “Now he belongs to the ages.”

Each answered a higher call to duty with a clear faith
in a certain Providence, a belief in a role to be fulfilled as
required by unusual historic challenges. They more than
met these challenges, they forged turning points into op-
portunities and took the right but rough high road to great-
ness. They made a better life for us all.

So let me bring the lessons of presidential leadership
down from the heights of history to you graduates. You
now will move into the world to pursue your careers in
many different societies. You will face successes, but
also make mistakes, have setbacks, perhaps not get the
job you first wanted, but all these can be building blocks.
The lives of these Presidents show us that character is
thus molded, and insights clarified. Indeed, sometimes
these events, if understood, can become the doorway to
greater achievement and service than you ever imagined.

You can enrich not only your community but also the
community of nations, which is the ultimate purpose of
this great Georgetown University School of Foreign Ser-
vice.

Good luck!
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the esteemed School of Foreign Service. My theme

ollows the mantra of this ceremony, Tropaia.

The Classical Greeks did indeed recognize the most
decisive moment in a battle, not as the heady moment of
triumph but rather the moment of decision that made tri-
umph possible. As you so well know, the Greeks hal-
lowed the ground on which a turning point took place with
a tropaia — battlefield testament to that pivotal moment.
Today, we call those decisive moments “tipping points.”
But my theme is that these tipping points often occur in
the young lives of great leaders.

In fact, I want to apply the phrase “tipping point” to
important events in the young lives of four Presidents of
the United States. Each of the four Presidents could be
said to have experienced a tipping point that molded his
character into later greatness, and these are possible les-
sons for all of us as we look at their lives.

Today, I encourage you to look at your life - and at the
lives of those around you. One strength of this wonderful
graduating class before me is its diversity, its international
composition. To you citizens of other nations, you surely
know from your studies here that Presidents George Wash-
ington, Abraham Lincoln, the two Roosevelts, Theodore
and Franklin, of whom I speak, played pivotal roles not
only in the destiny of our Republic, but also championed
the survival and growth of freedom and democracy around
the world.

President Lincoln expressed this concept most clearly
in his immortal Gettysburg address: that this was a war
“testing whether that nation or any nation so conceived
and so dedicated can long endure” and that “government
of the people, by the people and for the people shall not
perish from the earth.” Once a national test of American
governance, today Lincoln’s words ring clear around the
globe as other people seek to build democratic institutions.

But let me start first with the life of young George
Washington. [ believe Washington’s turning point occurred
when he was a 22-year old Lieutenant Colonel in the Brit-
ish colonial service. Ambitious, head strong, and egotisti-
cal, he was known to lose his temper with his superior,
Virginia colonial Lieutenant Governor Lord Dinwiddie. He
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argued that his salary was insufficient when compared to
that of the British regulars. He had become the best horse-
man in Virginia, but knew it and could also be a horse’s
ass. On one ill-fated mission, a strong-willed Lieutenant
Colonel Washington lead his small force over the Penn-
sylvania mountains into the Ohio territory, which, at that
time, was disputed by the British and the French. Wash-
ington camped in an exposed place where he was sur-
prised by the French and Indians, and was forced igno-
miniously to surrender. In its coverage of the battle, the
Times of London portrayed the man who would later be
the father of our country as a disgrace to the British colo-
nial service.

Yet, young Washington learned from this and other
setbacks, not just a new form of warfare, but he was never
again so surprised. Later, as the lord of Mount Vernon, he
developed a mature self-control and selflessness in what
we nowadays call servant leadership. In contrast to when
he was an egotistical Lieutenant Colonel, when he was
called to serve as commander-in-chief of our Revolution-
ary War Forces, he humbly expressed doubts as to his
adequacy. Quite in contrast to his quarrels with Governor
Dinwiddie over his compensation package, this time he
refused to take any pay. However, this great field com-
mander would go on to lose more battles than he won, but
from the turning point of his youth, he had learned how to
handle setbacks and ultimately win. This lesson would
serve him as he made three vital contributions to our coun-
try. He won the war. He anchored the Constitutional
Convention. He laid a stable foundation for the office of
the Presidency. In short, his character molded in some
adversity saved this country three times over.

Our second story moves to Abraham Lincoln. His
humble origins are familiar. Young Abe was raised in Spar-
tan frontier conditions; his mother died when he was 9; his
distant and illiterate father told the boy he should be work-
ing rather than reading “those books.” So Lincoln largely
educated himself. Despite the books and his love of po-
etry, he developed physically to become a wrestler. In his
small town of New Salem, [llinois, this lanky 6’4" 210
pounder became involved in a roughneck fight with the
leader of a local group of toughs known as the Clary’s



Grove Gang. It was led by the bully and prankster, Jack
Armstrong. Lincoln won the wrestling match between
the two, and then playfully offered to take on the rest of
the gang, singly or as a group. Instead, in admiration of
his prowess and good spirit, they became his admirers. In
the 1832 Black Hawk War, they helped elect him captain
of the company. This offered young Abe his first leader-
ship experience and prepared him to run for the State Leg-
islature. But it was not the physical prowess that served
as his greatest asset; it was instead the charity and fair-
ness towards opponents even in a fight.

A young Lincoln on the rise had his own disability in the
form of bouts of depression, only to be cured by giving
himself to a larger cause in 1854 with the Kansas-Ne-
braska Act, which ended the ban on the growth of areas
of slavery as mandated by the Missouri Compromise. As
he said in his famous 1858 speech, “A house divided against
itself cannot stand,” he became a house united within him-
self in this cause of freedom, which he by then believed
the hand of God had placed upon him.

“This genius of Lincoln’s words and ideas-derived from
the Bible, Shakespeare, Burns, and Bunyon-lent an his-
toric quality to his rhetoric and persona. Such literary
mastery also gave birth to the complimentary qualities of
his leadership. On the one hand, while it is not generally
recognized, he was the greatest war leader in the history
of our Republic. Faced with a civil war, Lincoln checked
out the writings of Clausewitz, Jomeni, and others from
the Library of Congress to learn the art of strategy. The
results were remarkable. He prosecuted a brutal war and
drove his generals to victory, where attrition was the only
way to defeat the master maneuverer Robert E. Lee.

Lincoln was no less remarkable in his political achieve-
ments. Lincoln entered the war to save the Union, and
then brilliantly picked the strategic turning point in 1863 to
draft the Emancipation Proclamation. This Act led to the
second American Revolution, which was far more com-
prehensive than the first. With a stroke of Lincoln’s pen,
the notion of who we are as a people and what we mean
when we talk about America was reconciled and made
whole. A light was lit around the world for freedom and
Justice. No wonder, Solidarity in Poland published the
writings of Abraham Lincoln.

Although he was elected with only 39% of the popular
vote, Lincoln led with indomitable firmness, extraordinary
timing and certainty. Then, in his stunning second inaugu-
ral, only six weeks before his assassination, he would seek
to bind up the wounds of war, moving beyond blame. He
acknowledged that both North and South were respon-
sible for the terrible scourge of slavery into America. He
ended his inaugural with those magnificent words, which
are etched on his beautiful memorial, “with malice towards

none; with charity for all; with firmness in the right, as
God gives us to see the right....” Never in the history of
war has a victor expressed such profound and genuine
conciliation. Though the Congress would insist on destruc-
tively punitive reconstruction efforts, Lincoln seemed to
understand the imperative necessity of healing the house
that was divided.

Our next account is that of Theodore Roosevelt. Young
Teddy was neither robust nor born in a log cabin like Abe.
Born to privilege, Teddy was a small boy who was almost
blind in one eye and had attacks of asthma that threatened
to suffocate him. With his physical disadvantage, the world
of books became a refuge and an opportunity from which
he would later write and publish more books than any other
President. Atage 14, two boys teased him and beat him
up. Unlike Lincoln’s unsupportive father, Teddy’s father
helped his son through his turning point by constructing
swing bars, pulleys, weights, and medicine balls. He sup-
ported Teddy’s desire to take boxing lessons. He encour-
aged him to become an outdoorsman and horseman on
ranches in the West.

Later in life, with the outbreak of the Spanish- Ameri-
can War, Teddy recruited his so-called “Rough Riders”
from many of his cowboy friends and in Cuba led the charge
up San Juan Hill to gain national fame and election as
Governor of New York. But it was from his experiences
as an underdog-that tipping point-that he developed em-
pathy for the down trodden and his experiences in the
great outdoors of the West that later enshrined him as our
first environmental President. He fashioned the Progres-
sive Reform Movement that introduced such measures as
the Pure Food and Drug Act, the Meat Inspection Act,
and stronger anti-trust action, all a part of his Square Deal.
Ever active on the world stage, he also won the Nobel
Prize for the Treaty that ended the Russo-Japanese War.

Theodore’s distant, handsome cousin, Franklin, was more
of a dandy, some said a lightweight, born into even greater
wealth than Teddy. Indeed, during his undergraduate years
at Harvard, some fellow students claimed that his first
two initials “F.D.” of FDR stood for feather duster! How-
ever, with World War I, Woodrow Wilson took pride in
making Roosevelt, Assistant Secretary of the Navy in
World War [, a post that Teddy once held. Despite de-
tractors, Franklin had no professional setbacks in a
charmed and privileged life. Indeed, by 1920, he was a
candidate for vice president.

He loved to sail, and when sailing off Campobello Is-
land in Maine, he was stricken with polio and within days
his legs were crippled. One would have concluded that
his political career had died. His son James later wrote:
“this was the time of the second father, the father with the
dead legs.”



Quite the opposite, with this “tipping point”-the polio
tragedy-with the help of Eleanor, FDR was determined to
defy his handicap and to succeed politically.

Incredibly, the man with the dead legs was to follow in
the footsteps of his cousin Teddy to be elected Governor
of New York. In addition, it was this tragedy that re-
molded a patrician dandy into one with enormous sympa-
thy and empathy for the less fortunate.

In his first inaugural address, this great communicator
famously offered advice to Depression America, which
could have been based on personal experience: “We have
nothing to fear but fear itself.” He offered hope and a
new deal for a discouraged nation. During the Depres-
sion, radicals Huey Long and Father Coughlin gave voice
to sentiments that threatened to overthrow our system for
socialism. Roosevelt instituted instead his social safety
net of Social Security, the Bankruptcy Act, and the Mini-
mum Wage Law to assure that those who felt disenfran-
chised from society were not tempted by such radical
threats as they later were in Germany. These landmark
Roosevelt programs have endured through every Presi-
dency since, Republican and Democrat. Roosevelt led
the war effort with the same inconceivable determination
he honed in his battle against polio.

Presidential historian James MacGregor Burns would
label these four men “transformational presidents.” They
transformed the nation, and two of them clearly saved it.
Adversities, flaws, derision, even disabilities molded these

men in their youth; they faced and overcame hardship suf-
ficient to destroy many others. Remember, young Wash-
ington was called a disgrace, one Roosevelt a wimp, and
another Roosevelt a feather duster. The greatness of a
much-criticized Lincoln was not fully recognized until the
day he was shot, when Secretary of War Stanton, in tears
at his bedside declared “Now he belongs to the ages.”

Each answered a higher call to duty with a clear faith
in a certain Providence, a belief in a role to be fulfilled as
required by unusual historic challenges. They more than
met these challenges, they forged turning points into op-
portunities and took the right but rough high road to great-
ness. They made a better life for us all.

So let me bring the lessons of presidential leadership
down from the heights of history to you graduates. You
now will move into the world to pursue your careers in
many different societies. You will face successes, but
also make mistakes, have setbacks, perhaps not get the
job you first wanted, but all these can be building blocks.
The lives of these Presidents show us that character is
thus molded, and insights clarified. Indeed, sometimes
these events, if understood, can become the doorway to
greater achievement and service than you ever imagined.

You can enrich not only your community but also the
community of nations, which is the ultimate purpose of
this great Georgetown University School of Foreign Ser-
vice.

Good luck!
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