Michael Ferris’ Ivy Oration as delivered on Class Day, 1983.

Ladies and gentlemen, esteemed faculty, cherishethak, respected foreign
dignitaries and venerable concession stand operatorgemel It's an honor to be here
today with Gary Trudeau, as | happen to be one of his bifayest“Bloom County” is
practically my favorite comic strip. I'd like to exté@ particularly warm welcome to my
parents, Mom and Dad, you know who you are. No, donidstg, that's OK. My
parents drove down from Vermont this morning to be héfape the hotel was OK,
Dad, I'm sorry | couldn’t find one any closer. Oh, and Mdhknow how proud you are
of me today, so | thought this might be a good time talkbseme... unpleasant news. |
was just kidding about getting into Harvard law school. ualty, | was never really
studying law at all; I've been sending home Xeroxes ofomynmate’s course reports for
the past four years. I'min the VES department. Shads for... Very Employable
Skills. So you see you've got nothing to worry about.

Last September, by way of transition, | was wandgttimough the streets of
Cambridge, lost in memories of my undergraduate yeartually, | was just plain lost,
never having traveled further north than the Store 2ddrpast three years. Suddenly, |
was approached by a starry-eyed, freckle-faced lad, dnetsbf high school, his cheeks
flushed with naivety, still wearing the traditional brigletd freshman hair shirt. “Hey
mister!” he cried, thus employing the standard form of asfdfer upperclassmen,
“What's Harvard all about, anyway?”

“Well, son,” | replied, smiling inwardly at his youthfptesumption, “I'll be
happy to tell you, but first-- down and give me fiftyHe obediently hit the filthy
sidewalk and began his push-ups while I, at a loss for waalked away. Nonetheless,
the question of that plucky freshman has plagued me &s. s

What isHarvard all about anyway? Well, | know that for a ygumidwestern
farm boy from the wrong side of the tracks, it meatitiet to undreamed of freedom
and happiness-- a future. Unfortunately, he wasn’t adimitées for me, | was thrilled
when that letter of acceptance came. Frankly, | wasa’sure my application essay,
“How | Spent My Summer Vacation,” would make as muchmimpression at Harvard
as it did at my back-up school, the McDonald’s Trainingderay. And | didn’t really



mind the fact that the letter was sent from the @f6€ Computer Errors. Because for
me, Harvard conjured up images of Big Ben, the Thames anat L@tkney accents.

Of course, once | was disabused of the notion thatdddmvas in Cambridge, England, |
found | drew a complete blank. Still, I'd like to thinkyrime here has taught me
something of what Harvard is all about. The momengt timat freshman, | vowed to
take a stroll down memory lane, which connected with Gahévenue and eventually
got me back to the campus.

I'll never forget my first week here, living in theBeeshman Housing Units
which my friends and | nicknamed “The Yard.” | had esgcbeen looking forward to
meeting exotic new people, and my roommate Bruno yyasal of the suave, European
types | encountered, what with the clove cigarettesyéivet smoking jacket, the
eyepatch, the dueling scar, the limp and the mechaniedlhsted. My other roommate
Bob was more of a regular guy, the sort who likes tiokdoeer and watch television,
fourteen hours a day. But the three of us soon leahagdvie shared a common interest--
privacy. They had their annoying habits, to be sureun8y for instance, was into
falconry. Although he kept his vicious bird of prey chainethtoupper bunk, he used to
leave carrion lying about the room in all stages of de€xyce | moved into the hallway,
however, | found him surprisingly easy to get along with.

And of course, by now | had other pressures to contend Witiing the first
week, my proctor issued me a set of deadlines specifyinggusiong | had to file a
study card, declare a concentration and find a girlfridncaddition, | felt compelled to
get involved in as many extracurricular organizations asigesd made an unsuccessful
bid at the Crimson with an article entitled “My Sumnvacation: What | Did During It.”
| didn’t get any luckier at the Advocate with my blankseepoem “Remembrances of a
Summer Gone.” | toyed with the idea of working atitigge station for a while, until
students in the bio department concluded that WHRB’s mpnthite noise orgy was
causing cancer in laboratory rats. Finally, | washegrocess of comping for the
Spartacus Youth League when the University informed md’thttus far failed to
enroll in any courses.

| don’t mean to say that | didn’t take my courses sestio Why, | still remember
the all-nighter I pulled before my exam in Nat Sci 102:é"History of Sand.” And



believe me, no small amount of effort went into nmaf paper for VES 115: “Things In
the Environment.” It was a detailed analysis of thenés of my previous summer. But |
like to think that | kept a certain perspective on tleeselemic pressures, a pressure
which, tragically, was not shared by my roommate Bob.

No, poor Bob had a little trouble adjusting to the deasaof college life. We got
a call one morning from a student counselor-- Bob haglefessage on the Room 13
Suicide Hotline answering machine the night before, in whethreatened to jump off
the roof of Widener unless he received an extension dmhisexpos paper. Within
minutes, squad cars had surrounded the library, Bob’s expdgetesgpproached with a
bullhorn and calmly explained that if he gave him anrestos, it would set a bad
example for the other students in the course. Welh, \Bas talked down eventually and,
| must confess, we gave him a good deal of ribbing about ¢iaeimt, until he went
completely insane.

| learned something from Bob, something besides how nig¢othave a single
bedroom. | realized that the most important thing isetax-- why, you don’t have to
succeed at everything in order to be a success, anymorgothduave to fail at
everything in order to be a miserable failure. | decidesloe down. | came to
appreciate the simple pleasures of just reading a bothebyanks of the Charles or
sleeping for days on end. | became involved in less déingorganizations, such as the
People to Whom ROTC is a Matter of Indifference. 9Dfre, there were still those crazy
nights spent with friends over a box of cookies and at gdianilk, but we were learning
the meaning of the word “restraint.”

| guess my new relaxed, devil-may-care attitude must eee evident because
this year | finally received the ultimate seal of sbaproval-- | was punched for a finals
club. True, it wasn'’t really one of the most prestigielubs, but we still have some good
times at the Paramecium. Founded back in 1976 in the basefiViather House, the
Paramecium has had to work hard to achieve a reputatioracabhp to that of the older
clubs. Late at night, we sit around in our black bowlingtsHtlipping through the
freshman register looking for conservative names. Mawyomembers have gone on

to become highly influential yes-men in all manner of indestr It was, | must admit,



partially though club connections that | lined up my owmnext year in Hollywood, as a
sycophant.

But even now, with a career ahead of me and an edogaatsorts behind me, |
felt no closer to some kind of answer to that freshsgoestion. It was as if my entire
“Harvard experience,” as | like to call it, had just iveeme kind of holiday.

Well, that's when it hit me-- the perfect metaphbtarvard_islike a holiday.
Halloween, for instance. In a sense, all Harvard stsdae merely children. Each of us
wears a mask when we come here-- no, not Frankemstekeleton masks, but masks of
cynicism, or shyness or cool indifference. We knockhenhallowed doors of learning,
clutching our SAT scores and tuition checks, and boldlyatyTrick or Treat,

Harvard!” Like Halloween, Harvard has its scary motaen the form of hobgoblin
professors and food poisoning, but in the end almost ak glet what we set out for--
not a big bag of candy (though that wobtel nice) but a Harvard diploma. This is the
only place in the world you can get one, you know, withéxception of a small printing
press in Tijuana. What's perhaps more important, howeédnat we learn to drop those
masks. Our fellow students are no longer the enigmagsatére when we entered this
school. And, though a few may have emerged twisted hisiags, for the most part
it's been a pleasure to get to know them.

Or maybe Christmas. Harvard's sort of like Christipasause you never know
just what’s going to be inside those cleverly packaged esur®ur instructors are kind
of like Santa Clauses, making their class lists andkamgthem twice, giving out As and
Bs to all the good girls and boys and big lumps of codléaest. Harvard is... sort of
like Arbor Day because... there are... lots of trees hedestuff...

| ran into my freshman friend recently, but he wasomger interested in hearing
my philosophy of Harvard. He simply struck me for ncssogeand walked away. So
I've chosen to share my thoughts with all of you indteand | do appreciate your
feigning interest for this long. Though my education fwest thousands of dollars a year,
in video games alone, I'm leaving here with something meaeait buy-- unfortunately,
the rare book section of Widner is a little poorertfat. I'm leaving a lot behind here,
however-- dear friends, good times, three meals a dgyexXdectations have changed: |
no longer figure on marrying into the Kennedy family, iftstance. But, all in all, |



wouldn’t have traded my experience here for anything, pedisticl’'m sure most of you
share my sentiments and, whatever you plan to becothe fture-- doctors, lawyers,

Indian chiefs-- | look forward to seeing you all in ther@wors of power someday.
You'll recognize me-- I'll be the one pushing a broom.
Thank you.



