New Student Orientation Speech
Good afternoon, good to see everyone, good to be seen.  I want to welcome you all here, I am very excited about this year and this class.  I know that starting in a new school can be stressful, rife with anxieties.  We have set up an orientation for you, which should make you more comfortable and help you get to know the physical layout of the school, most of your teachers and some of your classmates before the official first class.  Remember that no question is a stupid question, so ask the student leaders, the teachers, the advisors, the deans of students, Mr. McCormick, or myself. 
Do not let any concern fester, or any questions go unanswered. 
                I want to tell you a story about why Latin is important not only to me, but for you, too.  And why your first day of high school will be much, much better than mine. 
                My high school was all boys, about 100 in a class.  It was a Jesuit high school in Portland, Maine.  The Jesuits are a very learned order of Catholic priests, who devote themselves to education. 
The first day there, I was stepping off of the bus, and I’m sure you can imagine how cute I looked;
Khaki pants, a white shirt, navy blue blazer, the school blazer, and school tie, loaded down with my green book bag filled with all my books.  I could barely walk. 
After first going to homeroom, we all marched in to the gym/cafeteria/auditorium for a school meeting.  The seniors were seated in the front, then the juniors, with the frosh seated last in back.
As frosh, we were all given purple beanies with a yellow “C” (“C” stands for Cheverus, name of the school) to wear.  A number of us felt that was ridiculous and when we started to sit it was obvious that some of the upperclassmen, especially a few of the seniors took umbrage with the fact that the beanies were in our hands and not on our heads.  One senior in particular was staring right at me, I see him even now staring right at me.
                The Principal, Reverend John Foley, approached the podium and immediately everyone was quiet, not a sound.  As Father Foley spoke, that senior repeatedly turned around to look at me, staring, just staring.  I tried not to acknowledge him, tried to keep my thoughts and attention on Fr. Foley and his address to us, but it was unnerving and I had trouble concentrating on what Fr. Foley was saying. 
Then I heard, thought I heard, “Mr. Connolly, please stand up!  Mr. Connolly, please stand up!”  Well I looked around and I was hoping that there was another Mr. Connolly present.  There wasn’t, and I realized it was me.  Slowly I stood up, half in shock, half petrified, what had I done?  At least 450 sets of eyes were all on me.  Fr. Foley then asked “Mr. Connolly, what did Mary Joe Macallister  throw off the Tallahachee Bridge?” while I stood in total bewilderment.  A priest was asking me this in front of 400 boys and they were all looking at me.  I knew the song, it was a hit song by Bobby Joe Gentry.  I thought I knew the answer, but there was no way I was going to reply to that, especially in front of 400 boys. 
It was a moot point anyway.  All I could manage to utter was “I, uh, I, um.”  Fr. Foley then said “Mr. Connolly, please sit down.”  Unfortunately for me there was no hole big enough to crawl in to, and I had to sit there, red in the face, red with embarrassment, using every ounce of control not to show a quiver and certainly not to show a tear. 
                After the assembly, I just wanted to blend in and not bring any more attention to myself.  But I knew it was going to be a difficult day.  That senior that had been staring at me, gave me one last long stare as he filed past me at the end of the assembly.  The first two classes went by and thankfully nothing else happened to me.  And then came morning break, snack time in the cafeteria.  There I was, standing in a circle with other freshmen, eating a raised donut.  Warm..Oh, it was so good.  And just as I was about to take a bite, I was hit hard in the back, the donut ending up on my cheek and not in my mouth.  I quickly turned around and standing there was that senior.  And he was big.  Certainly all of 6’2 and well over 200 lbs.  And he said to me “hey frosh, keep out of the way.”  I said sarcastically “thanks, that was nice.”  Then there was some laughter from some of the boys.  And just as that senior started to move towards me, the bell rang.  Saved by the bell. 
                The next group of classes could not move slowly enough.  I knew at lunch, that that senior would be there waiting.  And I knew that he wouldn’t have to order lunch that day, that I would be his lunch.  Lunch came, and to my relief, the 6’2, 200+ senior was nowhere to be seen.  So I felt relieved, and went about eating my lunch.  I was finishing a hood ice cream, I remember it now, vanilla with a  chocolate cover on a stick.  As I was holding it in my hand, and about to put it to my mouth, I saw out of the corner of my eye, seemingly unattached, a hand emerging and shoving the ice cream right in my face.  I turned, and once again without thinking, I reacted.  The ice cream found a new owner -  the face of the 6’2, 200+ lb. senior.  Then I had realized what I had done.  I had hit the 6’2, 200+ lb. senior in the face with my ice cream.   He was coming for me.  Then, in a voice, in a voice not loud, but penetrating.  “Gentlemen, lunch is over, go to class.”  Fr. Conklin, assistant principal, legendary master of detention.  We used to call it “JUG” an acronym for “Justice under God” but probably derived from the Latin word for “iugum” meaning a burden or yoke.  I never knew really which it stood for, maybe both. 
Later that year, I would see Fr. Conklin, at no more than 5’6, grab a 6’3 basketball player by the neck and just lift him off the floor with one arm, pinning him against a locker with his feet just dangling.    Needless to say, that 6’3 basketball player never gave Fr. Conklin any trouble again. 
                Two more classes.  School would end and I would catch the first bus and head home and this day would finally end.  So when the bell rang, there it was, 50 yards, 40 yards, 30 yards then just 10 yards to get to the bus.  Only a first down.  I played football, I was a running back, and I had done that often enough.  And then, a car turned the corner.  Screeching to a stop behind the bus.  Out of the car, there he was, the 6’2, 200+ lb. senior.  He jumped out, coming for me.  There was no bell, no Fr. Conklin to save me.  Coming towards me, he yelled “I’m gonna teach you a lesson.”  I’ll leave out his other words of endearment.  Suffice it to say, he wasn’t especially creative.  And,  I will give him credit, he was true to his word.  A right cross to the face had me reeling backwards and hitting the ground.  My books on my back flying out from the book bag, seeking their own escape.  Scared and hurting, I knew I had to do something.  And as I looked next to my right hand, there was a book.  Remember what this speech is about?  Why Latin is important?  My Latin book, and this is it right here, that very same Latin book.  Well I grabbed the book and I let it fly.  It was the best throw I would ever make in my life.  The Latin book hit the 6’2, 200+ lb. senior squarely on the nose.  And the nose seemed to explode, drawing blood.  But my victory would certainly be a pyrrhic victory at best.  Who knows what the word “pyrrhic” means?   Take Latin with me and you will.  The senior, now full of anger,  after seeing his blood, came on, coming for me.  And just at that moment, another car pulled up.  And out came Mike B.  Mike B. was the starting center for the basketball team.  I knew him from summer basketball.  I was on his team in the summer league.  I guess he thought it was okay, maybe it was because of my number one principal in basketball: as a small guard, always keep the big guys happy – give them the ball.  So I had always given Mike the ball.  Mike B. was probably the toughest kid in school.  And he kindly said to the 6’2, 200+ lb. senior, who now didn’t look quite so big, “Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?”  Well the 6’2, 200+ lb. senior, was now, all of a sudden, at a loss for words.  He didn’t say anything, just turned around and left.  He didn’t bother me anymore that day and didn’t bother me ever again.  There used to be an ad about “Be like Mike,” to be like Michael Jordan.  Well long before that, a lot of us in school wanted to be like Mike, and that was to be like Mike B.  Years later I was able to help Mike B.  to return that favor but that is a story for another day. 
                Now you know why Latin is important.  It can save you.  It can give you skills that can help you in life.  Now you know why your first day will be better than mine.  You probably have figured out by now how I feel about bullies and bullying behavior – it will not happen here. 
Years later, after I graduated from high school, I figured out why Fr. Foley, who would become a mentor to me, singled me out on the first day of school.  As the academic scholarship winner and athlete, he wanted me to know and all the other students to know: to whom much is given, much would be expected. 
No matter what we had accomplished, there was a lot more to do.  So I want you all to relax, and I promise I will not call out any of you on your first day of school.  Glad you’re all here, have a great year! 
