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Colleagues, parents and family members, current students, and, of 
course, Hartwick’s newest students: 
 
Welcome.  
 
Welcome to a learning experience that will be like none that you have 
ever known. This summer I read a book titled Isaac’s Storm.   
This non-fiction book is an account of Isaac Cline who, on September 8 
1900, was the chief meteorologist for the fledgling US Weather Bureau 
in Galveston Texas.  The date is important because on September 8 
1900 a hurricane swept through Galveston killing over 6000, and 
perhaps as many as 12,000, people. These deaths occurred, at least in 
part, because no one was warned of the hurricane’s approach or its 
potential strength. There are a number of very good reasons to read 
this book. Erik Larson is an excellent writer, so you will enjoy the read. 
You will learn about the deadliest natural disaster in American history. 
And, you will gain some important insights into how the flaws of human 
nature, including pride, a lack of curiosity, and our tendency to be 
persuaded by evidence that aligns with what we already know can 
literally change the course of history. You see, we all find the most 
comfort in a world that we can fully understand. We take pieces of 
information and, as quickly as we can, organize them in a way that 
helps us to make “sense” of our world and our place in it. Naturally. 
But sometimes, as was the case with Isaac Cline, we rush to judgement.   
 
Sometimes we rush to judgement to make ourselves feel more 
comfortable, to fill what seem to be overwhelming gaps in what we 
know.  
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Sometimes we do this to please and meet the expectations of others.   
And sometimes we rush to judgement because it is simply easier. 
 
We shut down our imagination too soon. 
 
We connect the dots too soon. 
 
We fail to think of others and allow empathy to guide us even if doing 
so leaves the issue unresolved. This is what happened to Isaac Cline. 
Even though there was evidence from Cuba that a hurricane was 
headed to Galveston, that evidence did not fit comfortably with the 
political realities of the emerging US weather service, and so was 
dismissed by Isaac and his bosses. Even though Isaac was puzzled by 
the large slow swells he saw on the beach that morning, something he 
had never witnessed before, he did not push his own thinking on what 
these swells might actually mean.  He rushed to make sense – to 
rationalize what he saw - rather than to keep his mind open. Even 
though many people who saw Isaac that morning asked for his advice 
on the storm’s expected severity, Isaac reassured them unconditionally 
rather than admit the uncertainty that he himself felt; perhaps, to avoid 
the appearance of weakness. And even though his brother tried to get 
Isaac and his family to abandon their home close to the beach to 
retreat to a safer area, Isaac allowed the rivalry between the two 
brothers - and his own pride - to dissuade him from taking what he 
later would come to see was the more reasonable action.  He 
stubbornly dug-in to his initial conclusion that his home was the safest 
place to be.   As a result, he lost his home and his wife and nearly lost 
two of his children. If Isaac had remained curious, humble, and open-
minded, he might have made different choices that morning, and might 
have saved his wife’s life and the lives of thousands of others. His was a 
high price to pay for wanting to appear and feel certain, a high price to 
pay to feel comfortable in his knowledge rather than stretch himself to 
think a little differently. Your Hartwick education is the antidote to the 
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very natural temptation to seek the comfort of certainty. Your Hartwick 
education is designed to fuel your imagination, to pry and keep your 
mind open, to help you develop empathy, to keep you - and support 
you - in a space of uncertainty while you search for new truth, and,  
in the face of confronting all that you do not know, your Hartwick 
education is designed to keep you humble while growing your 
confidence in your ability to learn. If you leave a class with any of these 
words on your lips – “I had no idea….that was interesting… I wonder 
if…is it possible that?” then you can be sure that something awfully 
good just happened. We live in a complex time. Food insecurity.  The 
toll of climate change.  Threats to democratic society.  Politicization and 
polarization. Systemic racial inequality.  The emergence, and 
resurgence, of predatory and opportunistic viruses. These challenges 
seem large. Because they are. Solutions to these problems beg for 
creativity and expansive – not reductive - thinking. If you keep an open 
mind, use your imagination, practice empathy, act with courage, set 
your pride aside and allow your curiosity to lead you to what has been 
heretofore unknown….These problems will not be too large for you. 
Practicing these habits of the mind will change the way you occupy the 
world.  And not just for a moment. The way you learn to learn at 
Hartwick will determine the way you live the rest of your life. Everyone 
at Hartwick is committed to helping you find the success that you hope 
for.  I am proud to work with the colleagues gathered here today to 
support as you become who you will become. Welcome to a learning 
experience that will be like none that you have ever known. 


