
Good evening. 
 
It’s my tradition to speak directly to our proud graduates at these 
ceremonies,  
so parents and family members and staff  
please forgive that I am about to turn my back to you and  
face those who we honour tonight. 
  
 
I hope that most of you have heard of Winston Churchill. 
 
He, more than any other single person,  
was responsible for defeating Adolph Hitler. 
 
His V-for-victory photo is as famous as those of  
Einstein with messy hair,  
Elvis with his guitar, or 
Martin Luther King Jr. speaking about his dream for the future. 
 
Literally millions of people lined the streets of London for his funeral, 
With hundreds of millions more watching on tv and honouring him with 
their private thanks. 
Cities and streets and schools and parks around the world carry his name. 
He is one of the most famous people to have ever lived. 
 
By any standard that he had a remarkably successful life.   
But this is what he said about success: 
 
Success is the ability to go from one failure to another with no loss of 
enthusiasm. 
 
What an odd thing for such a man to say. 
 
Success is the ability to go from one failure to another with no loss of 
enthusiasm. 
 
What did someone as successful as Churchill know of failure,  



Of failure heaped upon failure, 
Of the despair that follows failure,  
Of the temptation to stop trying in the face of failure? 
 
 
Did you know that in the years leading up to World War 2,  
Churchill at 60 years old  
was considered to be a washed-up has-been with no future? 
 
 
It’s true.  His life had more ups and downs in it than a roller-coaster. 
 
At 24 Churchill was a famous War Correspondent,  
but at 25 a prisoner of war.   
 
At 37 he headed the British Navy,  
the most powerful military force in the world.   
But at 41, during World War 1, he was fired in disgrace,  
and then defeated in an election.   
 
At 50, he was in charge of Britain’s finances,  
but from 55 to 65 he was considered a no-body.  
 
He was 65 when Hitler attacked,  
but he was named British Prime Minister only because  
people thought that within a week or two Britain would be defeated  
and he would be blamed. 
 
Hardly a reason for enthusiasm. 
 
And yet, he spent the next 5 years rallying his citizens 
And those of  
Canada, and India, and Nigeria, and Australia, and Russia, and the US 
And other countries around the world 
To fight, and ultimately defeat, the Nazis. 
But then at the height of this great success, 
An election was held, 



And he was voted out of office. 
 
Only to become Prime Minister again 5 years later  
And win a Nobel prize for Literature. 
 
 
I could go on,  
but you can see Churchill’s spectacularly successful  
life was built on equally spectacular failures.   
 
 
For every moment that he  
was celebrated and idolized,  
there were many others in which he  
was shunned and humiliated.   
 
On top of this,  
he suffered from periodic crippling depression and self-doubt.   
 
But from this experience he gained a deep insight:  
that the secret to success is to  
treat success and failure with equal enthusiasm.   
He learned that enthusiasm turns defeat into victory 
And that success wasn’t really about winning. 
 
I’m telling you this because  
grade 9 is a tough year for many students.   
 
New school, new teachers, new friends, and lots of work.    
Some of you will see A’s and B’s become C’s or worse,  
some will have your hearts broken,  
some will feel isolated and alone. 
 
If that happens,  
When despair whispers in your ear  
To quit,  
To give up,  



To stop trying, 
  
I want you to think of Sir Winston Churchill, and embrace his wisdom: 
 
Success is the ability to go from one failure to another with no loss of 
enthusiasm. 
 
Tonight,  
I am asking you  
Even as you celebrate a great success, 
To look ahead to your future failures  
And commit to yourself to remain enthusiastic  
No matter what painful set-backs come your way. 
 
 
 
To all the members of Ledbury’s staff,  
many thanks for the care and support  
that you have shown all your students.   
 
To the parents and family of our grads,  
I know the pride and excitement that you feel.   
 
To the grads, well-done and congratulations,  
I wish you more successes than failures, 
And constant enthusiasm along the way. 
 


