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Pack Your Parachute Well !!
Good morning Mr. Roach, faculty, family, friends, St. Andreans and, most importantly, Class of 

2011. To the Class of 2011, congratulations! You have made it through four challenging years at 

St. Andrew’s with tremendous success and accomplishment, and are moving on to do amazing 

things. You have every right to be proud. It is truly an honor to  be here with you to share this 

special day.  

     When people ask me where I went to high school, I sometimes describe  

St. Andrew’s as a “prep school,” which means to them that it prepares students to go to college, 

but to me means that St. Andrew’s prepares its students for the world at large. Incidentally, most 

people on the West Coast assume that only troublesome youths are sent away to boarding school, 

where the teachers are nuns and archaic practices like caning are common, so I also have to 

explain that no, I did not get sent to St. Andrew’s because I did jail time in junior high. But even 

more frustrating is the assumption that as a “prep” school the St. Andrew’s mission centers 

around getting high school students academically prepared for good colleges. Which it does, and 

does, very, very well, but we all know that this place asks for, and also gives, so much more. 

     Twelve years ago, I sat where you sit, listening to - if memory serves - the president of 

Amherst College talk about the ambivalence of Americans toward success. It was an interesting 

speech, but I had no real successes for the general public to be ambivalent about, so I was 

daydreaming about senior parties, the upcoming lacrosse state championship, my short summer 

break, and starting at the Naval Academy. We went on to win that state championship. I enjoyed 

a memorable cross country road trip with my brother and a fulfilling summer vacation, and then 

checked into the Naval Academy.  

     It is shocking to me how unaware I was on that “Induction Day” of just exactly what I was 

getting into. Mind you, I had first heard about the Naval Academy during lunch announcements 

my junior year here, when our college counselor stood up and said that the Naval Academy 



would have representatives attending today. I was thinking, “What’s the Naval Academy?,” 

which could as easily have been, “What’s the military?,” since as the proud daughter of hippies, I 

had no experience with either. Mr. Sturtevant presented two interesting facts about the Academy: 

First, it graduated the highest number of CEOs in the country, more than the next few schools put 

together; and second, they actually pay you to go there. Huh, I thought. I want to be a CEO. I 

want to get paid. I attended the presentation and found it incredibly ridiculous, especially when 

the representative, an Academy alumnus, actually shed a tear during the marching band music in 

the recruitment video.  

     But a year and a half later there I was, standing in line with all of the other new plebes so that 

we could get our shots and haircuts and uniform issue. And then we were hustled out to say 

goodbye to our parents, and marched off into the “Hall,” the gargantuan five-story eight-wing 

dormitory - second largest in the world! - that houses all 4,000 midshipmen. Along the way, 

upperclassmen sang us Christmas carols to remind us that those with out of town families 

wouldn’t see their parents again until the holidays. That night I lay awake and sweaty in a small 

bunk bed in an institutional room on the fourth floor of Bancroft Hall, wondering why I had 

forsaken a classic American teenage summer, good food, the comforts of home, and especially 

air-conditioning. I thought how I’d been stripped of my old clothing, possessions and familiar 

environment, that all I had was my own mental and physical preparation, and that I had no idea 

what was going to happen tomorrow. I felt alone, overwhelmed and under-prepared.  

     The next morning began with an ominous clanging as our detailers threw coat hangers down 

the tiled hall, a sound that would serve as our alarm clock for the rest of the summer, since our 

personal clocks and watches had been taken away. Then plebe summer began in earnest with a 

lot of yelling and our morning Physical Training session, followed immediately by a breakfast 

we weren’t allowed to eat and a lot more yelling.  

     I was soon accosted with one of my detailer’s favorite questions, “Why did you come to the 

Naval Academy?” And then louder, for emphasis, “Why are you here, Atwater?” Well, that was a 

long and complicated answer for me, although perhaps it shouldn’t have been. I’d most recently 

been hanging out in Montana, bridge jumping, hiking, getting into trouble with my friends, not 

thinking about these large life questions. And I didn’t think my detailer wanted to hear about my 



future career as a CEO. I had a vague notion of having wanted “something more” out of my 

college experience, but that didn’t seem like it would satisfy the roaring detailer who was now so 

close to me that he was getting spit on my face, like some Full Metal Jacket cliche’. 

     Fortunately for me, he turned to my squad-mate, who was braced up on the wall next to me, 

and asked him the same question. My buddy knew exactly why he’d come to the Naval 

Academy: “To serve my country, sir!” he belted out. 

     “Oh,” I thought. “So that’s the right answer.” Something clicked into place, and I realized that 

while there are many ancillary personal benefits, there really is only one good reason to put 

yourself through the pain and rigors of a four-year service academy. You are there to become an 

officer in the Armed Forces of the United States, to support and defend the Constitution and obey 

the orders of the President.  

     You are there, quite plainly, to serve; as we say in the Navy, your priorities become, “ship, 

shipmate, self.” The point being that, even when the ship might be metaphorical, “self” still 

comes last because the loss of the ship means the loss of all. 

     On this Memorial Day weekend, I’d like to highlight a type of service that requires much 

more dedication and sacrifice than an afternoon at the soup kitchen, which is not to belittle, in 

any way, an afternoon at the soup kitchen, or spent tutoring, or engaged in any other type of 

community service, activities that are all absolutely worthwhile. What I ask you to consider, as 

you leave a place where community service is so ubiquitous and encouraged, easy, even, as  

St. Andrew’s makes it, is to build on that theme in your life and consider some other types of 

service that you might not have really thought about. Service that would constitute more sacrifice 

on your part.  

     I’d like you to think about service to your country, which is not to say you must join the 

military, but to consider such work intensive and potentially dreary tasks as becoming an 

educated voter, attending local town meetings or writing your congressperson, and in general 

participating in government and our democratic process. 

     Above all, with your exceedingly superb preparation and the compassion and full weight of 

your Episcopalian education behind you, please, please serve your country by being reasonable 



and educated voices amid the constant political posturing and emotional debate that seems to 

overwhelm our national dialogue.  

     Recall that people like me get sent all over the world to fight wars and drop bombs; we put 

ourselves in harm’s way and do some very harmful things, all at the behest of our government 

and the people who voted for it. 

     Many service-members enlist too young or without the citizenship to have ever even voted, 

and certainly too young to legally drink. On this Memorial Day weekend, think of the kind of 

service that requires such sacrifice, and remember that there is a teenage airman controlling 

aircraft over Kandahar on the night of her birthday, or a sailor deployed on an aircraft carrier 

right now missing the birth of his child. 

     If you do nothing else, consider how you might honor their sacrifice by giving up some of 

your own time or wealth in pursuit of good citizenship, environmental stewardship, or focused, 

dedicated service to a cause that speaks to you. Extending this philosophy of service to the world 

at large, consider this quote from Marshall McLuhan, “There are no passengers on Spaceship 

Earth. We are all crew.” 

     The second thought I’ll leave you with gets back to the idea of preparation, and I’d like to 

begin with a story from Captain Charlie Plumb, who was a jet pilot during the Vietnam War, was 

shot down, and subsequently spent time as a Prisoner of War. This is from his book Insights Into 

Excellence, and I quote:  

     Recently, I was sitting in a restaurant in Kansas City. A man about two tables away 

     kept looking at me. I didn’t recognize him. A few minutes into our meal he stood up 

     walked over to my table, looked down at me, pointed his finger in my face and said,  

     “You’re Captain Plumb.” I looked up and said, “Yes sir, I’m Captain Plumb.” He said, 

     “You flew jet fighters in Vietnam. You were on the aircraft carrier Kitty Hawk. You 

     were shot down. You parachuted into enemy hands and spent six years as a prisoner 

     of war.” I said, “How in the world did you know all that?” He replied, “Because, I 

     packed your parachute.”  

     I was speechless. I staggered to my feet and held out a very grateful hand of thanks. 

     This guy came up with just the proper words. He grabbed my hand, he pumped my 



     arm and said, “I guess it worked.” “Yes sir, indeed it did.” I said, “And I must tell you  

     I’ve said a lot of prayers of thanks for your nimble fingers, but I never thought I’d  

     have the opportunity to express my gratitude in person.” He said, “Were all the panels 

     there?” “Well sir, I must shoot straight with you,” I said, “of the eighteen panels that 

     were supposed to be in that parachute, I had fifteen good ones. Three were torn, but 

     it wasn’t your fault, it was mine. I jumped out of that jet fighter at a high rate of speed, 

     close to the ground. That’s what tore the panels in the chute. It wasn’t the way you 

     packed it.” 

     “Let me ask you a question,” I said. “Do you keep track of all the parachutes you pack?” 

     “No,” he responded. “It’s enough gratification for me to know that I’ve served.” 

!
     So, the philosophical question here is this: How’s your parachute packing coming along? 

     I am sure that many of those people who have helped pack your parachute are sitting right 

here with you today, and I urge you to thank them for all that they have done, and will do for 

you. But let’s talk about another panel in your parachute, a characteristic that is so essential to 

both how you pack and what you pack that you will be lost without it. It is something I recall Mr. 

Roach speaking about back when I was a student here. He gave a speech about it, in fact, and it 

sticks out in my mind because - sorry, Mr. Roach - I didn’t really get it back then. I figured that 

nothing could be more important than native genius, talent and potential, but the quality Mr. 

Roach was so concerned about was “tenacity,” and he did a lot of parachute packing for me when 

he forced me to confront its fundamental importance.  

     In the American Navy we do something that few other countries do at all, and none regularly 

train to, and that is landing on a aircraft carrier at night. I have nearly as many arrested landings, 

or “traps” on an aircraft carrier at night as I do during the day, and I can say with all honesty that 

a night trap is something that only gets more terrifying the more you do it. Especially after a six 

hour plus mission in country, when the world has taken on the dreamlike, colorless quality of 

night and all you want is a shower, a meal and a bed, there is nothing so unpleasant as hurtling 

yourself down toward faceless water and a small little blob of light in the dark. But that one 



unpleasant task stands between you and said shower, meal and bed. It is arguably the most 

crucial and dangerous part of an entire mission for us.  

     On one particular night, I had just returned from a mission into Afghanistan, made more 

painful by two very work intensive night tanking evolutions and a long, boring and sleepy flight 

home. I felt very calm and relaxed, and there was a cloudless sky and nearly full and welcome 

moon  bathing the water in  a pale glow. Our approach to the boat at night is heavily reliant on 

instruments, and the process is so ingrained as to be almost automatic. I was used to saving a 

little bit of adrenalin for these post-mission night traps, psyching myself out so that I was excited 

and alert, but on that night I was just so tired, and so comfortable. So we began our descent 

through the velvety night, and at 3 am from the back of the boat, which at this point was a faint 

little collection of T-shaped lights, I tipped out and pointed our jet at the boat. At 3/4 of a mile, 

we picked up the ball, my WSO called it, and I started flying both my instruments and the visual 

landing system on the boat. As I got to the in close position, where you can finally begin to break 

out the carrier deck, it seemed to be rushing up at me way faster than usual, and my throttle hand 

began a slow creep forward. And I boltered, which means I got a few feet too high at the ramp, 

landed past the wires, and did a touch and go rather than catching a wire and arresting. This is an 

incredibly frustrating and disappointing feeling - again, shower, food, bed, are all on this boat, 

and you want nothing more than to stop. Plus, the expectation is that a fully trained carrier 

aviator should stop on the first pass, and everyone else in that recovery likely will. So now I’m 

flying again, and the only thing worse than having just boltered would be to do it again, which, 

on this night I did again, and again. Now I was the only one from that recovery, except for the 

tanker, still airborne, and gas was becoming a concern. Each pass I’d do fine until right behind 

the back of the boat and then my throttle hand would just start creeping forward, and I’d be high 

again, hoping to catch a four-wire on the fly but pretty sure I wouldn’t. 

     So here comes the tenacity part, because I had to hold it together for one more pass, and then 

another one, and another one, until, finally, I did catch that wire. I couldn’t pull over to the side 

of the road and call my mom. Believe me, I wanted to. And there’s not time or gas to take a break 

when the entire deck of an aircraft carrier is manned and waiting for you; I had to keep trying to 



land. Naval aviators call this “a night in the barrel” and nearly every carrier pilot has one at some  

point; we say that “there are those who have, and those who will.” 

     But pilot or no, everyone has a point like this sometime, where you are strained to your limit - 

tired, worn out, vibrating from the effort of it, and your mental toughness comes to task. It is in 

these moments that you will define your own success; you will find out how well you packed 

your parachute, and who’s there with you as you conquer the sudden extremity of a routine task 

gone bad, a dramatically life-changing event, or the simple daily grind of adult life. It won’t be 

any amount of talent or potential that saves you from the danger that being tired or worn out 

presents to your goals, it will be your tenacity in hanging on.  

     You all have had the luxury of an excellent education, and have a large helping of native 

genius, and thus, all of the potential in the world. I urge you to take full advantage of what  

St. Andrew’s has taught you; to take potential, preparation and tenacity each in their own right 

and for their full worth. Pack your parachute well, realizing that while some panels might fail 

under great stress, you can hold it all together with your own tenacity and determination.  

     I wish you all great success in your future endeavors, all the best in the world, and again, 

congratulations. 

      

      

      

!


