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The Class of 1969’s Reef Points Message to the Class of 2019 
 
50 years ago, nearly 1300 young men from across America and six foreign countries took the midshipman 

oath in Tecumseh Court and became the Class of 1969. For better or worse, and with little idea of what 

lay before us, we began a journey that four years later saw 879 of us celebrate our graduation. Our one-in-

three attrition rate was not unusual for that era. 

 

During our Academy years, our senior leaders were decorated World War II and Korean War veterans, 

and our company and battalion officers were often decorated Vietnam War veterans. A daily reminder of 

the cost of our future professions was the visible and inexorably expanding list near Memorial Hall of 

graduates killed in action in Vietnam. Our experiences on leave and during summer cruise, coupled with 

the social unrest of the 1960s, made us realize that service to our Navy and nation was a serious 

commitment, not universally appreciated or endorsed by our civilian counterparts. 

 

But that sense of separation as we watched our high school friends go on to very different lives brought us 

closer together as classmates. The Naval Academy was a little different 50 years ago, but the common 

theme of a midshipman’s routine has never changed. Classes and sports and P-rades, uniforms and 

inspections and not enough hours to accomplish all we were required to do—developed our abilities to 

adapt, prioritize, and concentrate. We learned to recognize our individual limits and to unconditionally 

rely on each other to deal successfully with the stress.  

 

The outlets for our excess energy were the same as yours will be; welcome companionship with our dates, 

visits with families, and participation in sports and extracurricular activities. Football was a passion and a 

solid connection with our upperclassmen. We all celebrated or commiserated together, although as plebes 

our commiseration was often somewhat more intense.  

 

Our unofficial anthem, the Animals’1965 rock hit “We Gotta Get out of This Place,” finally came true in 

June 1969 at a joyous graduation celebration in Navy-Marine Corps Memorial Stadium. Over 100 of our 

879 classmates went Marine Corps; of the Navy grads, nearly half went naval aviation.  Even as we 

departed Annapolis for world-wide duty, we did so as a cohesive group of classmates, forged as a unit by 

the challenge, adversity and excellence that remain today the hallmarks of a Naval Academy education. 

 

Our careers unfolded as they have for so many fellow graduates across the decades—training, graduate 

school, fleet operations afloat, aloft, and in the depths—and combat.  We had our share of classmates 

fighting in Vietnam and lost two aviators; one Marine Corps, one Navy.  Through the years we lost 

another 11 classmates during training or deployment operations, reminding us that ours was a demanding 

and often unforgiving profession; and drawing us closer in support of each other and our families at the 

report of each death. 

 

During the 30 years or so following graduation, the world changed and we adapted. The Vietnam War 

ended, and the half-century Cold War nuclear confrontation with the Soviet Union was suddenly gone 

with the collapse of that empire. But the stage was set for a new reality, as the first Persian Gulf War and 
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Desert Storm found many of us in leadership positions. By then, the military was not our only way of life. 

Release or retirement from Navy and Marine Corps duties led all of us to find new ways to make our 

marks in a wide variety of pursuits. One of our classmates became a NASA astronaut and space shuttle 

veteran. Others went into business, law, medicine, religion, government and nonprofit advocacy. The loss 

of one classmate in the terrorist attack on New York’s World Trade Center made us all realize that the 

front lines of world conflict that forward deployment had defined for so many years, were now coming 

much closer to home. 

 

Throughout our careers, military and civilian, we were drawn back to USNA for sports, annual 

homecoming weekends, and our class reunions.  We began to realize that gathering together every five 

years was not just about seeing Bancroft Hall, Tecumseh, and the football team. Those reunions 

strengthened the bonds created during our four years together, bonds much stronger than any of us could 

have imagined in 1965. We were there, and are still there for each other for marriages, births, promotions 

and celebrations—and for illness, death, and the myriad of life’s many challenges. 

 

Now, as most of us are retired from the daily grind, and as we contemplate our grandchildren’s futures 

and the younger generation of leaders that the Class of 2019 represents, we realize that the “bonds of 

affection” that developed in the crucible of those four years so long ago, represent a lesson we hope we 

can pass on to you. As the 50th anniversary of our graduation approaches, we have developed, as a legacy 

gift to the Academy, a mentoring program for all alumni. Because as you go through your time at the 

Academy, understand that you do so as a team, as shipmates in the best sense of that Navy tradition, and 

that the linkage you build with your classmates and other alumni will last a lifetime. And in 50 more 

years, when the Class of 1969 is just a memory and a plaque at the back of the chapel, you will have the 

opportunity to forge a new link in the chain with a new and eager class of midshipmen whose parents are 

not yet born!  “Non sibi” but for country—and for shipmates, past, present and future. 

 

The comprehensive history of the Mighty Fine Class of 1969 can be found online: 

http://www.usna.com/page.aspx?pid=709 


