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READY  
TO SERVE

To commemorate the 20th anniversary 
of 9/11, Vice Admiral John Ryan ’67, 
USN (Ret.), shared his memories of  
that fateful day and how the Class  
of 2002 responded. Ryan’s tenure as  
Superintendent coincided with the 
Class of 2002’s arrival in Annapolis  
in September 2001.

As Superintendent, Tuesday, September 11, 2001, 
started just like every day I was privileged to be  
on the Yard—a 6 a.m., 4-mile run around and  

through the Academy grounds. No one could anticipate  
that in the next few hours, terrorist hijackers would crash 
four airplanes on our East Coast resulting in the deaths of 
nearly 3,000 people.  

We had a senior staff meeting scheduled every Tuesday 
at 9 a.m. A few minutes before 9 a.m., Commander Louis  
Giannotti ’69, USN (Ret.); Captain Glenn F. Gottschalk ’68, 
USN (Ret.); Syd Rosenbarger; Captain Jim Grant ’80, USN 
(Ret.); and other key leaders walked into my office and said, 
“Admiral, an airplane has just flown into one of the World 
Trade Center towers.” I commented that it must have been 
terrible pilot error as I turned on the TV monitor in my  
office. The picture then showed that it did not happen as I  
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assumed due to miserable weather in New York City; it was a 
clear visual fly rules day! Obviously, this was an intentional act.  

We watched a second plane fly into the South Tower of  
the WTC minutes later and it was then clear that America was 
under attack. We were then informed by TV and message traffic 
about a similar attack on the Pentagon at 9:37 a.m. and a crash 
in Shanksville, PA, 25 minutes later. Direction came quickly 
from naval headquarters to close bases and tighten security. 

I immediately coordinated with my superb senior staff 
around the Yard, canceled all classes and activities, closed the 
Naval Academy and sent all faculty, staff and coaches home  
except for essential IT and security personnel. The Maryland 
state government decided to also send all employees home, so 
total gridlock on the local highways ensued for about four hours.  

I directed the Marine guards and civilian security force to 
secure the Academy perimeter and they 
did this immediately. All the midshipmen 
were sent to Bancroft Hall. As requested, 
our Commandant, then-Captain Samuel J. 
Locklear ’77, USN (Ret.), coordinated with 
the Deputy Commandant and Brigade 
Commander to initiate a plan to upgrade 
Bancroft Hall’s internal security. They 
made a brief 1MC announcement directing 
the Brigade to stay in place, turn on TVs 
and await further instructions.  

Commandant Locklear, who retired as 
an admiral, remembers thinking how unusually quiet Bancroft 
Hall was given the seriousness of the circumstances. A short 
while later, the Brigade filed into King Hall for noon meal and 
remained standing for announcements and noon meal prayer. The 
Commandant was then introduced by the Brigade Commander 
and gave the latest update we had. He encouraged midshipmen 
to let their families know as soon as possible that they were  
safe, but it was also important to recognize our nation was  
under attack and future events and schedules were uncertain.  

We canceled all sporting events for the week, including the 
home football game with Northwestern and other outside 
events and gatherings planned. Professor Mary DeCredico, 
chair of the history department, recalls they were planning a 
major naval history symposium beginning on 12 September  
running through the 14th. All travel—air, train, automobile— 
had ground to a halt so they sent out word quickly that the  
conference was canceled. DeCredico was probably one of the 
last to leave the Yard that day around 3 p.m. and recalled by  
that time, she was the only vehicle on the road! 

I spent most of the afternoon and evening coordinating  
our plan for getting back to work with our senior leaders like  
our outstanding provost, Dr. Bill Miller ’62. We also began  
taking additional steps to elevate our security for the Yard and 
future sporting events. That night at 9 p.m., like millions of 
Americans, we watched President George W. Bush from the 
Oval Office declare, “Terrorist attacks can shake the foundations 

of our biggest buildings, but they cannot touch the foundation 
of America. These acts shatter steel, but they cannot dent the 
steel of American resolve.”  

The next day, we resumed all classes and other internal  
activities to send the message to everyone that the Naval  
Academy was going to continue focusing on and executing  
our mission. The members of the Class of 2002 were vocal in  
indicating they were ready and willing to be commissioned  
immediately so they could join the fight. Of course, that did  
not happen in September, but my sense and that of other  
leaders throughout the Yard was that the Class of 2002 and the 
underclass elevated their focus and performance over the next 
eight months. As a result of that effort, the 965 members of the 
United States Naval Academy Class of 2002 did receive their 
commissions on 24 May before Vice President Dick Cheney and 

25,000 proud parents and guests, becoming the newest warriors 
in America’s war against terrorism. 

Vice President Cheney said, “This afternoon, you will step 
into history. Much has happened since the September 11th  
attacks, but there is still a great deal to do, and you will help  
us on the path to victory.” He concluded his remarks by saying, 
“I leave here today knowing you will bring great credit to your 
uniform, to your Academy and to your country.” 

I must admit it was an emotional day for me also as my 
tenure as Superintendent started at the same time as the Class 
of 2002 and my four-year term would end a few weeks later.  
We should all be proud of the 4,000 men and women in the 
Brigade on 9/11. Many would eventually complete much of  
their entire careers involved in wars prompted by events of 9/11.  

Those wars would take the lives of some, leave many with 
visible and invisible wounds and forever shape the future of our  
nation. But, just as we expect of every generation of Academy 
graduates, those midshipmen present on 9/11 did what was 
asked of them—and what was needed. These officers, like  
thousands before them, demonstrated the highest levels of  
professionalism, resiliency and resolve in carrying out their 
Oath of Office. 

I am very proud of them and the military and civilian  
faculty, staff and coaches that helped these midshipmen grow 
and develop over four years. They all continue to have my  
deepest respect and gratitude. GO NAVY! a 

 
“We should all be proud of the 4,000 men and women in the Brigade 
on 9/11. Many would eventually complete much of their entire careers  
involved in wars prompted by events of 9/11. Those wars would take  
the lives of some, leave many with visible and invisible wounds and 
forever shape the future of our nation. But, just as we expect of every 
generation of Academy graduates, those midshipmen present on 9/11 
did what was asked of them—and what was needed.”


