
 

Diary of a SWAB’s Mom 

 

The First Week 

R-Day: 

Got it all together…not a single Kleenex needed.  This is a good thing. 

Meet a 3/c Mom from our Parents’ assoc. chapter in the Dry Dock and she asks how we all are doing.  

“Good.”  I say.  She foreshadows, “It’s going to get worse before it gets better.”  I think that will not 

pertain to me. 

Seeing my son with a shaved head, being reamed out by cadre….it all has a purpose, I hear.  My husband 

survived it as a swab 29 years ago and has since thrived- It is all good….it’s all good...it’s all…where is the 

Kleenex anyway? 

Ten minutes with my swab after the swearing in ceremony:  He looks surprisingly good- focused, 

steadfast.  So focused in fact that he spends eight of the ten minutes looking between his watch and his 

company flag, where he is to report prior to the expiration of MY ten minutes with him.  It’s all 

good….it’s all good…it’s all good.  Right?  Bye Bye child of mine. 

Seven hour car ride home:  No problem!  No trail of tears down I-95 for me because I know I have done 

my job as a mother.  To have watched my child soak up every excellent opportunity to succeed and then 

applauded his acceptance of his appointment to America’s finest military academy….It’s all good. 

Walk in the house at 11pm after a long R-Day and see the empty couch where my son usually hangs out 

when home.  He is not there….I lose it.  The 3/c Mom was right.   

Spend the next hour searching for the “inner rational” in myself.  It’s not like my swab is gone forever 

and he is in good hands.  His cadre took an oath to make sure of that.  Ok…it’s all good again. 

 

R-Day + 1: 

As a mother of two, today, I wake up to find myself with 50% of a job.  I am a part timer.  However, now 

I have time to do all the things I have always wanted to do.  I make a long list and contemplate the 

amount of time to complete each item.  Lots of stuff to do, but first I need to send my swab a letter.   

Write a letter to my swab.  Look at the letter.  Its guts are mundane, like they were written by some sad 

Mom.  That won’t make my swab smile.  I rip up that letter and write one from the household animals’ 



perspective…much better.  I remind myself that I have a long list of things to do, as soon as I get the 

letter to the post office to make sure it gets out today.  While passing the post office, decide to collect a 

few things for a care package.  I recruit kid number two or as I now call her, “She who will get way too 

much attention now.”   

Two hours later:  Seven care packages are set to go- one per week.  We have had a nice day. We both 

wonder what the swabs are doing.  It’s all good!  

 

 

R-Day +2: 

Read the class message list.  A 2/c cadre parent has posted a very nice note about helping swabs whose 

parents could not attend R-day.  I vow to do the same if the opportunity arises in the future. I wish I had 

had the presence to mind to do it two days ago. 

I wonder if there are any swabs that need care packages right now.  I have seven set to go and 

apparently can churn more out like a machine. 

Think to myself, It is only 7 hours to the academy…I can drive up, sit on a bench for an hour and hope my 

swab marches by, then drive home before dark.  Oh, don’t be stupid. 

R-Day +3: 

Check the weather in New London.  Looks good... not too hot.   I wonder if that means the swabs will 

work harder.  Better send one of the care packages.   

Discover that the post office is not open at 8am.  Never knew that.   

Tell myself that, at some point, I need to get back to my long TO DO list….starting tomorrow.  

R-Day + 4: 

The news articles are out about the Naval Academy class of 2015 plebes’ 6/30/11 I-day.  They are only a 

few short miles from our home and, as midshipman, are active volunteers in our schools.  Plebe summer 

never meant much to me.  Now I understand.   

It has been years since my kids, as elementary school students, made cookie care packages to contribute 

to midshipmen who tutored in their school.  This year, I will ask to contribute more. 

In a moment of quiet contemplation, I reminisce over some of the conversations had with Naval 

Academy officers about the Coast Guard Academy.  My dentist is a Naval Academy grad whose career 

led him to the assignment of White House dentist before “retiring to private practice” in our area.  He 

was genuinely proud to hear of our kid’s acceptance to the CGA and we talked about swab/plebe 



summer.  His plebe summer was 9 weeks (way back when), as compared to the CGA’s 7 weeks.  He 

joked, “That is because our boats are longer.”  To which I replied, “Yes, but where is your tall ship?” 

I know the Eagle crew has, in the past, hoisted signal flags when moored outside the Naval Academy, 

that read, “WHERE’S YOURS?”   

R-Day +5: (Sat. 2 July) 

After half of the day passed, I realized that I was obsessing a little less about my swab today and 

focusing more on my long list of things to do.  The mailman drove by. It was then that I 

wondered when I’d hear from my son, but I had settled on not hearing anything for about 4 

weeks from R day, so no worries.  A bit later I walked in the house to find my husband holding a 

business sized envelope.  He waved the envelope back and forth with a big grin, “Do you know 

who THIS is?”  And my reaction?  I jumped up and down like a pre-teen at a Justin Bieber 

concert.  That is far from my usual demeanor.  What has become of me?  

I grabbed the letter as I caught a glimpse of sparkle in my husband’s eye.  It’s all good.   

The letter was short and positive!  He said it was Day 03 and their time had been filled with 

difficult tasks so far, but not extreme physical exercise- yet.  All of their care packages had been 

placed in the center of their Company hallway- formed into the shape of a mailman.  They were 

required to address the “mailman” each time it was passed with a “Mr. Mailman- Good 

morning, Good Afternoon, Good evening, Sir!”  My swab was looking forward to getting his 

packages someday. 

He also said he had no voice left and that he looked forward to seeing us and to the start of the 

school year.  It’s all good. 

His letter is now on the fridge, right next to the order form for his high school graduation 

pictures.  I need to add that to my growing list of things to do. 

I did think about making and sending brownies today, but after my husband told the story 

(AGAIN) of “getting bagged” during his swab summer for having a cake from his Mom and 

nowhere to put it, I opted to go back to garden work.  I will make brownies another time.   

Early evening:  Well it’s a swab/plebe kind of day!  We took our daughter to Bancroft Hall at the 

Naval Academy for the start of a weeklong volleyball camp and were surrounded by plebes 

marching everywhere.  Somewhere in the endless lines and rows of white were three of my 

swabs’ high school classmates.  The Academy grounds were filled with tourists and maybe a 

few parents trying to capture a glimpse of their kids.  I was a bit jealous. 



By the end of today, things felt as they should.  I was relaxed and truly believed that “it’s all 

good.” 

R-DAY +6: 

We went back to the Naval Academy today because kid two (living on Deck Zero in Bancroft for 

the week) needed a “real pillow” and a dry erase marker.  It was good to be needed, so this 

worked out.  The girls were between volleyball sessions and were all hanging out in one room.  

They couldn’t wait to tell us that the plebes “muster twice a day right outside” their window.  

So, as the empathetic (and a little impish) high school students that they are, they opened their 

windows and played some good music for the plebes while the plebes got yelled at by their 

cadre.  My first thought was to tell them to not interfere with the plebes’ training, but then it 

hit me that my swab really would have liked hearing a little good music.  So, instead I said, 

“That was very thoughtful of all of you.”  The girls all said, “We thought so too!” 

Upon our departure from the Academy, we saw one company of plebes pass by. They looked 

worn out already. They walked in a group like they were on a tour and their cadre were silently 

walking beside.  No yelling, no marching.  I must admit it was hot out…by Alaska standards… 85 

degrees and the humidity was a whopping 60%.   Maybe these kids don’t sleep much?  Pretty 

sure our CG swabs could beat them in any competition right now, even if their ships are longer.   

This day was momentous in that I actually went about 2 hours without thinking about my swab.  

It wasn’t until the end of the day, when my husband and I were at the grocery store that I 

slipped back into missing the kid.  I blame it on the Hamburger Helper.  My kids love the stuff.  

Yes, I know it’s not totally healthy, but the box could be organic.  As we passed by the section of 

Hamburger helper, I said, “Oh let’s get this flavor.  They will both eat it….ohhhh...never mind.”  

 R Day +7: 

We awoke to the sound of a crash.  “A picture has fallen!”  I said to my husband.  It doesn’t 

happen very often, but I recognized the sound.  So he jumped up and went downstairs.  When 

he came up a few minutes later, he said, “It was one of the three pictures of the kids.”  We have 

a set of three black and white professional photos -one individual photo of each kid on each 

end and one in the middle is both kids together when they were ages 2 and 6.   I am not 

superstitious at all…maybe a little.  My heart started to pound. 

  “Which picture fell down?”   

My husband answered with a questioning look, “Umm, I don’t know!”   



I said again, “Which one of the photos fell?!”  He went back downstairs.  It was our daughter’s 

photo.  THAT kid has her cell phone.  So I called her.  She was just fine, didn’t need anything and 

was going to play volleyball. 

It’s all good.   

One week down!  A week ago today, my heart was in my throat (forgot to mention that in the 

R-Day log).  Today is the 4th of July.  It will be a quiet day here- most unusual for our Fourth of 

July.  In past years on this day, my extended family would be at the traditional meeting place- 

the Snug Harbor cottage, getting ready to participate in the best Fourth of July parade in Rhode 

Island.  I have decades of pictures with 30-40 relatives and friends dressed in whatever the 

theme of the year was for our group.   

One year we were the Snug Harbor Gardening Society-donning water balloon- stuffed old lady 

dresses, pink wigs, flowers sprouting everywhere….all wearing army boots and waving flags.  

This is where my kids learned to not take life too seriously, as they witnessed four generations 

(including a staid protestant minister uncle) all dress in costume.  This is also where my kids 

learned that well- placed humor can trump perfection and flash as they watched their 

grandfather proudly drive his spectacular, old Cobra in the parade, only to get “out applauded” 

by some guy dancing in front of him in a homemade Quahog costume.  There are lessons in 

everything.  I hope my swab is learning more valuable lessons on this 4th of July. 

One week has passed- one hour at a time, one day at a time.  The future is waiting and it’s all 

good. 

 

SECOND WEEK of SWAB SUMMER: 

As I write this, week two is slipping out the door.  See ya!  I’d like to say it went by quickly, but it 

did not.   

TWO postcards came from my swab during week two!  He asked for some simple things that we 

had already sent.  Perhaps they are being used as appendages for “Mr. Mailman” or he got 

them after sending his request to us.  Not having instant cell phone contact is getting tedious 

and not having the benefit of instant clarification of vague requests makes fulfilling those 

requests a challenge.  What is “real food” and how do I send it before it spoils?      

I have so many questions for my swab, but they’ll have to wait.  I wish we had established a 

secret word for him to tell us that he was either really well or just saying that on a postcard, but 

I get the feeling he is doing well. 



--------------------------------------------------------   

Kid number two came home from the Naval Academy volleyball camp.  We were told that the 

girls’ “music for plebes performance” finally met with a military response one afternoon.  

Having had ENOUGH from the girls, one of the cadre marched under the windows at Bancroft 

Hall’s deck zero.  He looked straight ahead as he shouted to all who would listen, 

“You will NOT interfere with MY CEREMONY tomorrow!  I EXPECT these WINDOWS to be 

CLOSED!”   

The girls closed the windows and the blinds.  

I wonder if we can adopt or sponsor that cadre-kid.  The school year would go very smoothly in 

our house. 

While one cadre got instant respect on the music issue, to another cadre’s dismay, herds of tall, 

female athletes were still a distraction for the plebes.  The girls crossed in front of a company 

early one morning and a plebe made the drastic mistake of adjusting his focus.  Immediately, 

cadre yelled, 

“Don’t LOOK AT THEM!  They don’t want to LOOK at YOU!  YOU’RE UGLY!”   

I later asked my daughter what she thought of the cadre and she said, “He was just doing his 

job.  Do you WANT me to say that the cadre were mean because some cadre in Connecticut 

might yell at my brother?”  

Wow…not the response I expected.  

------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Last night I looked at my watch and declared, “It’s 9:45pm!  In fifteen minutes the swabs can hit 

the rack.” 

My husband said, “They’re on break now.” 

“Break?  Oh, that’s nice!”   

“No.”  He smirked.  “NOT nice.”  And he continued, “My memory of ‘break’ is bracing up 

(standing rigidly against the bulkhead/wall) and getting to do front leaning rest or push- ups 

while the cadre emphatically discuss how well the day went- good and bad-and how to improve 

tomorrow.  It is a vivid memory-not a good one. I presume they still do that, but who knows.”   



I wish I had not looked at my watch.  “I’m sorry you have to relive that memory, but couldn’t 

you have waited until 10pm to tell me?  Now I have to sit here and think about it for fourteen 

minutes.” 

My husband smiled, “Well if they have had a GOOD day, they may get to do zoomie (Air Force) 

push- ups, where they lie on their backs and push their arms up into the air!” 

----------------------------------- 

When we sent our son off to the Academy, we thought we’d have a “been there, done that” 

feeling, but not so.  Though many traditions stand true, much has changed.  Even polishing 

shoes is not as it used to be because some tools used by swabs twenty-nine years ago are now 

banned for their hazardous effect on…everything, except sole edges.     

  

 

 

Didn’t go to the post office today.  That’s new. 

_________________ 

Met a group of equestrians at a State Forest for trail riding.  I proudly wore my United States 

Coast Guard Academy Class of 2015 shirt and held out hope that someone would recognize the 

USCGA emblem so I could tell them about my swab, but no luck.  The only one to acknowledge 

it was my horse, who slimed it.  

 

   

I wonder how my swab is today.  We really miss him.  Kid number two and I have joined the 

2015 swab parents’ solidarity effort.  We went to the gym and I wore my 2015 shirt- now free 

of horse slime.  

 

 

 



Another day down.  Ugh…I looked at my watch again- twenty four hours later.   I’m a slow 

learner.  It happened to be 9:45pm.  My husband caught me sighing as I looked. 

“Do you want me to play tattoo?”  He asked. 

“What?”  I instantly thought of the TV show Fantasy Island, “Boss!  The plane!  The plane!”   

He grabbed the nearest laptop and found the MIDI of the tattoo bugle call as he said (almost in 

continuation from last night’s conversation), “From the time tattoo sounds until the time it 

ends, they have to be out on the Company bulkhead area- ready for ‘ break’…if they still do 

that.” 

Fifteen slow minutes went by again.  I’m going to throw my watch out. 

   

 

Our swab left a cat behind- a half wild beast of a cat that misses him dearly.  Cats can’t shed 

tears, but this one has perfected the art of showing angst through a resonating howl- up and 

down the hallway- at 3am. 

Since he was a kitten, he has adored only our son- waited for him to get home every day, 

meowing loudly as soon as the door opened.  No one else in the family ever got that greeting 

from the cat.  None of the rest of us ever held him without getting hissed at, but his true bond 

was with our son.  Every night at bedtime, the cat dutifully followed my son to “their” room.   

Now the cat has the room to himself and that is utterly unacceptable to him.  We tried placing 

him in our daughter’s room, but it didn’t work. 

We shut our bedroom doors, but that only enhanced the howling echo in a long hallway and 

flamed the fire of the cat’s angst.  His retort was to slam his body, like a linebacker, against our 

door- over and over again, which got a response.  OUTSIDE went the cat.  We got a few minutes 

of quiet until we heard him on a ledge outside our second story bedroom, pleading with a 

softer meow. 

I know he is sad and it breaks my heart.   

I wonder….If we changed his name to Objee  (which would suit him) and left him at Chase 

Hall….maybe he could fill the void that Objee left when he was sent to a farm. 

My husband remembers Objee very well and has many stories about being part of the detail to 

care for the bear when it resided at the Academy.   Objee routinely escaped his cage and the 



cadets had to chase him all over campus.  He often ended up a tree, swatting at cadets below.  

He stunk- literally- and had to take his showers in Chase Hall.  How do you get a bear to take a 

shower?  Coax the bear in, turn on all of the showerheads and run.  My husband said our 

swab’s cat is only slightly less objectionable than Objee was back in the mid- 80’s. 

Well, let week three of swab summer begin.  GO BEARS! 

 

 

THIRD WEEK OF SWAB SUMMER: 

We decided to change up our “swab solidarity exercise routine” a little by piling our dogs into 

the car and heading to Greenbury Point at the Annapolis Navy base.  There is a great path 

there.  The peninsula is also a rifle range, but signs and Navy officials are posted when the 

‘safety overshot zone’ is in effect.   It doesn’t remind me of that 19th century short story called 

The Most Dangerous Game at all… really! 

We got to Greenbury Point and found a parking spot in front of the nature center.  The road we 

usually take to the path was blocked by a government vehicle.  Kid number two and the dogs 

poured out and it took us a minute to unwind the giant braided belt the dogs made with their 

leashes.     

We didn’t get far down the trail when we were stopped by a young Navy official in blue 

camouflage. 

“Ma’am.  You can’t walk down there right now.  We’re training the plebes….you know.. the 

Naval Academy plebes?... to shoot today.”   

Crazily unconcerned about the “learning to shoot comment”, I replied, “Yes!  I understand.  My 

son is a swab at the Coast Guard Academy!”  

He smiled kindly in recognition as he led us out.  This uniformed official looked very young, 

professional- a sharp young man.  I’m sure his parents miss him too and wouldn’t they be proud 

to know how well he looked and acted?  He had no insignia on, so there was no way to know 

whether he was a cadet, enlisted or otherwise, but he looked like a cadet and I just wanted to 

give the kid a hug and tell him to write to his family.  I didn’t.   

Got home to find a postcard from our swab!  Wednesday is my new favorite day of the week.  

He said all is well! 



 

Fourth Week of Swab Summer: 

 

I know I am wishing this week away because I will finally get to give my swab a big hug on 

Friday.  Alpha, Bravo and Charlie companies will report to the Eagle when it docks in Boston at 

the end of week.  We learned they will not attend the Mystic flag ceremony.   Although 

disappointing, my only goal is to hug my son and see how he is doing.  It doesn’t matter where 

that happens. 

We did see him in many photos posted by Paul Duddy and that made our day.  He looked really 

good!   

Our swab’s half wild cat has settled down and agreed to sleep in kid number two’s room all 

night.  This is a relief to all.  Luckily for us, he has taken up the hobby of squirrel stalking, which 

is great exercise for him. 

Speaking of exercise- kid number two and I continue to support our swab by going to the gym. 

 

 

 

FIFTH WEEK: 

Back from Boston and it was a fantastic trip!  I am not a patient person, but somehow managed 

to let time go and wait on the pier for five hours to get one hug.  Met the parents of many 

swabs and cadets and they were all wonderful families.  Time glided by as we watched the 

swabs load EAGLE with boxes of food for the trip.  I have a book’s worth of comments and 

feelings after this trip, but the gist of it is: 

1) Our swab is absolutely thriving.   

2) Swab summer ________ (fill in the blank). 

3) The shipmates have formed extremely strong bonds and they take care of each other.  

 

We did learn that swabs do not have “a break” at 9:45pm or 2145 every night, as they did 

decades ago.  So things are slightly different now, but not really. 



The swabs all looked great, especially in their new trops, but they knew to not get comfortable 

during this week.   Two more weeks of swab summer (including sea trials) await when they 

return.   

I hope the cadre remember the pledge they made on R-Day.   

 

SIXTH WEEK: 

It’s the sixth week?  I have not spent one day worrying about my swab.  Maybe I should 

because that’s my job, but I dumped that worry in Boston Harbor. 

I can still see the vision of an undeniably confident, thriving young man, standing in new trops 

amongst his shipmates on the pier in Boston where EAGLE was docked.   

He’s no longer my baby boy.   

Oh now….you see?  I put off writing any more in this journal because I did not want to be 

reminded of that fact.   

One more week to go.   Bring it on (she says as she sits on a comfy couch).   

Go swabs.  Go Bears.  

 

SEVENTH (and last) WEEK of SWAB SUMMER: 

The phone rang, jolting us out of a deep sleep.  It was just after 2300 and we had “hit the hay” 

early to have the energy to take an opinionated new horse on a field trip over the weekend.     

Our hearts thumped with the instant thought that a late night call is rarely good news.  My 

husband looked at the caller I.D.  It was our swab’s cell number. 

 “Hey. How is it going?”  My husband asked.   

There was loud static on the phone.   

 “It’s over.”  Our swab stated with no emotion and through the crackle of the phone. 

As my brain continued to stir to life I recognized that my husband looked a little worried. 



 “It’s over?  What do you mean?”  Meanwhile we were both thinking that he quit just 

before the end of swab summer.  No.  He would not do that.   

 “Swab summer is over.  We did sea trials today.” 

Oh my gosh!  Swab summer is OVER!   All this time I thought sea trials would occur one day 

later.  I had prepared myself for a day of motherly worry.  Instead, this day came and went.    

The lack of emotion in our swab’s voice stemmed from exhaustion, but the more he talked, the 

better he sounded.  He and his shipmates had survived and were fine. 

 “What was the first thing you did when you were done?”  We asked. 

 “I got iced tea.” 

No more caffeine ban.  Iced tea- good!  

The last week of swab summer must have been really busy because our swab didn’t have time 

to check his mailbox.  Good thing I overnighted the last box that I had pre-labeled “Swab” so 

he’d have candy for the weekend.     

Swab summer is over, but this is only the beginning of the best education; the best adventures 

and the best career in the service of our Country for the entire class of 4/c cadets.   

I am not just saying that because it sounds nice.  I lived through the USGCA experience in the 

80’s when I was a UCONN student who counted among her greatest friends - cadets from the 

class of 1986.  Years later after establishing my own career, I lived the Coast Guard experience 

as the wife of a fantastic man -a Coast Guard officer.  Now I’m living it as a parent of a cadet.    

Although I did not thoroughly enjoy the view of swab summer from a parent’s eye, it is still truly 

all good.  

Steady as she goes. 

 

 


