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teams. To change the gear ratio to pro-
vide more power, the robots need new 
gearboxes. But these don’t arrive in the 
mail until later in the week.
	 “I wake up sometimes in the middle 
of the night thinking about what might 
go wrong,” says 25-year veteran physics 
teacher Jim Mooney, who has coached 
and brought teams to the BU contest 
for the past dozen years. He mentors 
the robotics club along with physics col-
league Chris Ritacco. “This is what it’s 
like. We’re always troubleshooting.” 
	 But troubleshooting is the point. 



That’s where the learning happens. So 
the students keep tinkering.
	 “It takes time but it’s fun to see it 
come together,” Stransky says. “A lot 
of teams [from other schools] take the 
cheap way with kits. We pride ourselves 
by doing it from the ground up.”
	 At Taft, teachers like Mooney and 
Ritacco have quietly been leading the 
charge to direct physics and engineer-
ing instruction away from traditional 
classroom lectures and textbook home-
work, and more towards creative, 
hands-on educational opportunities 
like building robots for the BU compe-
tition. Students rise to the challenge, 

and find it inspiring to solve practical 
science problems with physical, not 
theoretical, tools and techniques.
	 “While some principles of science 
and mathematics can certainly be ap-
plied to the competition, building the 
robot is unlike almost anything I have 
done before,” says Chantal, an uppermid 
from Hong Kong. Whereas during sci-
ence and math lessons, “You simply sit 
and listen,” she says, “it takes a hands-on 
approach to build a robot.” 
	 The soft-spoken, gray-bearded 
Mooney makes the casual workshop 
available a few evenings a week for 
students to drop in to work on their 

vehicles. The workshop is open only 
6 to 8 p.m., and because sports are 
required in the afternoons, to build 
their robots, students have to give up 
precious time they’d otherwise use to 
socialize. They’re dedicated.
	 “Once they get proficient with 
the power tools, they’re off doing it,” 
Mooney says. “They’re pretty bright. 
They’re pretty handy. They learn.”
	 Fiddling with gears, axles, and duct 
tape certainly sounds more fun than 
chemistry labs. But the shop class vibe 
also provides students a launch pad for 
trial-and-error learning. Unlike other 
stations of an adolescent’s life, the robot 

(previous page)  
Mai Nguyen ’12, Jessica 
Jiang ’11, Cathy Chen ’12 
and Filip Stransky ’11 build 
their robots for the Boston 
University competition.
1. Vanessa Wood ’01 checks 
on the progress of her alma 
mater’s team with adviser 
Jim Mooney.
2. Adviser Chris Ritacco 
works with Filip before the 
competition begins.
3. Cathy Chen, Chantal Yuen 
and Jessica Jiang try their 
robots on the competition 
ramps at B.U. Ethan Gilsdorf
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workshop is a safe place to fail. “The most 
important part is seeing,” says Mooney. 
“Every time you fail, you learn. You see 
something you didn’t see before.”

Y
ou might say teachers like 
Mooney and Ritacco have made 
science and math education al-

most as cool as a team sport like lacrosse 
or crew. Certainly the robotics challenge 
is just as competitive. “It’s gotten harder 
and harder each year,” says Mooney. 
“They [BU] add[s] something every year.” 
	 While the fate of each year’s effort is ul-
timately out of the teachers’ hands, any lost 
sleep seems to be worth it. In past years, 
Taft has taken home top prizes not only 
at BU but also from other events. At this 
year’s Trinity College Fire Fighting Home 
Robot Contest, which attracted more than 
120 teams from as far away as China and 
Israel, students raced computer-controlled 
robots through a maze to locate a burning 
candle and blow out the flame. Taft won 
“Outstanding Robot from Connecticut.”
	 For more conventional math and sci-
ence “meets,” the educational philosophy 
is the same: students are schooled how to 
work together to solve problems on the 
fly. At the Junior Engineering Technical 
Society’s annual competition, an eight-
student varsity team led by Mooney and 
environmental science teacher Jim Lehner 
solved engineering questions related to 
the theme “Water, Water, Everywhere” 
and walked away with first place in the na-
tion (see page 11). And Toan Duc Phan 
’10 received the second highest score in 
the country in the nine-hour USA Math 
Olympiad. (He also headed a Taft student 
team that got second place in the Purple 
Comet! Math Meet, and he was one of 
just six U.S. students who competed in 
the Romanian Master in Mathematics 
competition in February.)
	 None of this suggests that classroom 
learning has been thrown out with the 

bathwater. Mooney’s lively physics lec-
tures still drill home the basics. In one 
recent class, 10 students calculated wave-
lengths of the visible spectrum. “Can 
that electron absorb a photon?” Mooney 
asked. Physics labs continue to make the 
vague, invisible and theoretical all less so. 
But Mooney admits the results of experi-
ments are fairly predictable. With robots, 
it’s a different ballgame.
	 “It’s open-ended. And real problems 
arise,” Mooney says with obvious glee. 
Often kids who can master book knowl-
edge don’t know how to puzzle out a 
practical engineering problem that vehi-
cle design requires. “But the norm is, the 
better the student, the better they handle 
the open-ended skills. They know what it 
is not to know.”

T
wo weeks later, about 30 schools 
assemble in Boston University’s 
Case Gym, each huddled at a 

worktable. For Taft, the vehicles’ gearbox 
issue has been solved. Still, there’s plenty 
of frantic, last-minute tweaking to be 
done. For example, the height of the tar-
get holes on the ramp back at Taft doesn’t 
quite match the ramp at the competition. 
	 “The height is taller than we expect-
ed,” says a worried Filip. “It’s not good.” 
	 So the four teams—Cathy Chen and 
Chantal Yuen; Jessica Jiang and Mai 
Nguyen; Brian Chung and Michelle 
Chang; and a solo Filip Stransky 
(Tommy had family commitments over 
the weekend)—need to find a way to 
raise their mousetraps (plus, Chen and 
Yuen’s axle is malfunctioning). Madly 
sawing blocks of wood, applying Vaseline 
and drilling new holes, the teams run 
back and forth between test ramps and 
home base until they find a stopgap—on 
their own. Once the competition begins, 

teachers are forbidden from interfering. 
	 “I can’t help you,” Ritacco says, gri-
macing to Jessica and Mai. “I should just 
walk away.”
	 The last team finishes with about 
three minutes to spare.
	 As the rounds progress, each Taft car 
has good runs. All the teams are eventually 
eliminated, except Filip, whose robot is the 
most consistent. He survives to the runoff 
round to determine third place: “an epic 
battle that included crashes, brute strength 
head to head butts, and robots rolling head 
over wheels,” as Mooney later describes it. 
Filip is the eventual winner, earning third 
place overall. An unexpected finish.
	 Also unexpected: One of Mooney’s 
former students, Vanessa Wood ’01, shows 
up to cheer on her alma mater. Now a 
postdoctoral research assistant at MIT’s 
Organic and Nanostructured Electronics 
Laboratory, she received teaching offers 
from Princeton and Cornell but just ac-
cepted a professorship at ETH Zürich. 
Wood traces her career path back to her 
robot-designing days at Taft. “It’s really 
important to have hands-on experience 
as early as possible,” she says. “It really in-
spires the kids to see the science.”
	 And it’s equally key to see that on the 
robot battlefield, physics and engineer-
ing can be as random and capricious 
as the New England weather. “You can 
never know what to expect,” Chantal 
says. “The number one thing that I learnt 
from the robot competition at BU is just 
to hope for the best.”
	 As for Mai, she says that while she’s 
absorbed theory in the classroom, she 
also appreciates being able to put it  
into practice. “I’ll do it again next year,” 
she says. “I’ve learned to problem solve 
for myself.” j

Ethan Gilsdorf is the author of Fantasy 
Freaks and Gaming Geeks.

“It’s really important to have  
hands-on experience as early  
as possible. It really inspires  
the kids to see the science.”





 
              speaker 

Jennifer 
Zacarra P’07,10
You are poised in the middle 
of things. You have a direc-
tion forward, and you know 
the past, but the present is a 
kind of limbo space. You need 
to learn very soon how to 
navigate through innocence 
into experience. It’s the most 
common theme in all of 
the novels you have read at 
Taft—the journey from youth 
to adulthood. That’s why we 
were doing all of those passage 
analyses—to help you to read 
the text of your own life. You 
will use your critical reading 
skills often for they play an 
important role in the art of 
navigation you must master as 
you depart from Taft.
	 When Samuel Clemens, 
the youth who would become 
the writer, Mark Twain, was a 
young cub pilot on the mud-
dy Mississippi, he pondered 
the problem of navigation on 
a shape-shifting river—one 
that made sure that if you 
stood in place and a storm 
hit, you could be in Kentucky 

one moment and Tennessee, 
the next. He complained to 
his mentor, head pilot Horace 
Bixby, that “of all of the elud-
ing and ungraspable objects” 
that ever he tried to get his 
mind or hands on, “learning 
the shape of the river” posed 
the chief difficulty. 
	 Bixby responded: “That’s 
the main virtue of the thing. 
If the shapes didn’t change 
every three seconds, they 
wouldn’t be of any use.” Well 
that was an enigma. How 
could the shape changes help 
one to navigate? 
	 For you, I would venture 
the thought that this anecdote 
might serve as a prefiguring of 
reading the waters, navigating 
your course, and paying atten-
tion as you leave the safe harbor 
of our campus. Twain writes 
in Old Times on the Mississippi, 
“It was plain that I had got to 
learn the shape of the river in 
all the different ways that could 
be thought of—upside down, 
wrong end first, inside out, fore 
and aft . . . and then know what 
to do on gray nights when it 
hadn’t any shape at all.” 
	 But how did your navi-
gational knowledge begin? 
You might have arrived at 
Taft on a sunny morning, 

and gathered in Centennial 
Courtyard where we are right 
now. Your parents may have 
moved through the crowd, 
shaking hands with your 
teachers, and shedding a few 
tears on the long walk back 
to the car. For parents, the 
walk back to the car meant 
that things would be different 
at home, that you would be 
beginning your journey to 
independence, that letting go 
and allowing for failures was 
imperative for your success. 
I would argue that in those 
handshakes on that opening 
morning of your arrival, there 
was an electric transference 
of energy from parents to 
teachers, an energy based on 
trust—for we were, as teach-
ers, now in charge of taking 
you further on your journey 
down the river. 
	 But before we consider 
that journey at Taft, we need 
to dwell a bit longer on what 
you brought with you, because 
your ability to invest in the life 
of our school is what made the 
Admissions staff offer you an 
enrollment contract in the first 
place. Sure, you brought your 
intelligence, athleticism, artis-
tic talents, and interests, but 
you also brought something 

 Students and parents hold 
up parasols to signify the family 

wisdom they brought with them 
to Taft. Andre Li ’11

 Head monitor Bo Redpath and 
his family. Peter Frew ’75

 Spanish teacher Baba Frew 
congratulates Hailey Karcher, 
who received the The John T. 

Reardon Prize, The Bourne Medal 
In History and the The Sherman 

Cawley Award. Peter Frew ’75

 Walter Yoo ’12 cheers on the 
Class of 2010. Andre Li ’11

 Headmaster Willy 
MacMullen welcomes his 

colleague, English Department 
Chair Jennifer Zaccara as the 

Commencement speaker. 
Highpoint Pictures
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perhaps more precious: the 
wisdom of your parents and 
grandparents. What were 
those pieces of wisdom? Who 
was your Horace Bixby, your 
mentor in your early years? 
Here I share a sampling of 
what the seniors have revealed 
about their parents’ teachings. 
Remember that these students 
and parents (given parasols 
and asked to stand) represent 
all of you, that the lessons you 
will hear comprise a mere 
sampling. In literary terms, 
this is a synecdoche—the part 
representing the whole. [My 
thanks to the Furman family 
for the props.]

 “My Dad taught me to learn 
from my mistakes and to work 
to never make them again.”

“My Dad always said, ‘Early 
morning is a private club.’ I 
really believe it, and know-
ing this made me appreciate 
the quiet and solitude that 
the morning brings. I wake 
up early to eat breakfast by 
myself every morning, and it 
helps me jump-start my day.”

“My Dad taught me that no 
matter what I undertake, be 
it getting wood for the fire or 
writing a paper or practicing for 
lacrosse, that I have to always 
try my best and my hardest.”

“My parents have told me to 
relax and step back. I have 
come to appreciate the people 
around me more as I spend 
more time with them, and I 
learned to care about things 
besides academics. In fact, 
when I truly relaxed and 
started to care about other 
things, my GPA surprisingly 
went up!”

“My uncle told me that even 
though I might not like every 
minute of my education, I am 
doing something that many 
people in my family did not 
even have access to, and for 
reminding me of that, I am 
thankful to him.”

“From my mother I learned 
that you can never give too 
much of yourself to others, 
and if you don’t, you lead a 
life extremely unfulfilled.” 

“My mom told me to spend 
time continuing to cultivate 
the deepest of relationships 
with the people around me, 
because the girls who live 
down the hall will likely be 
the women who are there  
for the most important  
parts of my life, both happy 
and sad. “

 “My Mom taught me to take 
advantage of all of the op-
portunities that are given to 
me. Whether it is a small op-
portunity or a large one, I try 
to take advantage of it.”

 “My Dad is a historian, and 
we once got into a deep con-
versation about how quickly 
people can be misled when 
overcome by the group 
mentality. I try not to be a 
plebeian; I try not to give in 
to the feelings of the masses 
and this mentality has served 
me well.”

“My connection with God 
and my belief that everything 
has a purpose enables me to 
perceive my world in a glass 
half-full context. My positive 
attitude helps me to keep an 
even keel, and I owe this to 
my Mom.”

And other pearls of parental 
wisdom include:

“Put your napkin in your lap 
and your feet in front of you!”

 “My mother taught me to get 
to airports early!”

 “We create our own destiny.”

 “Those who mind don’t mat-
ter, and those who matter 
don’t mind.” 

“My Mom taught me that 
nothing worthwhile comes 
easily, and if I dedicate my-
self to working hard, the rest 
will follow.”

And now, look around you. 
Imagine that we are on a 
steamboat, hurtling down 
the mighty Mississippi, and 
there you all are with your 
parasols glinting in the sun. 
A young Samuel Clemens 
steers the boat, and it wheels 
tranquilly along as we stroll 
the decks. All of those para-
sols signify the wisdom that 
you brought with you to Taft 
and that played a role in your 
willingness to take on further 
training in navigation. 
	 After that first day at Taft, 
you encountered a significant 
bend in the river since you 
met your teachers—your new 
mentors—and you began to 
get glimpses of the founding 
elements of a Taft educa-
tion. One of the things that 
I love about Taft is that it is 
an institution of its word. 
We do not pay mere lip ser-
vice to community, honor, 
serving others, character de-
velopment, grace, dignity and 
self-respect, because so many 
of the old values still matter. 

commencement 

William and Lee Abramowitz 
Award for Teaching Excellence

Mark K. Traina

Aurelian Award
Caroline Aryn Castellano

1908 Medal
Edward Bowditch Redpath

Joseph I. Cunningham Award
Leigh Anne O’Mealia 
Mark Francis Simone 

Elizabeth King Thompson

Berkley F. Matthews ’96 Award
Katherine Ann Carden 

Carolyn Frances McCabe

Harry W. Walker  
“Non Ut Sibi” Award

Aislinn Ives McLaughlin

Heminway Merriman Award
Thomas Leighton Freyre

Thomas Gerard O’Mealia

Class of 1981 Award
Garnett Maximillian Frew, Jared 
Denzel Jackson, Thu Anh Pham

Maurice Pollak Award
Matthew Penn McLaughlin

Roberts Scholarship
Jahdai Moriah Dorothy Kilkenny

Valedictorian
Toan Duc Phan

Salutatorian
Chi Kong (Adrian) Fu

Bourne Medal In History
Hailey Phipps Karcher

Sherman Cawley Award
Hailey Phipps Karcher
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	 Whether or not you came 
here as a lowermid, mid, up-
permid, or a PG, there was 
a shape to your experience, 
and a plan for teaching you 
to read that experience—to 
read the river, and see the 
shape of it intuitively. The 
fact is that if we really were 
on a Mississippi steamboat in 
1860, sailing south, we would 
have been in the middle of 
the slave trade. The problem 
with learning to navigate is 
that you can be so focused on 
your own acquisition of skills 
that you do not see what is 
right in front of your face. 
	 Dealing with illusions is 
one thing, but being blind to 
what stands before your face 
is another problem altogether. 
In 1865, Twain had a com-
mission from the Confederate 
army to be the pilot of a 
gunrunner steamboat. Not 
wanting to be shot in the glass 

house of the pilot’s cabin, 
and not feeling particularly 
moved to participate on the 
Confederate side of things, he 
headed out to the Territory 
and a life of frontier journal-
ism. When he returned to the 
river in 1874, his whole life 
had changed. He had married 
into a prominent New York 
abolitionist family, and taken 
the issue of race in the United 
States as his primary subject. 
	 Falling in love essentially 
woke him up, and he spent the 
rest of his life trying to make a 
difference, trying to enlighten 

others, trying to tell the story 
of his own blindness and to 
accept the fact that he had, 
continually as he called it, to 
“train his ideas ever upward” to 
release himself from a legacy of 
prejudice. One of the primary 
dangers in this journey toward 
independent navigation is the 
danger of becoming so me-
chanical about the process that 
you lose your humanity. 
	 Here at Taft, with our 
school mission and motto, we 
hope that you have learned 
how to start serving others 
right in your own communi-
ties. Some day you will have 
an even longer reach than you 
do now, but for now, small 
acts of kindness, service and 
time can make a big differ-
ence in someone else’s life. 
So steer your boat but be 
aware of the fact that you are 
a part not only of your future 
school, town and state, but 

also a part of the vast com-
munity of humanity. Do not 
accept prejudice, injustice 
and corruption. Stand for 
freedom and cultivate courage 
whenever you can. Ultimately, 
Twain sought to make himself 
a Citizen of the World, and I 
invite you to do the same.
	 The young Samuel Clemens 
once tried to get away from 
what he called a “bluff reef,” 
looming in the darkness, direct-
ly in his path, but it turned out 
only to be a wind reef. Nothing 
real. Bixby said, “The wind 
does that,” and Twain asked, 

“How can I tell them apart?” 
“I can’t tell you,” Bixby replied. 
“It’s an instinct. By and by you 
will just naturally know one 
from the other, the wind reef 
from the bluff one, the illusion 
from the reality, but you will 
never be able to explain why or 
how you know them apart.” 
	 In every class that you had 
at Taft, the underlying agenda 
was to teach you to know a 
bluff reef from a wind reef. 
A Taft education is an ever-
evolving, unfolding entity, 
always present, by your side, 
traveling with you through life, 
serving as the rudder by which 
you will steer through the 
clear and shadowed waters. 
And now we are sailing down 
the river at lightning speed. 
	 You are free now, sailing 

on your own, O captains, my 
captains! Free to create your 
destinies. 
	 To conclude, Bruce Fifer, 
head of the Arts Department 
and director of Collegium, 
will sing a signature piece 
from his own repertoire—
something that I hope will be 
a theme song for the Class of 
2010, and for your awareness 
of that great, vast, unfolding 
river—your Taft education. 

Bruce Fifer sang “Old Man 
River” and Jen saluted the se-
niors Navy-style to say farewell.

 
              speaker 

Leigh Anne 
O’Mealia ’10
I have been voted Class 
Cheerleader, Last to Leave, 
and Most Likely to Return 
as Faculty. Over the last four 
years, I have fallen in love with 
Taft. Since spring break, that 
love has made it hard for me 
to think about leaving, moving 
on and even growing up. That 
is, until two weeks ago, when 
the Class of 1960 returned to 
campus for its 50th reunion. 
I was lucky enough to be in-
vited to their party, where they 
reminisced about their years 
here. Their stories, their lives 
and their presence surprisingly 
made it easier for me to think 
about graduation and what 
happens in life after Taft. 
	 I realized that when you 
leave, you don’t forfeit your 
identity here. We leave the 
school with a legacy, both 
as individuals and as a class. 
More importantly, however, 
I realized that although we 
are leaving, we will always be 
Tafties. Every moment here, 
the good and the bad, has 
taught us something about 
ourselves. The pure strength of 
the Taft community is evident 
in all of us graduating—but 
it is also clear when you look 

Class Speaker Leigh Anne 
O’Mealia learns to embrace her 
imminent status as a Taft alum. 

Highpoint Pictures

“A Taft education is an ever-evolving, unfolding entity, always 
present, by your side, traveling with you through life, serving as the 
rudder by which you will steer through the clear and shadowed 
waters. And now we are sailing down the river at lightning speed.” 
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into the eyes of the parents of 
the Class of 2010. They have 
witnessed the essence of Taft. 
Like us, when graduation is 
over, they will take part of Taft 
with them… 
	 But when we leave here 
today, we become Taft alums. 
As scary as this may seem, 
it’s just a new type of recog-
nition in the community. I 
learned this from a particular 
story Peter Buttenheim ’60 
told me.… He was on vaca-
tion with his family and saw 
a young man, about 20 years 
old, in a Taft hat. In typical 
Taft fashion, Mr. Buttenheim 
introduced himself, and they 
proceeded to talk about their 
school for almost 30 minutes 
before heading their separate 
ways. Almost a month later, 

Mr. Buttenheim received an 
email from the young man 
asking how things were going. 
According to Mr. Buttenheim, 
over the years, he has gotten 
so close to this man that “they 
can almost be considered 
family.” I think of this story 
and can’t help but believe the 
Taft spirit continues outside 
these walls. 
	 We should look at today not 
as our last day at Taft, but rath-
er as the day we become some 
of the lucky few who can call 

themselves Taft Alums—and 
the day we vow to never forget 
the people, the knowledge and 
the moments that have defined 
our Taft careers. As a commu-
nity, we learned to rejoice in 
the accomplishments of others, 
and that will continue for the 
rest of our lives.
	 I’m not going to say good-
bye, but instead, in classic 
New Jersey fashion, leave 
you with some wisdom from 
Bruce Springsteen: “Let’s take 
the good times as they go/ 
And I’ll meet you further on 
up the road.” 

 
              speaker 

Mark Simone ’10
Almost everyone has had a 
near-death experience in his 
or her life. Perhaps you fell 
out of a tree as a little kid, or 
maybe you just got a ride into 
town from our beloved class-
mate, Galen “Jeff Gordon” 
Sanderson. Regardless, 
near-death experiences are 
ordinary; I am here today to 
speak to you about something 
far more important and rare: 
near-life experiences. 
	 Experts define near-life ex-
periences as pivotal moments 
in a person’s life: making a 
life-changing decision, taking 
the road less traveled, leav-
ing your comfort zone. The 
beginning of my first near-
life experience came when I 
made the decision to apply to 
Taft as a repeat junior. 
	 Somehow I was accepted 
to Taft. Maybe it was the 
bad economy, maybe the 
Admissions Office thought 

they needed just one more kid 
from New Canaan, and that 
lucky number 27 would make 
for a perfectly balanced stu-
dent body. 
	 I remember my first day 
here quite clearly. It was 
September 9, 2008. Fannie 
Mae and Freddie Mac were 
both taken over by the gov-
ernment, the housing bubble 
collapsed, which sparked the 
greatest financial downturn 
in U.S. history since the Great 
Depression.
	 Thankfully, my Taft career 
has not been reflective of 
the economic disaster that 
took place that day. In what 
seems like the blink of an 
eye, two amazing years have 
gone by. As we walk across 
the stage today and accept 
our diplomas, our living Taft 
experience comes to a close, 
and we are presented with a 
wonderful, beautifully intoxi-
cating clean slate, chock-full 
of near-life experiences just 
waiting to be undertaken. 
Still, it is our task, as gradu-
ates, to make the first move. 
We must stare near-life expe-
riences in the face and then 
take them on willingly, no 
matter how challenging or 
difficult they appear to be. 
	  Halfway through the 
movie, Fight Club, Ed Norton’s 
character realizes that his 
materialistic desires and com-
placency with being average 
will ultimately consume him. 
In a moment of self-reflection, 
Norton uses the metaphor of 
decorating the interior of his 
apartment to explain the perils 
of materialism and constantly 
remaining in your comfort 
zone. He says: “You buy 
furniture. You tell yourself, 
this is the last sofa I will ever 

Class Speaker Mark Simone, 
who received the Joseph I. 

Cunningham Award, reminds his 
classmates to embrace near-life 

experiences. Andre Li ’11

Chemistry Prize
Toan Duc Phan

Chinese Prize
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Daniel Higgins Fenton 
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Molly Newhouse Kirkpatrick

Global Service and 
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Anna Blazena Stransky 

Japanese Prize
Yuji Tsuchikawa, Rei Yazaki

John S. Noyes French Prize
Christian Corey Martin 

Physics Prize
Toan Duc Phan

John T. Reardon Prize
Hailey Phipps Karcher

Toan Duc Phan

Alvin I. Reiff Biology Prize
Gregory Ryan Bayliss

Spanish Prize
Matthew Emmanuel Alvarez

David Kenyon Webster Prize 
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Zoe Katharine Hetzner

Wilson‑Douglas 
Mathematics Prize
Ki Suk (Brian) Jang

Toan Duc Phan
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Frances McCabe, Aislinn Ives 
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Proe, Elizabeth King Thompson
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Collins, Neil Benjamin Foxman, 

Chi Kong (Adrian) Fu, Claire 
Elizabeth Grieve, Samuel 

Mark Magida, Matthew Penn 
McLaughlin, Elizabeth King 

Thompson, Yuji Tsuchikawa,  
John Ludlow Wyman
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need in my life. Buy the sofa, 
then for a couple years you’re 
satisfied that no matter what 
goes wrong, at least you’ve got 
your sofa issue handled. Then 
the right set of dishes. Then 
the perfect bed. The drapes. 
The rug. Then you’re trapped 
in your lovely nest, and the 
things you used to own, now 
they own you.” 
	 The sofas and furniture 
in our lives right now are the 
things that make us feel com-
fortable: Longtime friends, 
familiar courses and, of 
course, the wonderful home 
that we call Taft. Am I ask-
ing you to forget about all of 
these things? Of course not. 
Taft will always be a special 
place, and all of you will be 
my friends forever. What I ask 
is that we find a new part of 
ourselves in college. I ask that 
we leave our comfort zones, 
and when the opportunity 
for that near-life experience 
comes along, we seize it. 
		   
	

 
Willy 
MacMullen ’78
I want to carry you back in 
time, to a century ago, to the 
1910 senior class with which 
you share, perhaps without 
knowing, a mysterious kinship 

wrought from a brick and 
stone building. Since you have 
heard me speak of the Taft 
family you are about to join, 
I want to make an introduc-
tion—you to them, they to 
you, across the many years. 
	 But why them, you might 
ask? It takes little poetic license 
to pair you. If you started talk-
ing with them, despite the 
chasm of time, you would find 
you shared a unique education, 
and more: a common bond 
about which you could tell sto-
ries. I went to the archives and 
found the 1910 Annual, and 
with it, I introduce you.
	 You would smile if you 
saw this book. It is small, 
about 7 by 9 inches, with a 
somber black cover. There are 
advertisements that strike us 
as quaint, perhaps: “Rightly 
Made” shirts from Waterbury, 
a music store specializing in 
banjos and mandolins, an 
Italian fruit and ice cream 
vendor near the trolley stop 
in Watertown, and also, of 
course, Brooks Brothers 
clothing, on Broadway and 
22nd. The faculty peer out 
at you in a single black and 
white photograph: eleven 
men, two whose names you 
know, Harley Roberts and 
Andrew McIntosh. There 
is an all-school photo, and 
there are just over one hun-
dred students, most with 
familiar addresses in New 
York, Connecticut and 
Massachusetts. One address 
stands out and is my favor-
ite, that of middler Charles 
Phelps Taft, whose father was 

the nation’s president: it reads 
simply, “The White House.”
	 They are all boys, of 
course, looking across the 
century with starched collars, 
baggy wool uniforms, and 
Glee Club bow ties. Few are 
smiling, and the combination 
of the formal photography 
and the Sunday school dress 
makes them look older.
	 Theirs was a typical year: 
busy, plenty of challenges, a 
good share of triumphs, more 
than a little humor and fun. The 
calendar has a mix you would 
recognize, of season records, 
club activities and dances. And 
there was a flu outbreak—their 
H1N1—and “standing room 
only in the Infirmary.” But 
there were differences as well. 
The campus was small—one 
large wooden building and 
some muddy playing fields—
and Watertown was quiet and 
quaint, horses still clopping 
down Main Street. Tuition was 
$800 for boarders and $200 for 
day pupils, perhaps the only 
thing your parents would hap-
pily swap with today. 
	 But the big news was the 
building. The Annual editors 
wrote, “Mr. Taft has changed 
his plans as regard the site for 
the new school and intends 
to build on the site of the 
present buildings instead of 
on the hill. The ground [has 
been] broken…and work 
will go steadily on until the 
buildings are finished.” It was 

Headmaster Willy MacMullen 
reminds us that, even a century 

later, the core of the Taft experi-
ence has changed little.  

Andre Li ’11

“As we walk across 
the stage today 
and accept our 

diplomas, our living 
Taft experience 

comes to a close, and 
we are presented 
with a wonderful, 

beautifully 
intoxicating clean 

slate, chock-full of 
near-life experiences 

just waiting to be 
undertaken.”
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a noisy, dusty campus and 
one that was never to be the 
same again. 
	 So this was a school at once 
utterly unlike yours today, and 
yet intimately familiar as well. 
It was then, as today, a school 
of smart students, dedicated 
faculty, a beautiful campus and 
a close community built on 
values of trust, respect and ser-
vice. But it’s this building that 
really joins the classes: the two 
moments in history blur and 
blend, so everything is pull-
ing these two classes together, 
straining to link them. It is, to 
me, a symbol at once of all that 
changes and all that is fixed, all 
that is new and all that is old. 
It’s an easy symbol.
	 And you will even see on 
the wall outside the dining 
room quotations from the 
school’s four headmasters—
one a line from Horace Taft. It 
is our way of ensuring that the 
historic values of the school 
surround us always, especially 
as we are changing, and it is 
Taft’s sentence that is particu-
larly suited for this class, which 
has seen a lot of challenges and 
learned much about persever-
ance, resilience and fortitude:
	 “The one great principle 
of education,” Taft wrote, “is 
doing hard things and doing 
them well and bravely.”
	 It is one of my favorites 
of the hundreds I have read 
from Taft. It is something the 
faculty believes very, very 
strongly; and as you leave, we 
hope it has proven true. We 
have designed our curricu-
lum, offered courses, made 
demands of your conduct and 
confronted you with ethical 
challenges so that you would 
do hard things well and bravely.
	 We have tried to make 

you do hard things, in the 
classroom—where if we did 
our job, you were pushed 
more than ever, asked to scale 
risky intellectual and artistic 
heights, left alone to cling 
there, where you might have 
even slipped from time to time 
before you were sent back up. 
We tried to make you do hard 
things on teams, in plays, with 
clubs. We tried to make you 
do hard things in personal 
conduct: we required your 
honor when it was difficult, we 
asked for personal responsibil-
ity where the world may not, 
we demanded daily account-
ability in ways that at times no 
doubt felt oppressive and we 
challenged you to embody our 
motto, “Not to Be Served But 
to Serve.”
	 And we have, in the 
classrooms and dorms and 
hallways and stage and play-
ing fields and dining hall and 
offices, tried to instill in you 
the conviction that life is not 
easy and often requires brav-
ery. We were never thinking 
about battlefield or someone-
just-fell-onto-the-subway 
bravery. We were thinking 
about being brave in doing 
what is right, in putting oth-
ers before self, in standing up 
for what you believe even if 
it flies in the face of popular 
sentiment. The stuff of com-
mon, everyday bravery, sadly 
lacking in many of the very 
arenas you will enter.
	 It’s an old and central 
belief of ours. Seniors, you 
and the class of 1910 could 
compare notes. I can hear 
John Blossom, president of the 
1910 class, asking today’s head 
monitor, Bo Redpath: “Did 
you guys talk about honor 
or service? Did the teachers 

demand excellence? Were they 
always on you about how you 
conduct yourselves?” And Bo: 
“Are you kidding?”
	 What Horace Taft said at 
the 20th Commencement is 
lost to history, but I suspect 
that his themes and mine are 
similar. His world was so dif-
ferent from this one, but they 
are, in the end, more alike 
than they are different, the 
fundamental challenges the 
same. Both worlds need men 
and women who will do hard 
things well and bravely.
	 He must have gazed on 
those 13 seniors and won-
dered, as we faculty do today, 
if he had served them well. We 
teachers may feel a combina-
tion of doubt and faith—we 
live at the intersection—as 
we know the true test of a Taft 
education will be known only 
at eulogy. But I doubt there is 
ever a day we feel more brim-
ming with hope than this one.
	 Those 1910 graduates are 
all gone now, but I think I 
know what they would say if 
they sat in the dining hall in a 
booth with their brothers and 
sisters from 2010. I think they 
would start with, “We never 
had a place like this.” And then 
they might offer the wisdom of 
their collective days. I bet they 
would say something like, “Do 
hard things well and bravely, 
live a life of honor and commit 
to serving others.” That’s a good 
place to start a conversation.
	 Then they would say, when 
you are done today, come 
through that arch and join us. j

(The remarks above are excerpts 
only. Listen to the audio online, 
view more photos of the day or 
read the talks in their entirety at 
www.TaftSchool.org.)

Thomas Sabin Chase  
Awards In Art

Danielle Simonne Donnelly
Ki Suk (Brian) Jang

Dance Award
Alexandra Nicole Hutchinson

George H. Morgan Award
Brian Veasna Sengdala

Mark Potter Award In Art
Kopano Laura Ramsay

Theater Award
Charlotte Stuart Jacob

Lara Anne Watling

Bill Waldron Memorial Prize
Lara Anne Watling

P.T. Young Music Award
David William Florence IV 

Charlotte Stuart Jacob 

Marion Hole Makepeace Award
Kristen Elizabeth Proe

Lawrence Hunter Stone Award
John Patrick Barr

Senior Athletic Awards
Kathryn Jeanette Alberti, John 

Patrick Barr, Katherine Ann 
Carden, Ryan James Collier, 

William Crossin Einstein, Garnett 
Maximillian Frew, Jared Denzel 

Jackson, Tucker Torrence 
Jennings, Maxwell Michael 

Kachur, Chelsea Eileen Maloney, 
Alexander Horton Masucci, 

Conor James McEvoy, Thomas 
Gerard O’Mealia, Michael John 

Petchonka, Kristen Elizabeth Proe, 
Keefe Wynn Rafferty, Edward 
Bowditch Redpath, Thaddeus 

George Reycraft, Reed Lang 
Shapiro, Kevin Andrew Spotts, 

Hunter Lane Yale
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 Valedictorian Toan Duc 
Phan takes home the  

Chemistry Prize, the Physics  
Prize and the the John T. Reardon 

Prize in history. Peter Frew ’75

 A combined one hundred ten 
years of teaching experience and 

none of them looks any older. 
Peter Frew ’75

 Bagpipes lead the seniors in. 
Peter Frew ’75

 Mid class dean Mark Traina 
is recognized with the William 

and Lee Abramowitz Award for 
Teaching Excellence. Andre Li ’11

 Bruce Fifer sings “Old Man 
River” after Jen Zaccara’s talk  
on Mark Twain. Peter Frew ’75

 Aurelian Award winner 
Caroline Castellano. Andre Li ’11

“The one great 
principle of 

education is doing 
hard things and 

doing them well 
and bravely.”



Robert F. Wagner ’29 dedicated his life to public service. 
He was elected mayor of New York City in 1953 with 
the support of the infamous Tammany Hall political 
machine. Yet he played a role in the decline of the politi-
cal machine when he ran for his last term, after rebuking 
the leader of Tammany Hall and running on his own. 
He won that race and thus contributed to the decline in 
political corruption in American politics. 
	 Raised by his father after his mother’s death when 
he was nine, Wagner was clearly shaped by his father’s 
career. Robert F. Wagner Sr. was the illustrious U.S. 
senator who helped create the Social Security system 
under Franklin D. Roosevelt and the National Labor 
Relations Act, which legalized collective bargaining. 
This landmark legislation was named the Wagner Act in 
honor of its principal author. Growing up in this politi-
cal life, Wagner was infused with a strong sense of public 
service, which was only strengthened at Taft.
	 Wagner attended Yale University and then went onto 
to Yale Law School, graduating in 1937. He began his 
political career early, serving in the New York Assembly 
for three terms. Continuing his public service, he en-
listed in the Army to serve in World War II, ending his 
army career as a lieutenant colonel and earning a Bronze 
Star and the French Croix de Guerre.
	 Only Edward Koch and Fiorello LaGuardia served 
as mayor for as long as Wagner—12 years. In that time, 
Wagner made significant changes to the infrastructure 
of New York City. He connected the city in many ways 
by overseeing the building of the Van Wyck Expressway, 
the Grand Central Parkway, the Long Island Expressway, 
and the Verrazano-Narrrows and Throgs Neck bridges. 
When the Giants and the Dodgers left New York, he 
built Shea Stadium to lure the new Mets baseball team 
to the city. Realizing the importance of entertainment to 
city living, he built Lincoln Center for the Performing 

Arts and helped bring the 1964–65 World’s Fair to 
New York. He also helped create a beloved New York 
institution—Shakespeare in the Park—over objections 
that the producer was a communist.
	 When Wagner was first elected he promised to 
produce a “government dedicated to the best interest of 
all people” and he expressed the value of public service 
as “among the most noble challenges and among the 
greatest responsibilities.” Wagner saw significant de-
mographic changes taking place in the city after World 
War II, and tackled their political ramifications head 
on. Many whites were upwardly mobile and moved 
to the newly created suburbs. Opportunities for jobs 
and new lives were created for blacks from the South 
and Puerto Ricans who flocked to the city. He cleared 
slums for better public housing and improved schools, 
including the creation of the City University of New 
York. He tackled corruption in city government, hired 
more police officers and hired minorities to work in 
the civil service. When there were riots in Harlem and 
Bedford-Stuyvesant, Wagner created a “jobs program for 
disadvantaged youth” and other anti-poverty programs. 
	 Wagner always wanted to follow in his father’s foot-
steps to the U.S. Senate, but was defeated in 1956 by 
Republican Jacob Javits, who was swept into office on 
the coattails of Dwight Eisenhower. Had it been any 
other year, Wagner would likely have won. Nonetheless, 
former governor Mario Cuomo believes that Wagner 
was “the city’s greatest mayor,” and Koch said that 
LaGuardia and Wagner were the two best mayors of the 
city. He was a man who dedicated his life to public ser-
vice, and the public was well served. j

—Rachael Ryan

Rachael teaches AP Government at Taft. She and husband 
Greg Hawes ’85 were profiled in the spring 2005 issue.

PHOTO:
NYC Mayor Robert 

Wagner ’29, left, with 
Tammany boss Carmine 

DeSapio, right, at the 
National Democratic 

Convention in 1956. Grey 

Villet/Time & Life Pictures/

Getty Images 

Sources:
Encyclopedia of World 

Biography
New York Times

Wikipedia
www.nyc.gov

Robert F. Wagner, Class of 1929
The Man Who Would Be Mayor

tales of a TAFTIE
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from the ARCHIVES

Varsity Softball

In the spring of 1974 girls had been at Taft for only two and a half years. When this 
picture was taken early in the season, this group looked radiantly ahead to compiling 
a 13–1 record, beating schools that had fielded girls teams for many years. 

—Alison Gilchrist

n Team Members: (back row) 
Molly Heminway, Victoria Ryder, 

Laura Cassidy, Tina Shealy, 
Sarah Hoyt, Coach Martha 

Patrick, Coach John Sadowsky, 
(front row) Gloria Board, Helen 

Millett, Dee Dee Strickland, 
Marian Reiff, Pam Ryder, Wendy 

Cassidy, Susan Salisbury

Have any stories? We look forward to hearing from you!
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