Dear Shipmate:
Forgive me, Shipmate, for I have sinned.  It has been 7 years since my last confession.

This is LT Josh “Taco” Potocko writing from New Orleans.  I’m hungover from staying out until 3 am last night, my Tulane NROTC mids received their diplomas and commissions yesterday, and somehow it is already 98 degrees at 8 o’clock this morning in the Big Easy.  But life is good, and I feel compelled to write into Shipmate for the first time ever.  Hopefully I can elucidate what brought on this sudden burst of inspiration.

Today is May 22nd, 2005, 7 years to the day that the Blue Angels flew over my head before I tossed my cover in the air with y’all after shaking Slick Willy’s hand.  Since that beautiful spring Annapolis day, when my mother stood on my left, my father on my right, pinning on my new shoulderboards, I feel like I have been transformed.  It really amazes me how much of that change I owe to my fellow classmates, USNA, and the Navy in general.  I realize now that I was quite clueless as to all the different bumps, twists and turns that would get me to this point, and I am utterly grateful to have the support and fellowship of so many fine young men and women in my life.  Here are a few examples.

I’m grateful for Darren Pontell.  We went to high school together.  We lived less than a mile away from one another, which was only 40 minutes from the back gate to Columbia, MD.  Many times, his family and I would coordinate a car pool so that we could acquire our much needed sleep, food, laundry, and the other comforts of home during Plebe year.  We were not exceptionally close, but here is what I do know.  Darren was a NAPSter who had followed in his brother’s footsteps, Class of 88.  Whenever his parents picked us up, I always saw Mrs. Pontell wearing the Class of 88 crest around her neck, so I asked Darren about his brother.  Little did I know, he was lost in a flight mishap at the carrier during flight school.  Darren did not enter into flight training, perhaps to spare his parents the worry of another such accident.  But he entered the Intel community and eventually got assigned to ONI in D.C.  He had just gotten married to his high-school sweetheart, Devora (a girl I used to sing with in the school choir) and had just seen his family at a large gathering to celebrate his birthday.  But then on Sept 11th terrorists took out the Navy wing of the Pentagon where Darren was finishing a night shift.  That day crushed us all, but no words will do justice to the level of confusion, pain, and suffering that the Pontell family must have endured.  I’d like to publicly thank them for their supreme sacrifice, on behalf of our class and the nation.
I’m grateful for Jaime Potter.  Jaime and I were sponsor brothers.  Yes, even though I lived nearby, I still had sponsors.  Mark and Lori Poerio took us into their home (already full with four young, wild children) and treated us like family from day one.  They had never sponsored mids before, but they did a stellar job.  Again, I was not real close with Jaime, but in the short time that we played hoops, wrestled with the kids, and blew off steam, I could tell that he was a genuine, caring guy.  He had just gotten engaged when a car accident took his life before his time.  I will miss catching up with him at Homecoming games and reunions with the Poerio’s.
I’m humbled by friends like Jay Choe (or as I call him, the artist formerly known as Chong).  This guy probably thinks I’ve gone SWF on him, now that I am living in a house down the street from where he used to live, attempting to gain entry to Tulane Medical school like he did, and (soon) driving a convertible.  He might not know it, but I do look up to my former roomie.  And we almost lost him along with John Bush in a horrible car accident in the woods of West Virginia back in 95.  Thank goodness for cops that were prior Marines, and Korean doctors in West Virginia?!  We patched those guys up pretty well (John went on to fly jets) and now Jay is happily married and doing the GMO thing in Okinawa.  If you run into him when he gets stateside, ask him about removing the appendix of a star Navy football player, or flying into Indonesia to provide relief after the Tsunami.  Or even teaching Noel Rodriguez and Pete Lombard the finer points of the sleeper hold during wrestling “study breaks” late at night on the hard tile floors of Bancroft.

I’m honored to have shared a stateroom with guys like Aaron “Garv” Shuler, Ryan “Wilson” Phillips, Chris “Dolly” Dollard (98 – 1, Snoogins), and Matt “T-Bone” Delabarre (also 97).  These guys helped turn a 10-month cruise on the Stinkin’ Lincoln into…well, something like going away to camp.  We all had our rough moments.  Many of them came during port visits, including getting thrown in hack for a “miscommunication” with an O-4 regarding duty.  Damn doughheads.  But those guys taught me a lot about friendship while flying with the Bluewolves.  They would have lain down in traffic for me, and I will never forget it.  The culmination of our deployment came when we got turned around on New Year’s Day, 2003, in order to head back to the Gulf for OIF.  In the words of the Admiral, we were told to “get over it.”  Then the most random thing happened.  The President decided to fly out to our ship to welcome us home from the war, and Ryan was the lucky chauffeur!  I still can’t believe that actually happened???
Another Bluewolf in that historic flight was LCDR Scott Zellem ‘91.  He was in the lead plane with the secret service and the President’s COS.  I’m truly honored to have been able to associate with this fine young American.  Sadly, he was taken from us during VS-35’s last cruise on the Stennis before they were decommissioned.  With him were three amazing brothers-in-arms, AT2 Joshua Showalter, LT Patrick “Patty” Myrick, and LT James “Pup” Pupplo.  Two of them had young children, the other two had kids on the way.  I worked closely with all of these gentlemen, and to have to say goodbye this early in their developing lives was heart-wrenching.  But this is the point where I finally explain how I came to write this letter today (as I chug water and ibuprofen).

Last night I met a girl on Bourbon St.  She was a lovely southern girl, with a winning smile, beautiful green eyes, and some very protective brothers.  Fortunately for me, one of her brothers had served in Airwing 14 at the same time I did.  This kid, 21 years old, and already out of the Navy, had grown his hair and sideburns out and was crashing with his sister trying to figure out what to do with his life.  We shared memories of Bahrain, embedded journalists, stupid pilot tricks (he was an AD3), beer days, Tomcat Pilots and NFO’s (like Darren “Chicken” Sweeney in VF-31), and two weeks in Perth, Australia- the best and most expensive port visit in history.  But when the talk turned to the Stennis, and to the squadron I had been in, he grew somber, raised his glass, and we toasted to our comrades in Bluewolf 704 that disappeared off the radar screen one quiet night near Iwo Jima.  You see, I had already checked out of the squadron, so I was not physically out there during the mishap.  But this young AD helped reinforce in me the notion that all of us who serve are intimately connected in one way or another, and for that I am thankful.  Will it help me get a date with his sister? A guy can only hope.
Basically, these and other experiences along the way have taught me that life is precious, life is sacred, life must be revered and lived actively.  I recently heard some good advice: “Don’t die with your music still in you.”  So I’m literally starting a band [www.joeschwa.com].  But this quote applies to us all, and the “music” is really the essence of an individual’s potential for greatness.  I applaud all of you who continue to live this motto- let’s hope we may continue to inspire and support one another through whatever tough challenges lie ahead.  
I’m terribly excited for the future.  I’ve had a number of guests help break in the new house here in uptown New Orleans, and I hope for many more.  Reserve your Jazzfest 2006 floorspace now!  I’ll leave a standing offer to anyone out there who needs a tour guide for the Crescent City.  I really don’t care if you have to go back in the yearbook to figure out who the hell I am, we’ll figure it out when you get here.  Besides, as they say, if you know one of us, you know all of us.  It has been a great pleasure living in this town, no matter what you may hear about the crime, poverty, etc.  This is a bountiful community of food, music, drink, and dancing.
Later this summer Kaitan “Goop” Gupta and I will attempt to summit Mt. Kilimanjaro in Tanzania (19,340 feet).  Last time I checked, our fingers were turning pretty blue at that altitude when we rode in the pressure chamber in back in Pensacola.  So I won’t make any guarantees.  But if we motivate each other to make it to the top, you can guarantee I’ll be etching in the glacial snow, in bold font, “98 was here.”
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