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REACTS ENTHUSIASTICALLY
TO THE SIGHT OF HER INITIALS
WELDED TO A STEEL PLATE,
WHICH WILL BE INSTALLED
IN THE SUBMARINE ILLINOIS.
WELDER MICHAEL MACOMBER IS
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ELECTRIC BOAT PRESIDENT JEFF GEIGER EXCHANGES A FEW WORDS WITH FIRST LADY MICHELLE OBAMA AT THE CONCLUSION OF THE
KEEL LAYING FOR THE SUBMARINE ILLINOIS.

A KEEL WELL LAID

T

he traditional formality of naval ship ceremonies dissipated quickly June 2 when
First Lady Michelle Obama faced the
crowd at the keel laying of the submarine
Illinois (SSN-786) and began her remarks
with, “Wow. This is really cool.”
Mrs. Obama, ship sponsor of the 13th Virginia-class submarine, spoke inside Bay 3 in
Building 2003 at Quonset Point. The space
had been transformed in four days from an
industrial facility dedicated to submarine
construction to a nearly unrecognizable area
with bunting, a speaking platform, Jumbotron TV screens, a sophisticated sound system, seating, and the welding stand where
the keel authentication would take place.
Some 1,500 employees and Navy and
political leaders attended the event, along with
members of the ship’s crew and their families.
A sizeable press corps reported on the ceremony from a platform opposite the stage.
“Forty years ago, this facility at Quonset
Point embarked on what would become a
revolution in submarine production when
it began manufacturing hull cylinders for
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Ohio-class ballistic-missile submarines and
transporting them to our Groton, Connecticut, shipyard,” said Electric Boat President
Jeff Geiger. “It has been an amazing story.
“Starting off in the 1970s with nearly
empty, 300-ton hull cylinders for the Trident program, the shipbuilders at Quonset
Point are now outfitting modules with
tanks, machinery, piping, wiring, and hull
coatings.
“Weighing up to 2,000 tons, these sophisticated modules are transported to Groton or
Newport News Shipbuilding, where they are
assembled, tested and delivered to the U.S.
Navy as Virginia-class submarines,” said
Geiger.
“This one-of-a-kind facility has proved
itself critical to Electric Boat’s capability to
build the most advanced undersea vessels in
the world for our Navy,” he said.
In conjunction with the facility’s 40th
anniversary, Geiger recognized the contributions of the 65 Quonset Point employees
with 40 years or more of service with Electric Boat.

The backdrop for the ceremony was Section 2B - 5, a 100-foot-long, 1,700-ton hull
section containing the auxiliary machinery
room, crew berthing and a lockout trunk to
support Special Operations requirements.
“When we transport this module to our
Groton shipyard in August, it will be virtually complete, ready to be joined with
three other hull sections to form the submarine Illinois,” Geiger said. “This module
is one representation of the innovative
approaches the Navy/industry team has
developed to establish the Virginia program
as an efficient and affordable shipbuilding
enterprise.”
Also presenting remarks were Matt
Mulherin, president of Newport News
Shipbuilding; U.S. Rep. Joe Courtney,
Conn. – 2nd District; U.S. Rep. Jim
Langevin, R.I. – 2nd District; U.S. Sen.
Jack Reed of Rhode Island; Gov. Lincoln
Chafee of Rhode Island; Rear Adm. David
Johnson; Adm. John Richardson; Secretary
of the Navy Ray Mabus and Mrs. Obama.
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CEREMONIAL START OF CONSTRUCTION
QUONSET POINT WELDER MICHAEL MACOMBER INSCRIBES THE INITIALS OF FIRST LADY MICHELLE OBAMA
TO A STEEL PLATE DURING KEEL LAYING CEREMONY FOR THE SUBMARINE ILLINOIS.
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FIRST LADY MICHELLE OBAMA DECLARES THE KEEL OF ILLINOIS “WELL AND TRULY LAID.”

REMARKS BY FIRST LADY MICHELLE OBAMA

W

ow. All right, can I just break with
protocol and say, this is really cool.
I mean, come on. This is so nice.
I want to start by thanking Secretary Mabus for that very kind introduction, but more importantly, for his tremendous
leadership for our country for so many years.
I also want to recognize Governor Chaffee,
Governor Malloy, Senators Reed and Whitehouse, and all of the members of Congress and
the elected officials that we have with us today,
and all of the distinguished guests and military leaders who serve our country so bravely
every single day.
Now, I have been a sponsor for a Coast
Guard cutter before, but I’ve heard that
working with submariners is a whole different ballgame. Is that true? So I am beyond
excited, and I am truly honored. And I
couldn’t be more proud that I have my
daughters, Malia and Sasha, who join me to
serve as maids of honor for this vessel. They
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are not here today because they had tests
to take. That’s no indication of their commitment going forward, but today they had
history and something else. But they send
their love, and they are truly excited by the
honor. But know that you have three really
solid Chicago girls that are very excited to
support this vessel.
And we understand what a fine submarine
the Illinois will be. And it has been fascinating for me to learn more about all that goes
into building a submarine — from laying
the keel, to the christening, to the commissioning. It is truly a privilege to be part of
this very unique process. It is something that
I will take away as one of the extraordinary
experiences that I’ve had in my entire life.
So I want to thank everyone from General
Dynamics Electric Boat for hosting us here
today, for all the work that they’re doing,
along with the folks from Newport News
Shipbuilding to build this submarine. And

I especially want to, again, join in thanking all of the outstanding folks who work to
make these submarines happen – all of the
welders, the machinists, the metalworkers,
the electricians. I know there are so many
more. I got to see some of you guys earlier –
some of you guys and gals, because we got
some strong women on the team, as well.
But thank you for everything that you do,
for being part of this effort. I’ve heard that
you all are some of the most skilled shipbuilders we have around, so I’m confident
that this is going to be an outstanding vessel.
And it takes a lot to make it happen. I
know that in the coming months, you all
will be working around the clock. You’re
going to be pouring your heart and soul into
this vessel, you’ll be pulling all-night shifts
— I hear you probably have already done a
few of those already – and you’ll be creating
one of the finest, most state-of-the-art submarines we have ever seen. And as you all

are building this sub, the sailors here will be
working alongside you to build a top-notch
crew to bring her to life. So I want to just
take a moment to give a round of applause to
the crew of the Illinois.
Now, I have learned that they don’t pick
just anybody to be a part of a Pre-Comm
crew. That’s true, right? You guys are pretty
special. These jobs aren’t easy. They demand
an intense sense of mission and discipline, as
well as organizational skills, critical thinking,
and the ability to perform under pressure. So,
again, I am honored and humbled to be putting my initials into this submarine with an
exceptional crew like this one.
And as we gather here for this keel laying
ceremony, it’s important to remind ourselves
why we’re building this new submarine
now. Yes, our war in Iraq is over. Our war
in Afghanistan will be over by the end of
the year. And as we saw this weekend, after
nearly five years of captivity, we will welcome home Sergeant Bowe Bergdahl.
But you all know that the work of keeping
our country safe and secure will never be
over. And our Navy is a daily testament to
that truth.
No matter what’s going on in the world
— whether we’re at war or at peace,
whether it’s day or night — the Navy is
always out there, watching out for our
nation. At any given time, tens of thousands
of sailors like all of you are out to sea on
behalf of our country, including nearly
4,000 in submarines. You’re gathering crucial intelligence and taking on some of our
most dangerous missions, often providing
the quickest response to emerging threats
around the globe. And by keeping the seas
safe and free for all nations, you’re fueling
the engine of our global economy as well.
In fact, 90 percent of our goods worldwide
are carried by water. And that cargo literally puts food on the table for millions of
American families every single day. So in
a very real way, our nation depends on the
Navy’s constant forward presence all around
the world.
But I know that folks aren’t always aware
of the kind of sacrifices you all are making. Because even when we’re at war, and
we hear about boots on the ground, the
image that comes to mind is usually men
and women on combat patrols, or riding

MAKING HER MARK
FIRST LADY MICHELLE OBAMA CHALKS
HER INITIALS ON A STEEL PLATE
THAT WILL BE INSTALLED IN THE
SUBMARINE ILLINOIS

I ESPECIALLY WANT TO, AGAIN,
JOIN IN THANKING ALL OF THE
OUTSTANDING FOLKS WHO WORK
TO MAKE THESE SUBMARINES
HAPPEN – ALL OF THE WELDERS,
THE MACHINISTS, THE METALWORKERS, THE ELECTRICIANS.
in Humvees, or parachuting into danger in
the dead of night. We often don’t hear about
folks like you deployed at sea, hundreds of
feet below the waves. So we have no idea that
for months at a time, you don’t see the sun or
breathe fresh air. We have no idea that you all
go for weeks with no phone calls, no texts, no
Skype sessions with your kids.
And that brings me to your families. For
a long time, I was one of those Americans
who didn’t really know much about the
service and sacrifice of military families
like yours – the emotional toll of long and
multiple deployments, the spouses putting
their careers on hold, the kids starting up in
a new school every couple of years, having
to make new friends and readjust.
But even though you don’t always get the
recognition you deserve, our Navy and our
Navy families always keep moving forward
— always — doing the hard work of

protecting our freedom. As one Navy spouse
told me a few weeks ago, she said “You just
keep marching. You just keep marching.” So
it is no wonder that you all are known as the
“silent service.”
But I want you to know that every day,
your service speaks volumes. And one of
my most important roles as First Lady is to
make sure people know that. You all are the
reason why, three years ago, Jill Biden and I
started Joining Forces – because we wanted
to make sure to honor and support service
members, veterans, and military families
like yours. Absolutely. It has truly been one
of my greatest privileges, getting to know
these families. And I just want you to know
that we’re going to keep serving and supporting you in the years ahead, long after the
wars are over.
So in many ways, this submarine represents not only a new vessel for our Navy, but
a new chapter for our country. In the years
ahead, we may not have brigades deployed
to outposts in the middle of a desert, but no
matter what, we will have sailors like all of
you looking out for us around the globe.
You’re the sailors who step forward for
our country when others step back. You’re
the sailors willing to go to the depths of the
ocean to protect all of our freedoms. That
is the kind of service that inspires me, it
inspires my husband, and I know it inspires
millions of Americans in this country.
So I’m here today not just as a representative of my family, but as a representative of a
grateful nation. And I’m going to do my best
to honor your service by being a really good
sponsor. I’m going to do my job really, really
well. I’m going to think about you always.
But more importantly, I’m going to use every
fiber in my body to make sure that we live in
a country that never forgets your service.
So I want to thank you again for your
unparalleled service to this country. Thank
you to all the shipbuilders for the work that
you all will do. We are so proud of you. You
can see on this stage how many people are
proud of you. And I know for every one
of you there are family members who will
support and love you every step of the way,
so we honor them, as well. It is an honor to
serve as your sponsor.
God bless you all. And God bless the
United States of America.
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FIRST LADY MAKES IMPRESSION ON CREW, FAMILIES
THE CREW OF THE
SUBMARINE ILLINOIS AT THE
KEEL-LAYING CEREMONY
JUNE 2.
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C

mdr. Jessie A. Porter, prospective
commanding officer of Illinois (SSN786), had the largest crew and family
contingent ever at a Quonset Point
keel laying.
That level of interest is understandable
when the First Lady of the United States,
Michelle Obama, is your ship sponsor, and
crew and families all get a chance for a
group photo with her.
“She was very gracious and told everyone
she really appreciates what they do, and
that went a long way toward boosting the
morale of my crew, and their families,” said
Porter, who also praised Electric Boat’s

efforts to stage a first-class event.
“The keel laying was great. Security got
people through the line without any delay,
and the setup was phenomenal – I’ve never
seen an industrial setting staged so well,”
Porter said. “The whole thing was really
well done.”
Porter said he takes every opportunity to
improve crew spirits, as the Illinois continues on a record-setting construction pace,
which increases the already significant
demands placed on the ship’s force.
“Things are moving at a pretty good
clip right now, in terms of the training and
certification of my crew,” Porter said. “But

OF SUBMARINE ILLINOIS
DIPIETRO SAID JUST
HAVING THE OPPORTUNITY
TO BE IN THE SAME ROOM
WITH THE FIRST LADY LEFT
A LASTING IMPRESSION
ON THE CREW AND THEIR
FAMILIES.

it really ramps up starting next spring as
we move into the most intensive phase of
testing.”
The crew started arriving almost a year
ago. Master Chief Hospital Corpsman David
C. DiPietro, the chief of the boat on Illinois,
was the first, on July 21, 2013. Since then
104 more have joined him at the Groton
shipyard, including three from the submarine’s namesake state: Sonar Technician
2nd Class Charles G. Scaife, Machinist Mate
1st Class Robert G. Schmitz, and Electronics
Technician 2nd Class Scott F. Wiscons.
DiPietro said just having the opportunity
to be in the same room with the First Lady

left a lasting impression on the crew and their
families.
“They were all ecstatic about it,” DiPietro
said. “It was all they were talking about that
week. Everything she said, her demeanor,
it was all so positive. Everyone’s really
impressed with her, and very happy to have
her as our sponsor.”
Ship Manager Raymond Cormier (D271) said
Illinois was about 73.5 percent complete at
the keel laying.
All the stern sections – 6-7 and 8-9 – are
already in Groton, with the forward half
scheduled to arrive before the end of summer.
Section 1-2A will be shipped to Groton from
Newport News this month, and 2B-5, which
served as the backdrop of the keel laying, will
arrive in August.
“Things are humming already, but once
they bring in those sections it opens up a lot
of work up forward,” Cormier said. The command and control section and weapons modules are in place and ready to load, he said.
Principal Program Representative Bob
Driscoll (D686) said the ship should reach
pressure-hull complete within four months of
the last section arriving.
“Then it becomes a race to tie all the systems together, test them, and start turning
them over,” Driscoll said. “Then the boat
really starts to take on a life of its own.”
Pressure-hull complete will be marked
by other key events that happen within 18
months: christening, when the ship is put in
the water; delivery, when it is finished and
turned over to the Navy; and commissioning,
when it is formally inducted into the fleet.
But of all the milestones that will be
reached in coming months, Porter said one is
more important to the crew than all the others: “Going to sea.”
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REMARKS BY
THE HON.
RAY MABUS
SECRETARY OF
THE NAVY

T

he Navy has many traditions, most to
show the continuity of service of sailors and ships that, in our case, date to
the dawn of our nation and, in a larger
sense, to antiquity.
This keel-laying is one of those traditions in
the life of a ship. When the people’s elected
representatives authorize a new ship and
appropriate funds for her construction, the
ship is named, a sponsor for it is chosen, her
keel is laid, she is christened and she finally
joins the fleet after commissioning. Each
of these steps marks a significant event as a
ship, in this case today a submarine, takes
shape and readies for decades of patrolling
the earth’s oceans in defense of our country.
America and its Navy are so closely joined
that our Founders enshrined the relationship in the Constitution, requiring Congress
“to provide and maintain a Navy.” Then, as
now, our Navy uniquely provides presence
around the globe. We are in the right place,
not just at the right time, but all the time.
And we provide that presence, in peacetime
no less than in times of war. Our Navy
gives our leaders options in times of crises.
Because we come from the sea, we do not
take up an inch of anyone else’s sovereign
territory, we carry everything we need and
we can stay a very long time.
The vessel whose keel is laid today will be
the most advanced ship in the world; its
technology unmatched. American technological innovation and manufacturing skill
have always been powerful advantages.
They are represented in the future USS
Illinois by the more than 1,000 shipyard
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SECRETARY OF THE NAVY RAY MABUS

professionals working directly on it with so
many more from around our country providing parts and systems for it. Their dedication, their expertise, their incredibly hard
work will fashion from steel and wire and
electronics the premier platform that will be
the Illinois.
Less than a month ago, we announced the
largest Navy contract ever, $17.6 billion, to
build 10 more of these amazing submarines.
I want to thank the members of Congress
here today for making this possible and
industry, represented by Electric Boat and
Huntington Ingalls, for their indispensible
contribution. Because of the partnership and
creativity among Congress, industry and
Navy, we will save $2 billion on these submarines, essentially getting 10 boats for the
price of nine.
And it’s not just subs. In the five years
before this administration took office,
headed I note by someone close to a member of the platform party, the Navy put
27 ships under contract. In the five years
since, we have put 70 ships under contract.
The decline in the size of the fleet has been
arrested and we will return to a fleet of over
300 ships by the end of this decade. Because
of the effort put into this by everyone, Congress, Navy, industry, the United States is
safer because our fleet is stronger.
A naval ship takes its character and spirit
from its name, its sponsor and those who

sail aboard her. Although far from the open
ocean, Illinois and our sea services have
close ties. The battleship Illinois served valiantly one hundred years ago during World
War I. Today, every sailor receives their
initial training in boot camp at Great Lakes,
Ill. Those sailors mark our other, and most
important, advantage. The skill, the dedication and the courage of our people are our
true edge.
The sponsor of USS Illinois is a proud
daughter of the Prairie State. First Lady
Michelle Obama, has, by her actions,
immeasurably helped our sailors and their
families and all our military families of
every service. Her life has been one of dedication to community at every level. She has
brought that passion and her formidable talents to the military community. Her Joining
Forces campaign to support service members’ families with employment and education programs and wellness initiatives has
had a huge, positive, permanent impact.
She will be the tangible connection
between the people of Illinois and of the
United States and their values to this ship.
She will imbue the Illinois with her compassionate and indefatigable spirit and will
serve as an inspiration to all those who sail
aboard this vessel.
Michelle Obama, sponsor of the USS Illinois and first Lady of the United States.

40-YEAR EMPLOYEESARE SALUTEDAT KEEL LAYING
THE 65 QUONSET POINT EMPLOYEES WITH 40 YEARS OR MORE OF SERVICE STAND TO BE RECOGNIZED AT THE ILLINOIS KEEL LAYING.

SUBTONES PERFORM AT KEEL LAYING
THE ELECTRIC BOAT SINGING GROUP, THE SUBTONES, SANG THE NATIONAL ANTHEM AND THE STATE SONG OF ILLINOIS AT THE KEEL
LAYING HELD JUNE 2 AT QUONSET POINT. ELECTRIC BOAT PRESIDENT JEFF GEIGER IS STANDING IN THE MIDDLE OF THE GROUP.
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T

THE ILLINOIS
KEEL LAYING:
BEHIND
THE SCENES

he keel laying of the submarine Illinois had two defining characteristics – the participation of Ship Sponsor
and First Lady Michelle Obama and the compressed
timeline to prepare for the event.
Keel layings are nothing new at the Quonset Point facility – the organization had conducted six of the ceremonies
beginning with the lead Virginia-class submarine SSN-774
in September 1999.
But knowing they would be hosting Mrs. Obama brought
to the keel-laying team an extra measure of excitement as
well as a bit of anxiousness – preparations for similar ceremonies normally begin four months in advance. For the
First Lady’s event, the planning staff had a little more than
four weeks.
Hundreds of employees engaged in the preparations,
attending to thousands of details.
Pulling together as a team, everyone worked hard to get
the job done.
The result? A thoroughly enjoyable event that was judged
an outstanding success.
Next up – the christening of Illinois at the Groton shipyard and a second appearance by Ship Sponsor and First
Lady Michelle Obama.
The profiles that follow are intended to convey a representative look at the work that went on behind the scenes to
prepare for the keel laying. Taken together, these brief stories give an inside look at EB Magic and how it’s made.
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DENNIS ROLFE
For painter / artist Dennis Rolfe (D505),
working on the Illinois keel laying with First
Lady Michelle Obama provided him with
the opportunity to apply some of his creative
talents.
There were plenty of opportunities.
Together with his partner, Mike Reynolds,
Rolfe created two 20 x 20 foot banners – one
with the state of Illinois seal and one with
the submarine Illinois seal.
Additionally, Rolfe and Reynolds completed a dozen or so other banners, many
of which were used to identify the hull
cylinders of other ships under construction
in Bay 3 of Building 2003 at Quonset Point.
The two men were assisted by employees in
Groton’s sail loft, who sewed, hemmed and
grommeted the banners.
“I really like this type of work,” Rolfe
said. “It’s a lot of fun.”
He has worked on other high-profile jobs
in the past, including the launch of USS
Columbia, with ship sponsor and First Lady
Hillary Clinton, and the christening of
USS Jimmy Carter, which was attended by
the former president and his wife, the ship
sponsor.
Referring to the keel laying of Illinois,
Rolfe said, “I’m proud to have done it,
knowing the president’s wife was the sponsor of the ship.”

CATHERINE RAVENELLE
Catherine Ravenelle enjoys meeting people from all walks of life.
She had the opportunity to do just that
at the Illinois keel laying where she helped
staff the pre-ceremony reception tent outside
Building 2003.
Ravenelle, an administrative assistant for
Departments 911, 912 and 913, welcomed
dignitaries including members of Congress,
industry executives and U.S. Navy leadership and ensured they had the proper seating
assignments in Bay 3.
“It was pretty busy,” she said. “But it
was very organized so everything went
smoothly.”
Ravenelle said working on an event
involving First Lady Michelle Obama had
special meaning for her. “She is a positive
role model with a great spirit,” she said of
Mrs. Obama.

GREG ROSE
When the First Lady of the United States
is the sponsor, you’d better plan on much
larger than normal crowds at the keel laying, so Greg Rose set up accommodations
for thousands of viewers, not only in Bay 3,
where an estimated 1,500 people watched
Michelle Obama chalk her initials on a piece
of high tensile steel, but also in Bay 4 and
Building 17, where Jumbotron television
monitors presented the ceremony live to
everyone in those locations. Rose is a senior
public affairs specialist in Dept. 605.
In addition to the Jumbotrons, the specialevent company Powerstation set up a sound
system that let everyone hear every word
uttered, provided the lighting that gave
everyone a clear view, and videotaped the
proceedings for posterity.
Outside the buildings Abbey Tent set up a
VIP reception area where governors, members of Congress and Navy leaders mingled,
as well as a press-staging area for more than
40 members of the media, and a First Aid
Station. Eagle Electric provided the electrical outlets to keep all the equipment humming, Hallmark provided portable toilets
that were equal to any you’d see in the lobby
of a four-star hotel, and smaller vendors took
care of niche requirements.
“With most keel layings, we can handle
a lot of this in-house very well, but because
of the schedule and the size of this event,
we really needed to bring in some outside
expertise,” Rose said.
“Any other keel laying would only attract
a fraction of the crowd we had this time,
but what we take away from this is to try to
maintain the same level of ‘finish’ – we’ll do
a much better job of managing the process
in the future because of what we had to do
this time.”

GAIL PAGANO
Normally Gail Pagano (D969) is running
payroll and financial reports, but on June
2 she was the first person the V-VIPs met
coming into the keel laying, providing seat
assignments to Navy admirals, members of
Congress, the Secretary of the Navy, as well
as two state governors.
“Gov. Chafee came in, and we worked
together in the 1980s in the machine shop
when he was here,” Pagano said. “Even though
it’s been a while, he recognized me right away,
which was kind of neat. He asked me how
old my daughter was, because I was pregnant
when he was here, and I got to tell him she’s 27
and getting married this year.
“They were all very polite,” Pagano said
of the VIPs. “I got a lot of ‘yes, ma’am, no
ma’am.’ You could tell they were military,”
she said.
“When (U.S. Sen.) Jack Reed came in
I knew who he was so I didn’t make him
come over – I just brought him his
seating pass.”
And though she didn’t get a chance to
check her in, Pagano formed some strong
opinions about sponsor Michelle Obama.
“I thought the First Lady was just wonderful. She seemed very approachable and
warm, I loved how she talked about her children, and you could tell she really endeared
herself to the crew,” Pagano said.
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LISA WATTERS

JIM WAHL
Members of the White House advance
team were amazed at Bay 3’s transformation
in just a couple of days. The makeover was
the work of 30 first- and second-shift operations teams stringing wire and cable to support thousands of square feet of white tarp,
state and national flags, hundreds of yards of
bunting and various other decorations.
“From late Thursday, all day Friday and
Saturday, we set the whole thing up,” said
Jim Wahl, forward end area superintendent.
“On Tuesday morning, we were back at full
production – that was a tremendous feat.”
Wahl said previous keel layings were set
up primarily by first-shift personnel, which
took more time, and translated into more
lost production hours. For the last couple of
events, Wahl has worked with his secondshift counterpart, Steve Metcalf, and two
experienced keel setup personnel, Roland
Audet and Jack Enos, to shorten
the schedule.
“The team has really grown, so we’ve got
the people on first and second shift who can
really get this done,” Wahl said. “There’s no
doubt in my mind that we’re at a point where
either first or second shift would be able to
do this on their own if they had to.”
For Wahl and Metcalf most of the three
days setting up were spent in the center of the
production space trying to maintain an overall
view as the ceremonial area took shape.
“We stood in the middle of the room and
orchestrated,” Wahl said. “You really have
to keep an eye on the setup or it doesn’t
go together.
“Folks had a real sense of ownership when
it was done, they stood back and really felt
pride of ownership,” Wahl said. “We have a
well-oiled machine now, a great team.”
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JAN SYKORA
Jan Sykora, events coordinator at Quonset Point, was preparing for a May 2 press
announcement of the largest shipbuilding
contract in U.S. Navy history going to Electric Boat, when she learned that an even
bigger event was just a month away: First
Lady Michelle Obama would lay the keel for
the submarine Illinois on June 2.
“I was so excited the First Lady was coming here,” said Sykora, who was hired in
1985 and advanced to executive assistant to
the general manager in 1993, with additional
responsibility for event coordination in
2001. “It was such an honor to work with the
White House staff and the Secret Service.
It’s the most memorable thing I have had the
opportunity to work on at Electric Boat.”
A huge part of the job that day was lining up employees for group photos – welder
Michael Macomber and his family; Quonset
Point’s 40-year veterans; and selected trades
professionals who had worked on the Illinois. The White House staff worked with
her on a timeline that detailed the exact minute each group had to be ready, and when
they had to leave the photo area. “Putting all
that together, getting the people where they
were supposed to be when they were supposed to be there, it was incredible. And it
all worked out perfectly.”
While Sykora tries to anticipate every
detail of the events she works, perhaps the
most moving part of the day was completely
unplanned. As the 100 crew members of
Illinois lined up to enter the building, hundreds of workers nearby broke out in thunderous applause. “Nobody planned that – it
just happened as they arrived. I think that
meant a lot to the crew.”

For major events at Quonset Point, Lisa
Watters worries about the details that people
won’t notice if there’s not a problem. Getting
the podium into place on time. Removing
any trip hazards from newly laid carpeting. Stripping and waxing the floors in a
room that became a temporary office for the
Secret Service. Cleaning the bathrooms.
“A lot of the little things, the details that
make sure that anyone who comes has a nice
experience,” said Watters, a manufacturing
representative in Dept. 962.
Some of the tasks were made easier by
a cleanup conducted for a Naval Reactors
inspection in mid-May.
“This was probably the easiest one we
had to set up for because of the timing,”
said Watters, who started at Electric Boat
in 1988. “If it hadn’t been so soon after the
audit we’d have been going 24 hours straight
from the time we found out about it.”
So when the day of the keel laying (and
First Lady Michelle Obama) arrived, everything was done and she was able to settle
back and enjoy the ceremony.
“I’m one of those people who gets
involved in the setup and then stands back
to see how it’s going, and so when it started
I was in the back near the reporters,” Watters said. “Every sponsor is really important
at these events, but this was the First Lady
– my crew was so excited about it, so everyone wanted it to go really well.”

PATRICK SAGGAL

MIKE CIPRIANI
One of the things Technical Illustrator
Mike Cipriani (D403) likes about his job is
the variety of assignments he works on.
There’s no shortage of those.
Cipriani began his career at Electric Boat
39 years ago as a mechanic in the Shipyard
Test Organization, then moved to technical
writing and later to technical illustration.
So when he heard the news about the participation of First Lady Michelle Obama in
the Illinois keel laying, he was excited but
not fazed.
He provided signage as well as artwork
for banners to be hung in Bay 3, using both
the state seal and the ship seal.
Additionally, Cipriani developed the
briefing boards, ceremony layout boards
and program boards that are used to explain
to VIPs how the event will unfold.
“I enjoy what I do – that’ s why I come to
work,” he said. “There’s something different
every day – from keel layings to christenings, United Way campaigns and safety
programs.”
Asked if the presence of Mrs. Obama
affected his approach to work, he
responded, “You’re on your toes a little
bit more.”

It was a scramble at times, but with the
help of supporting Quonset Point departments, Patrick Saggall and his team from
Light Metal Fabrication (D902) produced a
finished set of practice keel-laying plates as
gifts for the event’s VIPs.
“We had about two weeks to get it all
accomplished,” said Saggall, a manager of
operations. “But it was obviously something
that needed to be done.”
About 15 members of Dept. 902 were
engaged in the project, along with employees from Departments 911 and 931.
Once welder Mike Macomber traced the
initials of First Lady Michelle Obama on a
practice plate, the plate would be straightened out and sent to the Paint Shop for an
application of clear coat.
Frames for the plates were cut, formed
and painted. Then a finishing surface was
applied to the brass label plates, which had
the names of the ship and ship sponsor and
date of the keel laying etched in by the
Electric Shop.
“Ultimately we made about 15 of the
plates,” said Saggal.
“We took a lot of pride in this work – it
was a big deal,” he said. “It was rewarding
for me and everyone else on the team.”

NIKKI FRASER
Special events involving First Lady
Michelle Obama draw high levels of public
interest along with significant numbers of
media representatives.
Vetting the media’s credentials and ensuring
they were escorted at all times during the keel
laying was the responsibility of Security Services Coordinator Nikki Fraser (D967).
“My assignment involved a lot of coordination and communication with the White
House staff and the Secret Service,” said
Fraser. “We had the support of about 30
employees who were assigned as security
aides and escort. It was a good experience.”
Fraser said it was rewarding to play a part
in a historic event.
“It was great and I was glad to be a part of
it,” she said. “I was glad to be able to enjoy
what Mrs. Obama had to say.
“Her speech was very touching and made
a real connection with the crew and employees,” Fraser said.

WALTER TIFT
When he met the United Kingdom’s First
Sea Lord a couple of years ago, Walter Tift
(D915) figured that was as close as he would
get to someone that famous.
“And there I was June 2, 15 or 20 feet
away from First Lady Michelle Obama,”
Tift said. “That was definitely very cool.”
Tift is a manager of operations who was
instrumental in the planning and setup for
the keel laying of Illinois in Bay 3 at the
Quonset facility. He had been working all
weekend on the final details and arrived
hours before the ceremony to make sure
everything was ready.
He was sitting in the front row when
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welder Michael Macomber walked out to
take his seat on the platform to thunderous applause started by his co-workers but
quickly picked up by the rest of the crowd.
“There were probably 500 or 600 trades
workers in there, and he was representing all
of them,” Tift said. “Everyone was showing
their pride.”
Tift was one of the many people in operations whose behind-the-scenes work was
crucial to the keel laying, which earned high
praise from VIP visitors.
The event took place just three-and-a-half
weeks after the first planning meeting. He
said with such a short timeline, everyone
in Operations appreciated the information
found in records of previous events, which
let them know the right time to do everything from ordering the American flag, to
last minute details such as when to shut
down the time clock horn and test the sound
system. The Operations team spent hours
poring over nine pages of checklists for their
responsibilities, with as many as 30 items on
each page.
As far as setting up for the event, I’ve
never been involved with anything like
this,” Tift said. “It’s not the kind of work we
usually do, it’s more like getting ready for a
party, but on a very large scale.”
He enjoyed meeting White House and
Secret Service staffers who arrived a week
before the event to oversee the final setup,
but their perspective was very different.
Their concerns focused on attaining a highlevel ceremonial look and security, not about
how to build submarines.
For instance, there was considerable discussion by the Operations and White House
teams about the proper location for a 35-foot
American flag, so that the backdrop was
perfect.
“That was definitely a learning experience,” Tift said.
Many of the preparations took place right
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up until the last minute. Operations had to
move material outside to make room for
parking for the press and VVIPs – including the Secretary of the Navy, four Navy
admirals, five members of the United States
House and Senate, two governors, the Adjutant General of Illinois, and corporate executives from General Dynamics.
“Once we got to the day of the event, I was
super proud at what we’d achieved,” Tift said.
And then, the team got to work on tearing
down the setup and restoring production.
“By later that day, you’d never have known
it had happened.”

The hard work paid off, he said. “Everyone I talked to was very happy with the
ceremony – it was very neat and very organized. I haven’t heard anything negative.
“It really was a team effort – it was a roll up
your sleeves, let’s get this done kind of job.”

MICHAEL MACOMBER
PAUL LAMOUREUX
Preparing to host First Lady Michelle
Obama for the Illinois keel laying was a
pressure-filled job for all involved.
“That’s putting it mildly,” said Operations
Supervisor Paul Lamoureux (D962).
In his day-to-day job, Lamoureux is
responsible for maintaining all of Quonset Point’s rolling stock – trucks, trailers,
mobile cranes and heavy-lift transports. For
the keel laying, he oversaw functions that
were similarly wide-ranging.
Working with a crew of eight employees, Lamoureux helped ensure that special
electrical hookups for sound towers and the
stage were in working order, and moved
materials out of the ceremony area.
“We also made sure that the areas the
First Lady traveled through were cleaned,
prepped and ready to go,” he said.
Lamoureux said he was impressed with
the way everyone involved – Quonset Point
employees, the White House advance team
and the Secret Service – focused hard on
anticipating needs and planned for every
conceivable contingency.

If there was a leading role for a Quonset
Point employee at the Illinois keel laying,
Mike Macomber (D915) had it.
The 37-year veteran was selected to trace
the initials of First Lady Michelle Obama on
to a steel plate that will be installed permanently in the submarine.
Before the ceremony began, Macomber
and his family posed for a photograph with
Mrs. Obama. “I’ve always admired her,” he
said. “She’s a very down-to-earth person.”
In readying himself for his role in the
spotlight, Macomber left little to chance. He
began preparing a week-and-a-half before
the ceremony, welding Mrs. Obama’s initials
on practice plates, over and over – 30 plates
in all.
Macomber joined the Quonset Point facility as a welder in 1977. He is now part of a
team that builds pressure hulls for Virginiaclass submarines.
Over the course of his career, he has
worked on more than 55 Ohio-class, Los
Angeles-class, Seawolf-class and Virginiaclass submarines. “When you first come
here you think, ‘I’m only going to be here a
short time,’ and the next thing you know, 35
years have gone by,” he said.

USS ILLINOIS KEEL LAYING CONTRIBUTORS
JENKINS
OFFERS PRAYER
HUMAN RESOURCES
MANAGER HOWARD
JENKINS DELIVERS THE
INVOCATION AT THE
KEEL LAYING OF THE
SUBMARINE ILLINOIS.

QUONSET POINT’S BAY 3 WAS THE SITE
OF THE ILLINOIS KEEL LAYING WITH FIRST
LADY MICHELLE OBAMA. PREPARING AN
INDUSTRIAL AREA FOR SUCH A HIGHLEVEL EVENT REQUIRED HUNDREDS OF
EMPLOYEES WORKING LONG HOURS.
TWO OF THE GROUPS INSTRUMENTAL IN
SITE PREPS ARE REPRESENTED IN THESE
PHOTOS – FIRST-SHIFT BAY 3 EMPLOYEES,
TOP, AND SECOND-SHIFT BAY 3 EMPLOYEES,
ABOVE.
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