
editor’s   remarks
Ever since I was a kid, I’ve been fascinated by the odd things people do and 

why they do them. I’m pretty sure I cleaned the local library out of every title 

having anything to do with customs and traditions—why Swedes celebrate 

Christmas with hot-cross buns and St. Lucia, why we carve up vegetables 

with spooky faces each October, why we throw rice at a just-wed couple. The 

more I read, the weirder it got. But, strangest of all, the more sense it made.

I’m an editor, not an anthropologist, but I don’t think I would be venturing 

too far out on a limb by saying that such seemingly arbitrary acts help us 

make sense of the world. They enable us to mark time, to acknowledge the 

passing seasons of a changing world and our changing selves. In a sense, 

embracing traditions and rituals gives us some control—or at least the  

illusion of it—over the passage of time. These odd things we do and say 

anchor us to the past, provide continuity in the present, and offer assurance 

for the future. 

It seems to me that some of the richest stores of tradition and ritual are on 

college campuses, maybe because such places are little microcosms of 

world and time. Other than the first couple years of life, college is probably 

the most dynamic time of our lives—when we’re figuring out who we are, 

what others have to say, and where we fit into the wider context. I used  

to think my Alma Mater (a tiny school in the northern panhandle of West  

Virginia) had the market cornered on tradition, but since coming to St. Mary’s 

two years ago—well, I’m not so sure. In any case, I hope that you’ll enjoy 

this walk down memory lane and, above all, that reading anecdotes from 

fellow alums will inspire you to write down your own St. Mary’s stories. 

I’m more and more convinced that telling good stories is what it’s all about. 

Along with Lee Capristo, director of publications and web, I recently went to 

Chicago for a conference of alumni magazine editors. It was an invigorating 

few days that reminded us what a wealth of stories and inspiration we have 

at our fingertips here at St. Mary’s. We came away from the conference  

with a new perspective on what an alumni magazine can be. As we try  

new things and look towards future issues, we are guided by a desire to  

be relevant, entertaining, and enlightening to you, our readers—not just as 

alumni, but as engaged citizens of the world. As our audience, you are an 

indispensable part of the equation. What inspires you? What fascinates 

you? What would you love to read about in these pages? I encourage you to 

e-mail me at jefossell@smcm.edu with your comments and suggestions. 

Enjoy the issue and be in touch!

Best wishes,

Jennifer Fossell O’Sullivan

Editor
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The past three months have been a time of reflection for colleges and 
universities across the nation. As institutions and individuals, we have 	
struggled towards an understanding of the recent violence that struck Virginia 
Tech. We have questions—chief among them, “Why?” Could anything have 
been done to save the young shooter before he unleashed his violent fury? 	
Could such a thing happen here, here in this peaceful, tight-knit community we 
call St. Mary’s? It is this last question which is, perhaps, the most chilling of all. 

Although we all know the cold facts of the case by now, these deeper questions 
linger. They force us to look more closely at ourselves. As we continue to work 
through them, we have been reminded of how much we rely on each other. On 
the day following the shooting, and throughout that week, we came together to 
grieve, to ask questions, and to fill our need to extend comfort to the Virginia 
Tech community. 

I was moved by the way a university in so much pain gathered together in its 
grief—and in its hope for the future. I was struck by the way the community 
drew strength from its traditions—even down to the spirited Hokie chant 
that spontaneously broke out following poet Nikki Giovanni’s address at the 
memorial service. It is a reminder of the strength of tradition. What, in times 	
of joy and fun are light-hearted rituals become, in times of trial, the glue that 
holds us together.

So, although we planned months ago to do an issue about St. Mary’s traditions, 
recent events have made it an especially timely topic. The Shoe Tree. Pondings. 
Rat Week. These rituals are silly, the products of boisterous, irrepressible youth. 
Don’t let that fool you. They are also part of the very bedrock of our collective 
memory and identity. 

Jane Margaret O’Brien


