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Gregory Robertson was born and raised in Richmond, VA and entered the Staunton 

Military Academy in September of 1966 as a Freshman. He spent four years at the 

Academy rising to the rank of Cadet Lt. Colonel in command of the First Battalion and 

graduated in June of 1970. Among his achievements during his time at SMA included 

receiving the Earth-Space Science Medal and the Physics Medal for obtaining the highest 

grade for those subjects. He also was editor-in-Chief of the Kablegram (the cadet 

newspaper) his senior year. His classmates voted him as the “Senior Most Likely to 

Succeed” in the Senior Superlatives Poll. 

After SMA, Gregory first went to the College of William & Mary in Williamsburg, VA. 

After one semester, he decided that college was not the correct thing for him at that time 

and left the school to determine what his direction in life should be. After returning to his 

home in Richmond, he went to work for the AT&T’s Chesapeake and Potomac 

Telephone Company in March of 1971 as a Lineman and Cable Splicer. He also began to 

work weekends as a Rock&Roll Roadie with various Bands and Production Companies 

in the Richmond area 

In May of 1972, he was drafted into the army. After training, he went to a Nike Hercules 

Missile site in the Mountains of California as a Military Police Sentry Dog Handler. The 

Army released him from active duty in May of 1974. Gregory returned to Richmond and 

his job with the telephone company along with his weekend work as a Roadie. He also 

started working for a Virginia Beach based Concert Production Company as a Stage 

Manager. He remained at the Chesapeake and Potomac Telephone Company until August 

of 1976 when Gregory felt he had determined a direction for his life and that direction 

required him to return to college and obtain a degree. 

He first attended J. Sargent Reynolds Community College in Richmond for two years in 

their Engineering School before transferring to Old Dominion University in Norfolk. 

During this time, he still worked weekends as a Roadie or as a Stage Manager. He 

graduated from ODU in May of 1979 with a Bachelor of Science Degree in Electrical 

Engineering. He decided to remain in College to pursue a Master’s degree in Electrical 

Engineering. 

A chance meeting with the President of the ODU skydiving club led him to Suffolk 

Airport on November 17, 1979 for his first parachute jump. It wasn’t long before Gregory 

was hooked on the sport and decided to leave graduate school to seek employment in 

Phoenix, AZ where he could skydive year round at the Coolidge Parachute Center located 

at the airport in Coolidge, AZ. 
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Gregory went to work at AT&T’s Western Electric Cable and Wire factory in West 

Phoenix. Every Friday after work he would load his van with his parachute gear and drive 

down to spend the weekend skydiving. Totally immersed in the sport, he obtained his 

Static Line Jumpmaster rating in December of 1980 and earned his Static Line Instructor 

rating in June of 1981. He then took over running the parachute school at Coolidge. In 

early 1982, the United States Parachute Association appointed him as the Safety & 

Training Advisor (ST&A) for the Coolidge Parachute Center. 

In late 1982, the United States Parachute Association invited Gregory to attend the first 

Accelerated Freefall (AFF) certification course held in the Western United States. After 

successfully completing the course, he became the first certified AFF Instructor in 

Arizona. Realizing that AFF was the best way to teach people to skydive, he ended the 

Static Line program at Coolidge and converted the parachute school to offer AFF training 

only. Thus, Coolidge became the first Drop zone in the country to offer AFF as its only 

training method. 

Gregory continued running the school at Coolidge until Larry Hill of Skydive Arizona 

bought the Coolidge drop zone in January of 1987. Larry brought his own skydiving 

instructors with him and Gregory decided to cease formal instruction but continued 

working at Skydive Arizona as one of the experienced skydiver load organizers. Larry 

Hill also asked Gregory to remain as the ST&A for the drop zone and Gregory agreed to 

stay in that role. 

While working at the drop zone on weekends, Gregory continued to further his 

Engineering career at the AT&T during the week. He worked various assignments in 

different areas of the factory operations through the years. After gaining the required 

amount of experience and passing the written test given by the State of Arizona Board of 

Technical Registration, Gregory earned his Arizona Professional Engineering 

Registration as an Electrical Engineer in March of 1987. As a result of this, AT&T 

promoted Gregory to Senior Engineer and appointed him as the Electrical Engineer of 

Record at the factory. Over the next 5 years, Gregory expanded his Professional 

Registration Credentials to other states in the western United States 

Then, in April of 1987, Gregory had what would be considered the defining moment of 

his life. During the annual Coolidge Easter Boogie (a.k.a. large gathering of skydivers), 

Gregory was working as the Loadmaster and Jumpmaster for one of the specialty aircraft 

brought in for the Boogie, a DC-4. The use of the DC-4 was an annual event that jumpers 

came to Coolidge for as the aircraft would hold over 100 jumpers. 

As the jumpers were packing their parachutes from a previous jump and preparing to 

jump again, Gregory was watching the packing area in his role as ST&A. He noticed one 

female jumper was having trouble straightening her parachute. Since skydivers at 
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Boogies are supposed to be experienced skydivers capable of packing their parachutes 

without help, this raised concerns to Gregory. He interviewed the woman and determined 

that while she did meet the minimum requirements to be able to jump at the boogie, she 

just met them. However, he decided to keep an eye on her and ensure that she could jump 

safely and not be a danger to any other jumpers. 

On the next load in the DC-4, Gregory assigned the woman’s group, which was a six-

way, the last jump position. He asked the group if he might join them for their jump 

rather than him having to ride down in the airplane and they agreed he could. Gregory 

followed the group out and set up above them to view the woman.  

His first impression of her flying skills was that she had a good body position and that 

someone with experience must have been working with her. The main problem that she 

was having was that she was orbiting around the building formation and not making 

progress getting to it. This problem was not a concern to Gregory as it is a common 

problem amongst novice jumpers and in no way effected the safety of the skydive. 

Then, one of the other jumpers entered into the formation too fast and disrupted it causing 

it to sink down below the woman and another jumper who was just approaching the 

formation. Both jumpers changed their body positions into dives to catch up with the 

formation. The woman kept her focus on the rebuilding formation below and did not see 

that she was approaching the other jumper from behind. Gregory watched as the woman 

hit the other jumper on the back of his legs at a high rate of speed. The impact flipped 

both of them over onto their backs. As Gregory continued to watch, he saw the other 

jumper flip back over and resume a stable body position so Gregory assumed he was 

okay. 

The woman however, remained on her back spinning. As she passed under Gregory 

accelerating downward, he saw that blood covered her mouth. Realizing that she needed 

help, Gregory immediately moved his body into a high performance head-down dive.  

After several seconds, Gregory lifted his head and spotted the woman still moving away 

from him. He adjusted his direction and resumed his head-down dive holding it several 

more seconds. Then he raised his head again and saw that he was finally approaching the 

woman. He maneuvered himself next to her and saw that her left arm was moving back 

and forth across her body. Gregory hesitated about three feet away from her to determine 

if she was taking any action to deploy her parachute. 

He decided after a couple of seconds that she was unconscious and that the arm 

movement was being caused by the rushing wind so he would need to deploy her 

parachute. It was at that moment that Gregory realized that he had lost track of his 

altitude. This loss of altitude awareness is perhaps the most dangerous issue for a 

skydiver. However, instead of checking his altimeter, Gregory moved through the air to 
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the woman, turned her body over so that the parachute would be able to deploy cleanly 

off of her back, and pulled her reserve ripcord. After the opening parachute extracted her 

from his grip, Gregory deployed his own parachute with it getting opened at about 2000 

feet above the ground. This was about 10 seconds from ground impact without an open 

parachute. This was the first successful air-to-air rescue of an unconscious person in 

history. 

The story of the rescue broke in The Phoenix Gazette’s afternoon edition on Wednesday, 

April 22, 1987. By the next day, newspapers and television networks around the world 

had reported the story. Interviews and personal appearances consumed Gregory’s life for 

the next two months. 

Then, the awards and accolades began pouring in. AT&T presented Gregory with its 

highest award, The Gold Vail Award. This was only the 21
st
 such award presented in the 

company’s 110-year history. The Carnegie Hero Foundation presented him with a 

Carnegie Hero Medal. The FÉDÉRATION AÉRONAUTIQUE INTERNATIONALE 

named him Airman of the Year, which was the first time in their 82-year history that they 

presented this award to a skydiver. The President of the United States sent him a Letter of 

Congratulations. The Governor of Arizona presented him a Certificate of Merit. The 

Kiwanis Club awarded him their Robert P. Connelly Medal of Heroism. At a Banquet 

sponsored by the Federal Aviation Administration, Gregory received the Arizona 

Aviator’s Trophy. 

Over the course of the next two years, Gregory provided technical direction and appeared 

in four recreations of the rescue for different television networks. These recreations 

played around the world and are now available for viewing now on YouTube. 

During all of this attention, a local flight instructor offered to teach Gregory to fly 

airplanes. Gregory took advantage of this offer and soon had obtained his Private and 

Commercial Single and Multi-engine Aircraft Licenses. In late 1988, he began to work 

part time on weekends at Skydive Arizona as a jump pilot. He flew first in the single-

engine Cessna before moving into the Twin Beech and as a co-pilot in the DC-3. Gregory 

obtained his Pilot-in-Command type rating in the DC-3 in February of 1992. He also 

obtained certification in the drop zone’s Turbine DHC-6 Twin Otter in 1992. In March of 

1993, Gregory was selected to be the Main Competition Pilot at the World Parachuting 

Meet held at Skydive Arizona. 

Gregory concentrated on advancing his professional career with AT&T also during this 

time. He accepted a special assignment to look at ways to increase sales of the cable and 

wire products and was able to obtain a 10-year exclusive contract with Pacific Telephone 

for all of their cable and wire needs. AT&T then promoted Gregory to Senior 

Engineering Manager and assigned him to lead the Western Construction Division, which 
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managed all of AT&T’s building construction activities in the Western United States and 

Alaska. This organization had a 500 million dollar a year budget. 

Gregory remained at this job until late 1999 when AT&T reassigned him to be the 

Managing Contract Administrator for their Western Division Next Generation Fiber 

Build project. This project’s goals were to replace all of the fiber optics and facilities 

from Chicago, Saint Louis, and Dallas to Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Seattle. This 

project had a budget of 2 billion dollars and a timeline of three years. 

In late 2001, AT&T offered Gregory an early retirement package that he decided he 

couldn’t pass up. On February 21
st
 2002, Gregory retired from AT&T after thirty-one-

year tenure. He then contracted back with AT&T as a consultant until the fiber 

installation project completed in April of 2003. Gregory decided at that time to 

permanently leave Corporate America. He also decided to leave skydiving and seek a 

new direction in his life. He did continue to maintain his Professional Engineering 

Registrations in all states in case he ever needed to reenter Corporate America. 

A year later, after talking his wife Kate (who was working as a legal secretary for AT&T) 

into leaving Corporate America also, they moved to the mountains of Southern New 

Mexico to retire away from the large cities they had lived in while working. The settled 

in Silver City, NM and began building a retirement home. Doing the majority of the work 

themselves, they completed it in early 2010. 

In 2007, before the completion of their new home, Gregory began research into the 

beginnings of The Staunton Military Academy. The interest in this was due to some 

discrepancies he had discovered between articles in early yearbooks and later catalogs. 

This research turned into a 10-year labor of love to document SMA’s true history from its 

founding to its final demise. The result of this research became The Staunton Military 

Academy History Project and is available for viewing on the internet. 

The researching of his old school brought back memories of his time there and some of 

the humorous antics and happenings he experienced. He decided to document those and 

turned out his first book, Life As A Cadet – Volume 1. 

Gregory discovered that he enjoyed storytelling and set about writing several other 

books. First to come out was a Vietnam Era Mystery Suspense novel titled Southern 

Roadie. Then Gregory began a series of Skydiving related novels under the series title of 

The Vertical Speed Chronicles. Two books of this series have been published to date and 

the third will be published in 2020. 

In late 2016, the skies called out to Gregory and he decided to return to skydiving. He did 

a recurrency jump in February of 2017 and continues to jump actively at Skydive 

Arizona. 


