
 1 

Michael Maloney 

11S_NB_BPA 

Feb 24, 2011 

 

PERSONAL NARRATIVE 

Flight of the Phoenix 

 According to popular legend there is a sacred and mythical creature with the 

power and ability to ignite itself into flame, only to arise from its own ashes to live anew. 

This firebird, more commonly referred to as the phoenix, is shared by many ancient 

cultures throughout the world. Although their stories differ and they depict this bird of 

flame quite uniquely, the symbolism of the phoenix is universally that of transformation 

and renewal.  I have always had a passion for ancient mythology, especially the idea of 

the phoenix. Despite Alfred Hitchcock’s and Sesame Street’s attempt to all but ruin my 

fondness for our feathered friends, and the repercussions of improper fire safety that I 

have undeniably been privy to, the story of the phoenix has held a special place in my 

heart.  It has inspired me throughout my life to make the necessary transformations 

needed to rise above adversity and become successful, outgoing, and confident young 

adult.  I would say this adversity, much like the stories I once heard of the Phoenix, 

stemmed from my childhood.   

Born, raised, and a current resident of Santa Rosa, I contest that my personal 

experiences are not based on extensive travel or instability while growing up. My parents 

were never divorced, I cannot remember ever moving and I have had the same friends 

most my life. Being an only child, these stable friendships were imperative to my growth, 

as I never had a brother or sister to keep me company. My father worked long days and 

nights, leaving me to be raised primarily by my mother. This inevitably put me in the 



 2 

negatively connoted bracket of “Mommas Boy.” I would never put such a drastic self-

proclamation out there if it was not the truth. In no way do I regret my upbringing, as my 

parents both supported and loved me very much, however, the truth was undeniable. I 

was afraid of worms, hated being dirty, disliked anything with resemblance to contact 

sports, was afraid of making eye contact with everyone I met, and I was, needless to say, 

a bit of a crier. I, however, was able to lose this childhood stigma and transform into a 

self-supported, confident, speech contest winning, football-playing young man. This is 

my journey on how I did just that; this is my flight of the phoenix.  

I was always the kid who preferred watching a game from the sidelines if I was 

watching it at all. Not to say I did not possess athletic potential or prowess, I had an 

active imagination and just was not interested in such physical activities. At the 

impressionable age of 11, I joined an organization called the Boy Scouts of America, 

which is commonly and more simply referred to as “scouts”. My parents thought that 

having more male interaction and testosterone-based activities would help toughen me 

up. It did. Despite my inherent lack of desire to play, let alone win, did nothing but 

encourage the older scouts to necessitate my participation. Their physically persuasive 

nature and my mandatory involvement at summer camp is what made my first 

transformation possible.  

I sat on the center of an over crowded, old wooden dock moored about 30 yards 

from shore. I remember when the water first erupted with a giant splash and a scream. 

My friend had just been forcefully thrown from the dock like a wrestler gets thrown from 

the ring. He had seen it coming though; we all had. This was my first time participating 

in “king of the dock,” a timeless scout camp tradition. 
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The rules of the game were simple: last man standing wins. I cannot describe how 

I felt once the whistle blew and my friend was the first to be pushed into the frigid snow 

melt water. All I cared about was surviving as long as I could and praying the scream 

from my friend was due to the shock of the cold water and not the pain of being ripped 

from the dock. One by one the younger scouts, or as the older scouts unaffectionately 

referred to us as “newbees,” were plucked up and thrown over board. This war was more 

for the older scouts to shed the weight of the newbees and battle among each other for 

supremacy of the dock. I was eventually the last newbee left. I remember them teaming 

up against me, pulling and grabbing me like rabid dogs after a fresh kill.  All I could do 

was hold onto the pole in the middle of the dock. I can still feel the cold steel between my 

adolescent hands. I would not let go, I would not budge.  

After about 10 minutes, which felt like an eternity, there was only a small hand 

full of us left. Most of them outweighed me by at least a 100 pounds and were five or six 

years older. It soon did not matter; I would not let go, I would not budge. I did 

occasionally pry myself from the pole for a sneak attack while they were not looking, and 

scurry back to the pole for safety. This strategy seemed to be a good one, because 

eventually it was down to two: myself and one other. He was intimidating to say the least, 

but somehow I remember letting go of the pole and standing up to face him. This was 

definitely a David vs. Goliath battle, and everyone knew it. The fallen scouts joined the 

audience of parents and leaders; all were silent. They must have believed it would be over 

quickly for statistically I did not stand a chance.  We wrestled, flipped, spun, and battled 

but somehow I was determined; I would not go down, I would not budge. Then, as 

abruptly as the battle began, the silence was broken. The audience was cheering, and by 
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some miracle the 11-year-old, only child, who had never been in a fight, the little 

newbee, gained something I never had before.   

That day I emerged anew. I discovered a sense of self-confidence I had never had. 

I credit scouts for many lessons and achievements in my life, but that priceless sense of 

self-confidence has stayed with me since that sunny afternoon in June. That day I proved 

myself to myself. I would not go down, I would not budge, and I became the king of the 

dock and with this newly found confidence the rest of my life would take a turn for the 

better. My flight had begun.  

 Scouts were responsible for many of my phoenix like transformations. Though I 

would like to put some special attention to my patrol and where the idea of the phoenix 

first really emerged as a significant icon in my life. The kids I joined with were friends 

from school, so at least we had safety in numbers and I had that familiar comfort and 

stability I once required. I was assigned with the task of coming up with our patrol name. 

I could not decide on something that could potentially compete with the likes of the 

Jaguars, Wolverines, and the infamous Black Hawks. I remember voicing my concern 

with my father while he drove me to the meeting. We came up with a few things that I 

cannot remember now as they were easily forgotten. Then, right before we turned onto 

the street that the scout hut is located on, one of his boy hood favorites drove by; a classic 

Pontiac Firebird. He suggested it and immediately I was sold. The firebirds. Little did I 

know this name would stick with us for the next seven years of scouting. Like the 

phoenix itself our firebird patrol adapted and changed with the years, but ultimately we 

went from the inexperienced newbees to the most illustrious, memorable, and winningest 

patrols in our Troop and Councils’ History.   
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Much like the phoenix, our group of firebirds morphed over the years. We gained 

new members and lost members, but we never changed our name. This in itself is a trait 

that is recognized in all of the best patrols in troop history and we knew it. A few things 

made us great: our pride in our troop, our ability to work as a cohesive unit, and our 

ability to win at the annual council camporee. This is an event where troops from all over 

the Bay Area meet and compete in scout related events. These competitions were my first 

real team building exercises that transformed my only child, do it yourself attitude, into a 

team player. We gelled well as a unit and became friends. However, I have been told that 

what made the firebirds great was something that the other patrols often lacked: 

leadership.  

I was forced to take the role of patrol leader immediately. Apparently I was the 

youngest patrol leader in troop history but due to a lack of volunteers I was stuck with the 

job. Fortunately, this unexpected leadership role was monumental as it prepared me for 

future leadership roles. It taught me what a good leader is made of and how to lead a 

group of people to fulfill a task. After a few years in scouts, our pool of older scouts had 

depleted. Some quit, some finished, became adults and moved forward with life. 

Regardless of the reason, my troop was struck with an issue of empty leadership positions 

reserved for the oldest, most experienced scouts. Senior Patrol Leader was the highest 

leadership role a scout can have in a troop, and someone with his or her infinite wisdom 

thought I possessed a leadership quality that I was not quite yet aware. I became the 

youngest Senior Patrol Leader in troop history. Once again I was placed into a leadership 

role that I was not quite qualified for, but like the phoenix I adapted. I rose above 

adversity and transformed into what I’m told, a great leader.  
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Becoming a team player, and being confident in myself as a leader and as an 

athlete, were great improvements I gained from my childhood. Though, as all young men 

do, I began to change from a child to a young adult. This transformation was challenging 

but over time I found I was no longer being delegated into positions. I was running for 

them. I held the senior patrol leader for two years, another first for my troop. As I had 

said that first year I was delegated.  However, I was elected into my second term by a 

unanimous vote. My leadership abilities began to cross into other aspects of my life as 

well. My once-shy self was now being voted into leadership positions at school as well. I 

was elected class president, newspaper editor and chief, prom king twice, among other 

random distinctions. However, my proudest achievement came from a very unlikely 

place for someone who despised contact sports. Football.  

I joined the high school football team my freshman year for reasons I still cannot 

explain. As I have explained, I never much enjoyed physical activity, especially when 

hitting was involved. Yet for some unknown reason I went out for the team late, as I had 

missed all the tryouts and practices. I stepped out on that field for the first time, wearing 

borrowed cleats and not having an idea how the game was even played and asked for a 

spot on the team. I am not sure what the coach saw in me, but he agreed I could watch 

practice, get some help from the injured players, and in time I might be able to play. The 

decision to go for the football team was a nightmare. Freshman year was a nightmare. I 

was hazed, picked on, ridiculed, and bullied. I remember one day after practice I found 

all of my clothes sprawled across the tile floor of the showers, soaked. These were not 

unprovoked taunts either. Some of the older players were upset that I tried so hard in each 

and every play during practice. At the time I did not understand their problem as I was 
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simply a backup, trying to help them improve. I now know they were lazy and more than 

likely threatened by me.  

To this day I cannot understand how I did not quit. I was threatened and bullied 

and I feared for my safety after each and every practice. I carried a pocketknife with me 

to defend myself against these threats. One day these threats became a reality. I was 

walking out of the locker room when four of the aforementioned antagonists cornered 

me. They talked trash that if I did not quit the team they would kick my ass. My new-

found and fragile confidence was not ready for this kind of abuse. Yet, like the kid who 

would not get off the dock, I stood my ground. I would not go down, I would not budge. 

A whistle blew, much like the one that started the dock wars, but this one ended the game 

instead. The varsity coach happened to come upon this hazing, and I was saved by the 

bell. These instances happened on occasion from time to time, though less frequent as the 

season progressed.  

I survived my freshman year, and despite the mishaps I decided to go out for the 

team again. I knew this year would be much different. I understood the game more, 

mostly due to investing an abundance of my summer playing video game football. I had 

even more confidence than the previous year, was physically tougher, and all the kids 

who hazed me had moved on to the varsity team. I remember my first game as a 

sophomore. I took the field with confidence and played each and every play like it was 

my last. My parents affectionately referred to me as Rudy, the famous Notre Dame 

athlete. I was not carried off the field like Rudy was at the end of the game. However, I 

was approached by that same coach who intervened the prior year.   
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The following Monday was like most first days of practice for the week. Wake 

up, go to school, change into pads, and walk out to the field for stretches. This Monday 

was different. After class I collected all of my football equipment and ever so slowly 

crept into the varsity locker room. A locker was open and I sat in front of it. I had been 

bumped to varsity, delegated once again into a role I was not quite ready for, with the 

kids I hated. I felt like I was in some sort of surreal nightmare, as I knew I was 

unwelcome. This negative vibe cast in my direction gave me a familiar chill from 

freshman year. Though I survived the week. I would not fall down, I would not budge 

and in my first game I did great. I earned the respect of the older players much like I did 

the older scouts when I was young. They were impressed by what I brought to the game 

and the asset I would be to the team. I had once again proven myself to others but more 

importantly to myself. During my football career I became a third-year varsity scholar 

athlete, a team captain, and a recipient of the Mike Maloney Award.  

This award, one of my proudest achievements, came at a price. I was injured my 

senior year with a torn kidney from an illegal block in the back.  Much like something out 

of any classic football movie, I was forced to watch my team enter the playoffs and play 

without me. I remember laying on the gurney in the hospital, my entire team present 

when the doctor came in and explained that I would not be able to play the rest of the 

season. I was heartbroken. However, with my firebird patrol spirit, I was part of this team 

whether I could play or not. I went to every practice, every game, and every team-

oriented event. This plaque was presented to me at an award ceremony for “outstanding 

pride and courage” and has been awarded every year since my departure from high 

school to a member of the football team.  
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I played at the junior college for a year but left due to their utter lack of passion 

and love of the game. At the collegiate level, cherished ideas like hard work, courage, 

and teamwork were replaced with win-at-all cost and a play for yourself to get recognized 

attitude.  This was not how I played, so I quit. I realized that sometimes I have to know 

what is best for me and get out while I can. Making this sort of conscious decision was a 

transformation in itself for me. However, I would be lying if I did not sometimes question 

my motives for quitting. Ever since my injury I was a little more timid, afraid of getting 

hurt, and was no longer the all-empire athlete I once was.  It was for this reason I decided 

to rise above my own fear and doubt and tried out for the local minor league football 

team. I made the team and erased all doubt from my mind. I proved myself yet again to 

myself and played the rest of the season before I hung up my pads to finish school.  

My education has helped mold me and teach a great many things; how could it 

not as I have been in school the majority of my life. They say that everything I need to 

know I learned in kindergarten and I can almost contest this to be true, yet I know an 

education is important which is why I kept at it. After high school I could have easily 

gone away to school as I was accepted into the University of California at Davis but 

decided not to go for multiple reasons: I was content with my job, wanted to play football 

at the junior college, had no idea what I wanted to do with life, and financially it was 

more logical to stay at home. After taking multiple semesters off from the junior college 

to seek other, more pleasurable needs that someone in their early 20s desires, I went back 

to finish all the classes necessary to transfer. Upon completion I chose the University of 

San Francisco because it was close to home, offered a program that I could fit into my 

schedule, and honestly, was more prestigious than the local state school. Heaven forbid I 
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bring that up to my friends as the majority of them have either graduated from or are 

current attendees of the local university.  Regardless, I knew I should continue despite the 

struggle, as it would affect my ability to obtain a desired career.   

Most of my childhood adolescence and early adulthood was filled with tedious 

work in school, adventures through scouts, and playing hard on the football field. I came 

from a middle class family and was always told, “money doesn’t grow on trees,” so, to 

have more spending money, I started to work at the age of 15. Working for the city’s 

Recreation and Parks Department, I have held multiple positions since then, ranging from 

a ride operator that drives a small locomotive in circles for hours on end for children, to 

lifeguard at a lake, to front desk receptionist, to manager of a park. It is true that I can 

accredit work with being a factor that has molded my life, but as I am yet to be doing 

what I want to, I classify it as more of a burden based on financial necessity than 

anything of life-changing merit. Of course, due to the economy and the apparent 

unforeseen budget cuts, I transferred out of Recreation and Parks to dodge the bullet of 

termination and start anew with a different department. Fortunately, this department fell 

in line with my future career.  

I am aspiring to be a police officer someday, so accepting the position of Parking 

Enforcement Officer seemed more appropriate than coordinating activities for children 

part time or going on unemployment. I agree it is not the most prestigious of positions 

due to its social stigma of “meter maid.” On the contrary, it pays well, I work outside 

without being micro managed, enforce over 30 violations, and I can enhance my 

customer service skills. Recreation and Parks spoiled me when it comes to customer 

service because when everyone is playing games and out in the park they do not have 
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much to complain about.  When I am issuing them citations, I have the opportunity to see 

the public when they are not at their best.  

Ultimately, the idea of transformation and renewal symbolized by the phoenix has 

been personified throughout my life through the firebirds in scouts, the ability to rise 

above adversity first proven on the dock, and then on the field of football and life.  I have 

learned through trial and error how to transform myself from the aforementioned 

‘mommas boy’ into the confident man I am today. However, much like the phoenix, I am 

never done transforming and starting anew. I am never done learning and growing and 

improving myself, which is why my flight has once again and forever will be, just 

beginning. 


