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Bruce Elfstrom describes his younger self as a “nutter,” a 
15-year-old living on his own, digging clams for beer 
money and partying two and three nights a week. He 
didn’t attend many classes at Deer Isle-Stonington High 
School, but he did get good grades. Had Project Launch 
been around in 1986 when he graduated, he might have 
gone to the college of his dreams. Elfstrom did go to 
college, and he did earn a master’s degree. He now owns 
a business, trains military special forces and has given a 
TED talk about Mongolian sheepdogs. Elfstrom credits 
his former science teacher, William Flagg, for setting 
him straight. For that, he recently donated $50,000 to 
Project Launch in his honor. “Thanks to Mr. Flagg, I 
always knew I would go to college,” Elfstrom said from 
his home in Connecticut. “I don’t think that would have 
happened without Mr. Flagg.” 
 
Bill Flagg 
Bill Flagg began teaching seventh grade in the Stonington Gym Building in 1968, when the chemistry lab 
was in the basement. Eighteen years later at DISHS, Elfstrom approached him and asked if he could teach 
him astronomy. He could, and they met at lunch and discussed math and planets and galaxies. Flagg, said 
Elfstrom, was low-key and professorial, a fair, consistent teacher who respected his privacy and didn’t give 
him unsolicited advice. “He was that place of challenge and safety, and he really, really satiated my curiosity, 
which was out of control,” Elfstrom said. In a phone interview from his home in Sedgwick, Flagg, now retired, 
said he remembered a number of things about Elfstrom, including where he sat in class and that he’d fled 
a war zone. “From his perspective, he felt I was going out of my way, and in a way I was,” said Flagg. “But when 
a kid, any kid, takes an interest in something like that you want to help them as much as you can.” 
 
Project Launch 
Kim Hutchinson, who started Project Launch, was good friends with Elfstrom in high school. “Bill Flagg was 
a person who saw real potential in him,” Hutchinson said in a phone interview.  Elfstrom had been living in 
Beirut with his mother, who worked for the United Nations during the Lebanese Civil War. At 15 he left by 
himself on a French military transport. He then hitchhiked across Cypress to see a family friend, a BBC 
correspondent, who helped him get back to the United States. He moved into his family’s summer cottage 
in Deer Isle with another adult family friend, who, recalled Elfstrom, lasted just a few days. “I was a big, strong 
kid and I kicked him out of the house,” he said. “I had culture shock, PTSD.” He didn’t think the school 
understood that. “I was bored stiff in school,” he said. “It was incredibly easy and I had a lot more fun things 
to do.” He wanted to go to Dartmouth, however. The guidance counselor told him he was wasting his time 
because he had no money. He later realized he could have gotten a scholarship to Dartmouth. Instead, he 
graduated from the University of Maine and then got a master’s in biology at New Mexico State University. 
Elfstrom said Bill Flagg made a massive difference in his life. A good guidance counselor could have also made 
a massive difference, he said. 
 
Today, he still has his family cottage in Deer Isle and he’s stayed in touch with Hutchinson. Recently he found 
out Hutchinson was trying to do for DISHS kids what the school couldn’t do for him back in 1986, he said. 
He donated $10,000 a year for five years to Project Launch in order to make a big wave in a small pond, he 
said. Under Hutchinson’s leadership, Project Launch helps DISHS students get into and stay in college, 
certificate programs and technical school. It also helps students find and keep work. “There couldn’t be a 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Left photo: Bruce Elfstrom sometime around 1986 
when he was a DISHS senior. Bruce Elfstrom now, 
CEO of Overland Experts, an off-road driving and 
overlanding school based in East Haddam, Conn. 

 



    
 
     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Kim Hutchinson in the 1986 DISHS yearbook, left 
photo, and as she looks now as Project Launch 
director 

more honest, caring, empathetic, trustworthy person than Kim [Hutchinson],” Elfstrom said. Since it 
started in 2012, Project Launch has enrolled 120 students. Of those, 75 percent either graduated with a 
degree or are still enrolled in a program of study. Before Project Launch only 40 percent graduated or stayed 
in a program, Hutchinson said. 
 
Many island students are the first generation in their family to go to college, and the experience can be 
daunting, said Hutchinson, an eighth-generation islander. Sometimes they aren’t ready for the academic 
or social challenges, she said, or perhaps they feel they don’t belong and need some emotional support. “A 
lot of our kids don’t go to college because of $500,” Hutchinson said. Now, with Elfstrom’s donation, Project 
Launch can help with that kind of gap funding and, perhaps, with paid internships or some sort of scholar 
ship fund. Hutchinson hopes to leverage similar commitments from other donors. Already, an anonymous 
donor has matched Elfstrom’s. 
 
Two-and-a-half years ago, Project Launch developed a program for students headed for the workforce. In 
February they met with 65 employers at the high school. Then COVID-19 gave the program a kick in the pants, 
Hutchinson said. “We talk a lot about Plan B, when your job is no longer there, you thought you had an 
internship, you thought you were going to go fishing,” she said. “They need to have some kind of path and 
they need to have a plan.” Elfstrom, the former party animal who did well in school and now trains military 
specialforces, hopes his story inspires another Deer Isle teenager. “I’m hoping,” he said, “if I can be at all an 
example, that’s another thing.” 

 

    



 


