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[Introduction edited to remove personal acknowledgements]  

It really is, once again, an honor to be here. But as you may have gathered this has been a much more emotional day for me than I anticipated. A lot of memories come back and it really is terrific to be back here again and see so many friends and classmates from the class of 1969.  And I now have the privilege of being able to take what I’ve learned here, the experiences and the standards that were imprinted indelibly on me and have the honor and privilege to lead our Navy and what the Navy is. 
We are right now about 332,000 young men and women. Of that number, 61,000 – as we sit here today, at this moment – are deployed around the world.  That number is pretty constant. Fifteen thousand of our Sailors are on the ground in Iraq, Afghanistan and the Horn of Africa. And that is in addition to the deployments that we make with our aircraft carriers and submarines and aviation squadrons. They are doing unbelievable work in jobs that they are normally not prepared to do: on the ground with Army units sometimes operating independently in Afghanistan. This past year we have had two Navy Sailors awarded the nation’s highest award for valor, the Medal of Honor. Lt. Michael Murphy in the mountains of Afghanistan, who in an effort to save his team, went out in the open field of fire, called in air support, and although mortally wounded, he thanked the controller before he signed off and died. Petty Officer Michael Monsoor in Iraq in a sniper position with some of his team threw himself on a hand grenade. He had a clear path out of the way but he wasn’t going to leave his comrades there. He too was awarded the nation’s highest honor. But there are others who, day in and day out, embody those ideals and serve our nation in very, very special ways.
But we also find ourselves at a time in our history where we are stretched around the world. We no longer have, as many of us who came along in my generation, the benefit of a single adversary. We face challenges in the Middle East, in Africa, in Southeast Asia and we are distributed globally to serve our nation in a way that we best can in the United States Navy. And what we bring is a global presence, a forward presence, the ability to project power, the ability to control the seas and to do it in a way that does not infringe on another nation’s sovereignty.  To be there but to not be there and to show the strength of our nation is as important to preventing war as it is in winning war. 

As I approach the duties that I have and as I call upon the lessons that I learned here, I really focus on three things. Building the Navy of tomorrow: what should it be, how big should it be, what attributes should it have? And even though we sometimes become enamored with technology, capacity is going to be very important to us, the number of ships, number of airplanes so that we can be out and about so that we can provide the security and the safety of the sea lanes that provide for our nation’s prosperity. I also look at our current operations and what we are doing around the world. I touched on some of them but there is so much more to add. In addition to the combat operations in which we are involved, in the aftermath of the tsunami of 2004, we decided that maybe we could bring some help and hope and perhaps a little bit of prevention to some areas of the world that are underserved, underprivileged. And we embarked in 2005 on a program of proactive humanitarian assistance and since that time we have deployed our hospital ships on the West coast and the East coast, the USNS Mercy and Comfort, and large amphibious ships.  We’ve included non-governmental organizations and other navies. In that period of time in Africa, Southeast Asia and South America we have provided medical care and support to 320,000 people who in their wildest dreams never thought they would ever see that level of medical care in their lives. 
We have deployed our Navy as I said in very unusual ways. Since 9-11 we have sent 72,000 Sailors to the desert to support the other services.  They all come back and say it’s one of the most important things that they’ve ever done, to be able to go in and make a difference in someone’s life. But I always come back to that which makes our Navy and our nation great, particularly our armed forces great.  We can have all the ships, all the airplanes, all the submarines, and their value to the nation is zero, absolutely nothing, until people get in them and they can do things that we never even dreamed possible. Every day when I visit a fleet unit, I am inspired by the work that our young people do, day in and day out. And they are also much more orderly I would say than I was when I was growing up. They have a great sense of duty and obligation and they too possess the character and courage and moral fiber that is going to be so important for our future. And even though I talk about Valley Forge shaping my life, there are many young men and women out there who abide the very ideas of this school and as I see that it causes me to have great, great optimism of the future.

And I’ll close with the story of a young man – a Navy pilot, getting ready to go on deployment on the John F. Kennedy when we still had it in service. And he was in a F/A-18 Hornet, in the catapult.  He had taken his airplane to the full military power and for some unknown reason, and no one had ever seen this happen before, the device pulls the airplane back until the catapult strokes failed and he started moving down the flight deck very fast, but not fast enough to fly. And when you watch the tapes, it’s incredible to see the airplane begin to pinwheel going down the deck as he’s trying to get control of the slide. And it finally comes to rest with the left wheel about 10 feet from the front of the ship.  They chained the airplane down to get it back. The next day I was going out there to perform a certification on it.  This was a few years ago, and I decided I was going to give him, the young pilot, an Air Medal because of what he did. Now the Air Medal is given for extraordinary performance or heroism in flight, he never got it off the deck, but I thought that was a technicality – and I gave it to him anyway. And I gave him the award in front of his fellow pilots and his ready room and he was very quiet, which is a really unusual characteristic for a Navy fighter pilot. We finished the award and he said ‘Admiral do you mind if I say something?’ And I said ‘No. This is your day. The floor is yours.’ And he said ‘You don’t remember me but…’ which is always a bad way to start a story. And he said ‘You and I have met before when you were Commandant at the Naval Academy, and then it was under very different circumstances. I was in a lot of trouble. And everyone in my chain of command, to include the Midshipmen, said that I should no longer be at the Naval Academy.’ And I couldn’t remember the circumstances, but I think Virgil and Tom would tell me that if the Midshipmen are saying ‘out,’ that’s probably, he did something that was a little over the top. And then he looked me and said ‘For some reason you told me I had one more chance. And I hope that when I saved that airplane yesterday, I paid you back.’ That’s the type of young men and women that we have in our military today. They are the type of young men and women who embody the ideals of this institution and who make me feel so inspired and so at home when I’m with my Sailors around the world, wherever they may be.

Thank you again for this incredible honor, for your wonderful hospitality. For this day, I will never forget.  I applaud you and thank you for everything that you are doing to carry forth the great traditions of this wonderful institution that we all love so much. Thank you very much.

