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Thank you. It’s a great pleasure to be in South Carolina with our friends of the Columbia Council.  I strongly support the Navy League and personally appreciate all you do for our Sailors and Marines. 

This is a most special treat for me, spending time with true war heroes who flew and fought against enemies of peace and for American freedom.

If I could put the spotlight on Dr. Alan Corbett for just a moment — Alan, it was through your efforts working with the Navy Office of Community Outreach and my staff that made this visit possible. Like you, I share a deep commitment toward keeping the history of our Navy alive through events like this one. Thank you, sir. 
I can’t think of a better place to talk about that history than on this beautiful campus, which I understand is just a few years younger than our great Navy. Now I may seem to connect everything to the Navy, but in my line of work, everything we do is for the Sailor and the Marine. 
As a systems command, we do our best to provide them with the aircraft, weapons, and systems they need, though I think you’ll agree that America’s greatest capability is the courage and commitment of our service men and women.
That is what shines along the timeline of war and conflict — moments when exceptional courage sparks a fire of change. 
One of those moments was Midway. 
Now I do want to share with you a little bit about the Battle of Midway, but let me preface that by saying history is open to interpretation and tends to mean something different to each person. Having said that, here’s what inspires me …
When I think of Midway, I think of brave pilots who climbed into aircraft on the flight decks of Enterprise, Yorktown and Hornet — the weight of ensuring American freedom on their shoulders.

And I can’t help but wonder that in those circumstances, with so many odds against them, what forged their will to face such a strong enemy?

Courage of course. But I believe it was also their shipmates. Service is a sacred bond and friends fight for friends as well as for country. 
I’m sure the recent losses at Coral Sea and Pearl Harbor had also worked resolve deep into their minds and hearts.  Whatever their focus was on June 4, the mission was clear: America needed to win. And they needed to win using fewer carriers, older planes, and no battleships. 
You know, in relaying war stories, courage is always mentioned. Often, I’ve heard it described as more of a feeling. But isn’t real courage action? 

To me, some of the bravest action at Midway was taken by the men of Torpedo Squadron 8. From the beginning, VT-8 faced overwhelming odds. To begin with, the pilots were new and their planes were old. 
Because several were boot ensigns, they had to train for war while fighting the war. 
Also, the Battle of Midway was the first time some of them had carried a torpedo on an aircraft, off of a ship, or even seen any of that done. 
Ensign George Gay told later how, “Quite a few of us were a little bit skeptical and leery, but we’d seen Doolittle and his boys …they hadn’t seen a carrier before and they took the B-25s off. So we figured by golly if they can do it, well we could too.”

With that picture in their minds and willingness in their hearts, VT-8 launched from Hornet with orders to drop torpedoes on as many ships in the Japanese fleet as possible.
Lieutenant Commander John Waldron led the way. He saw the enemy carriers just as he was running low on fuel. He asked permission to withdraw and refuel before attacking, but the reply was negative. Waldron was ordered to attack at once.

With little fuel and no cover from fighters, Waldron flew out in front and approached the enemy at low altitude — in plain view of the Japanese and their Zeros. 
With just 9 miles to go, the Zeros engaged. 

The Douglas TBD Devastators moved slow, toward the heart of the fleet — an act later compared to “riding in a hearse.” 
Before the torpedo planes could make a single hit on an enemy carrier, Zeros shot down every plane in Torpedo 8. 
Fifteen planes fell into the sea. Twenty-nine men were lost. Only Ensign Gay survived.
VT-8 did not succeed in their mission that day. But the threat of their attack did make enemy carriers move and maneuver. And they did draw the Zeros in low, distracting the enemy with their sacrifice — precious minutes that opened opportunity for the next wave of torpedo planes and bombers.
The dive bombers did succeed, hitting Japanese carriers just as they prepared to launch refueled planes. The enemy later reported, “We were unable to avoid the dive bombers because we were so occupied in avoiding the torpedoes.”

“We     were     unable …”   Those are words of surrender. And for the U.S., victory. 
This 65-year-old story still stirs me today. It’s hard not to think that if those torpedo planes would’ve been just a little newer, a little faster, that maybe the outcome would’ve have been better. That is a lesson those pilots left us to learn. 
The men of Midway gave everything they had with what they had. 
As one veteran put it, “Those guys had the guts to fly those planes. They did what they could. That’s the American spirit.”

They say Midway turned the tide of the Pacific War, but it wasn’t the place that did it — I believe it was the Sailors, Marines and Airmen who took hold of the situation and with raw determination and grit made it turn — inch by inch. 
It was an all hands effort by the ships’ engine room Sailors, gunner’s mates, and squadron maintenance crews. It took the sacrifice of other torpedo squadrons from Yorktown and Enterprise. The USS Hammann — and Yorktown herself — were also lost.
At the time, none of them knew what the outcome of that battle was going to be or how long their war would last. 
Midway was not halfway. It was just the beginning of a long march across the Pacific toward peace.   
I like how Walter Lord put it:
“They had no right to win, yet they did, and in doing so they changed the course of a war. Even against the greatest of odds, there is something in human spirit — a magic blend of skill, faith and valor — that can lift men from certain defeat to incredible victory.”

This is a hope we can draw from as we travel the path of this war — a path that is not always clear or certain. 
But one thing is certain: the Sailors and the Marines of this generation are just as courageous and just as capable as those of the Greatest Generation.
The fight for freedom goes on. As one World War II veteran gently warns those in uniform, “I did what you’re about to do.”

As these brave men and women do this noble work, let us keep them in our prayers — that they may succeed in every mission and return safely home. Thank you. 
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