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Thank you, Mark. Well, I know I’ve been up here a few times already, but I would still like to offer a sincere and warm welcome to Karen and her family, and to our distinguished visitors. Thank you all for coming. 

Well Karen, here we are. I remember the conversation we had, when you told me that you would be retiring this summer. And I remember feeling that twinge of sadness because it’s always tough to see a friend and confidant leave the “family business,” as you put it. And that’s a good way to put it, because after all these years with us, you are family. 

The awards and letters you’ve received already clearly define the details of the excellent job you’ve done for us. So I would like to take just a few minutes and tell the people who mean the most to you just how much you and your service has meant to this Command. 

Something not included in Karen’s biography is that before she started with the Navy, Karen taught school. I’m sure that’s no surprise to anyone who knows her, given Karen’s natural way with people and her interest in their professional growth. 
I’ve had the privilege of working with Karen for the past 17 years. I’ve learned a lot from her, and here’s why:

Karen Holcomb is like the favorite teacher we all remember growing up. 
You know the kind I mean. The teacher who worked her chalk across the board with passion. The one who, after asking the question, stuck with you until you got the answer. 
The one who saw something in you — something more than you ever saw in yourself. 
And not only saw your gifts and potential, but described them to you, and, when necessary, reminded you of them.

Karen built her classroom on 33 years of experience. Her shelves were lined with textbooks she helped to write. Books on corporate operations, strategic planning, public affairs, manpower, business and financial management. 
She decorated her walls — not with her own accomplishments — but with posters that read, “You can do it,” and “Our future is bright.” 
She wasn’t afraid to stand at the front of the room and share with others what she herself had learned. New students were welcome; there was always room for one more desk.

Inside our complex organization, Karen handled change like a chalkboard — erasing what didn’t work and keeping what did. 
As long as I’ve known her, Karen never looked at change as a challenge. Instead, she viewed it as a natural order of things, like the way seasons change.
Challenges that did come her way she faced head on. She learned to do this as a young girl, when her father showed her how big jobs could be broken into smaller, 
doable pieces. Anyone who knows Karen has seen this tenacity in action. 
Yet her real strength is not in breaking things down, but in building people up. 

To Karen, people are everything. They are the very heart of an organization. Especially this one. 
As her career moved her across codes and competencies, she saw the value every person at every level brought to the table of technology. 
As promotion lifted her higher in the organization, she continued to practice a solid piece of advice. That advice was to give the people ownership of their work. 
Early in her career, Karen learned that people here want to think things through. They want to problem-solve. They seek out solutions.
She understood that it’s people who make aircraft fly and systems run and weapons work. 
Like Karen says, “Behind every machine is an amazing mind in motion.”

Teachers are known for turning complicated ideas into simple notions — and Karen did that. 
Few people know NAVAIR like she does. 
She has a clear understanding of a complex command that channels technical and business expertise across our competency aligned organization. 
But if you asked Karen what NAVAIR does, she would say, “We get things to our Sailors and Marines so they can do their job and come back to us — safely.”

And it really is that simple.
Karen, I know you’ve always practiced your belief of giving our people power over their work; to not associate someone’s name with a certain program or project. I share that belief with one exception because whenever I think of the mentoring program, I will think of Karen Holcomb.

Through your wisdom, talents, and honesty — you have given us so much. The only thing you’ve asked in return is for us to pass on what we know. To mentor and to mold the next generation of problem-solvers and solution seekers. 
We won’t let you down.
You told me once that service to our country is a gift we all have — a gift that demands our very best. 
Karen, for 33 years you have given your best to the Navy and to the Nation. 
The trust, inspiration, and dedication you’ve shown us over the years are the very fingerprint of this Command.
With it, you have touched the hearts of so many in this season of change. 

And now, all too soon, it’s summertime. 
So on this — our last day of school together — please know that what you have taught us, we have learned and we will do our best to pass it on to the next class and the next. 

Karen, we wish you and Jack the very best — Fair winds and following seas —congratulations.
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