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HISPANIC HERITAGE SPEECH

First and foremost, I would like to remind you that there is something special about the greater military community to which you belong. You are now part of a very elite and dedicated group of individuals with a great and limitless future ahead of you. The possibilities are endless. Not all here today will choose to serve 20, 30 or more years…. but the fact that you will serve at least one tour should be a source of pride and satisfaction. 
Since most of us here today are (or were)  uniformed members of the armed forces let us remember what we are all about, and let me remind you about whom we serve and why we exist. It is certainly not about money, fame or publicity. If that were so, none of us would be here today, and none would wear the uniform with the pride we do. We are all about serving our country and protecting our families, our community and our way of life. 

This is a great country. It has been forged from the blend of many races, cultures, traditions, religions and ethnic backgrounds. Those of you who suffered through high school physics will remember that the process of making alloys such as steel involves the mixing of various elements, heating to a very high temperature and then slowly cooling until an entirely new material is formed. In the case of steel, it is much stronger than iron, more flexible, more rust resistant and much more useful as a building material. So it is with nations and cultures. We speak of a Hispanic Heritage, but we also know that the very rich culture we refer to when we use the term “Hispanic” is itself the result of a unique blending of other cultures, traditions, and nationalities; each with its own history and character.  Hispanics, in turn, have contributed immeasurably to the development of  this country as a separate and distinct culture from both the east and the west, a civilization that has no parallel in history; a true cultural alloy of which you all are an indispensable and intricate part of the whole. It has not been easy. Far from it.  As in physics, the development and maturing of this national alloy has required that it be forged in the heat of battle and in lives. We fought a revolution, a civil war, two world wars and a cultural revolution that is still going on today. 
Poet and philosopher Maya Angelou perhaps summarized what I have been trying to convey to you here in a much more succinct way. She stated; “It is time for the preachers the rabbis, the priests, and the pundits, and the professors to believe in the awesome wonder of diversity so that they can teach those who follow them. It is time for parents to teach young people early on that in diversity there is beauty and there is strength. We all should know that diversity makes for a rich tapestry, and we must understand that all the threads of the tapestry are equal in value no matter their color; equal in importance no matter their texture.”

Hispanics have made enormous contributions to this country throughout its history, and continue to do so today.  Our history is replete with the achievements of Hispanics, but unfortunately, we as Hispanics, have done a very poor job of educating others about those achievements. How many people here know, for example that the Navy’s first Admiral and the person who went on to become its first four-star Admiral, was a Hispanic. David Farragut was the son of a Spanish merchant ship captain. To my regret, I did not find out until I was stationed in Spain and saw that an elementary school in Rota was named after him. Farragut is a Spanish surname except they pronounce it differently. In anglicizing his name we lost more than a foot note in history, we also lost a role model, a source of pride, and somebody that other Americans can look up to, acknowledge, and use to dispel still widely held misperceptions and, yes, ethnic stereotypes. There are many others: The Army’s best division commander in World War Two, Major General Terry (de la Mesa) Allen rarely has “de la Mesa” included with his name in the history books. How many of you know who was a flamenco dancer named Margarita Cansino? Well, she is better known as Rita Hayworth. How about, Linda Carter (Wonder Woman); Charlie Sheen; the list goes on. I mention it because we have to take pride in our heritage and to demonstrate it. We need to avoid feeling that we need to deny that heritage to make progress and worse, to turn our backs on it when we do achieve success.  That success must be honed as a tool to help those who follow in our footsteps. By this I mean that we must look to the future and we must work with the new generations to ensure they benefit from our experience. Or, to use the theme from this year’s Hispanic Heritage celebration – GET INVOLVED! We need to educate others about the rich tapestry and the strength of Hispanic culture, but we also need to serve as role models and to accept responsibility for reaching out to our young people and help set them on the road to success. We are in the midst of an election year and all of a sudden the candidates are paying attention to the diverse Hispanic population. It is unfortunate that this only happens once every four years. Partly, that is our fault. We need to engage the society at large and to be part of that political process. This requires us to GET INVOLVED and to participate in the larger community, in governance and in voicing our needs and requirements. Getting involved doesn’t just mean voting in elections-although that is important-and watching the debates on television. It means participating in whatever manner you can; from joining the PTA, to attending town meetings, or even running for public office when the time comes. (Obviously, for most of you here, within the constraints of your military duties.) We need to become masters of our own destiny. Sitting on the sidelines watching events unfold is unacceptable. 
   
Now, one of the advantages of age and rank is that I get to leave you with a few words of wisdom, whether you want to hear them or not!  These are not original thoughts; older and wiser sages than me handed them down to me and now I do my part by passing them down to you. It is one way in which I stay involved.
Let me start by saying that advancement opportunities and your individual prospects for a successful career are as good if not better than they have ever been.  When looking at your future, don't try to gauge your own potential for advancement and success based on what others have done in the past.  To do so is to set limits on your self.  The failure of others is only of interest for what we can learn from their mistakes.  

 I can't tell you how many times I have heard service members complaining of the apparent lack of advancement opportunities for their own groups.  This engenders what I call a mentality of mediocrity: "No matter what I do I am doomed to fail, so I will do just enough to get by."   These are the same people who express surprise and dismay when they fail to select for promotion to the next higher grade.    If there is to be only one person selected by the next board, you have the same chance as anybody else - or better. A very good friend of mine was trapped by this vicious circle. He would always warn me “not to get my hopes up,” not to look for more challenging positions or to take on the hard jobs, because I would only be disappointed, that I could not compete successfully, etc., etc. A very competent officer, he wasted his potential because he was defeated from the start. He retired at a rank well below his potential. Not only did he not exploit his abilities; he denied his organization the full extent of his capabilities and potential contributions. Don’t follow in his path. 

This also brings to mind something that my father also used to say: “Ultimately, people will perceive you as you perceive yourself. If you feel socially handicapped, or doomed to fail, others will inevitably see you in exactly that way.” And, guess what – you will fail!  
Obviously, this is not the whole story. We must have a strategy for success and a plan to achieve it.   The strategy is simple:  we must perform to the very best of our capability and our potential.  Nothing less will suffice.  It is expected of us as military professionals.

If we desire to be competitive in our respective fields, and if we demand that we be judged and compared with our peers and colleagues solely on the basis of our performance, then we must be prepared to function to our own maximum individual potential.   

 The plan to achieve this strategy includes continuing education, involvement in community activities, volunteering for collateral duties, accepting all challenging assignments even if they involve overseas moves, sea duty, etc. Nobody can tailor a career to suit their extracurricular activities, real estate investments, preference for a particular geographical area, or desire to remain in a particularly pleasant and comfortable duty station.  Often this will require significant sacrifices by our families and relatives. It will mean frequent separation from friends and extended family members.  For many, these changes are not acceptable and will prefer a stable, familiar, and predictable environment in lieu of enhanced promotional advancement opportunities.  

  No one can deny that selection and promotions are important to all of us; not just because they translate into more money and prestige, but because they represent the acknowledgment and affirmation of a job well done.  Unfortunately not all who deserve promotions will be selected.  Some things we cannot control, i.e., drawdowns, changing requirements, the precepts given to the selection board, and so on.  We can, and should, however, ensure that our chances for promotion are at least on a par with our peers.  
And yet.......how many minority members do you know who tend to shy away from social and community activities outside their workspaces and to congregate exclusively with others of similar or identical backgrounds?   This may not affect their capability to perform, but it will keep them in relative anonymity and obscurity; fatal factors when you are being considered for positions of increased responsibility and leadership.  Worse, such individuals are depriving themselves of enlarging their cultural universe and enriching their own personal and social lives.  By all means, maintain your cultural heritage and traditions, but do not isolate yourselves from the rest of the world. GET INVOLVED! Seek others out, learn from them, let others know who you are, let them know about your goals and aspirations, about your ideas and plans, and about your family.  Participate in community events and BE part of that greater community at large: in short, be "one of the guys" - in spirit as well as in deed.  Why do you think politicians go around kissing babies, shaking hands and attending all sorts of country fairs, picnics, and Church dedications?  You are more prone to vote for "good old Joe" than "what's his name".  It's a fact of life.

  Derive strength from your heritage, don't seek refuge in it!   

Take those attributes which are part of your heritage and apply them to your professional endeavors and to everyday life:  Honor, respect, loyalty, pride, and a deep and abiding sense of family values.  I guarantee you; they will stand you in good stead. They are the stuff success is built on and, not surprisingly, they also comprise the very essence of our military culture. 

Very often, people would ask to see me in hopes of finding out about the secret handshake, or the formula for success. They were hoping for some exotic philosophy, a hidden password, or a great revelation.  In fact, the formula is quite simple and today I pass it on to you. 

First, do not set a particular rank or position as your goal; to do so is to limit yourself. Our personal education and professional development should be a life-long process and should be motivated by our own innate desire to improve ourselves and to grow, not just to make E-9 0-4, 0-6, or even flag or general rank.  Similarly, our satisfaction in a job well done should be derived from the success of our own efforts, not by the external rewards derived from that effort.  Those will necessarily follow, I assure you, but they cannot be our driving force.

 Second; take the very best of the opportunities afforded to you today, don’t wait for tomorrow’s chance. The former CMC of the Marine Corps (Gen Krulak) has a term for it that captures the essence of this advice:  BLOOM IN PLACE.  Look at every assignment as it was your entire career. In fact, today’s assignment IS the foundation upon which you will indeed build the rest of your career. Accept the challenges with enthusiasm and determination. There are truly no bad assignments or bad duty stations, only bad experiences. Like everything else in life, what benefits you derive are directly related to the time and effort you invest. 


Third; be sure you make a difference! Never leave an assignment looking exactly the way it did when you arrived.  Try to leave a legacy for those who follow. Ask yourself, how can we be more efficient and effective; how can we improve the quality of life? How can we contribute more to our mission?

Fourth, do not be afraid to tackle change. Yes, it can be, and often is painful. Many will resist the old traditions, and ways of doing things, but it should not deter you from doing the right thing. Even a small step forward is better than the status quo. And, remember, a series of small steps can eventually result in significant accomplishments. 

Fifth, avoid the well traveled path! Be alert for potential pitfalls, but don’t be afraid of making mistakes! Try something new. In fact, mistakes often point the way to success.

Finally, never forget about your people! They are the key to success and are the most important resource in your organization!!!!!!! Always be fair and impartial and treat others with respect!!

As military service men and women you are now part of a proud and select organization. You will carry on your shoulders an awesome responsibility. 
 Wear your uniforms with pride and purpose and remember those who wore it before you and honored it with their actions, dedication and sometimes even with their lives. 
Now some of you in the audience may be saying, well that is all very interesting but what does it have to do with my being a Hispanic? My response is, it has everything to do with all of you being able to realize your maximum potential and to assume the positions of leadership and influence which you deserve both within this organization and society at large. 
Many years ago I spoke to the graduating intern class at the Naval Medical Center in San Diego. I told them what I now tell you, - I envy you. I even told them that given the choice I would turn in my gold shoulder boards for those of a lieutenant if I was given the opportunity to serve all over again. It has been THAT satisfying and fulfilling.  It has been a rare privilege and an honor to serve with our country’s military services for almost 30 years. It has also been personally rewarding as well as professionally challenging. I have been to every continent, including Antarctica, I have practiced medicine in McMurdo Sound and in the Sahara Desert; I have climbed the Great Pyramid of Khufu at midnight during the feast of Abraham and climbed Mouth Fujii. We have sailed down the Rhine, served in Europe and in Asia, in Hawaii, and in the East and West Coasts. It has been quite a ride! I wish you all a similar experience.
Finally, I thought we could end with an excerpt from a poem by Maya Angelou which captures both the essence of cultural diversity and the ways in which we are all alike:

…”Mirror twins are different although their features jibe, and  lovers think quite different thoughts while lying side by side.

I note the obvious differences between each sort and type, but we are more alike, my friends, than we are unalike.

We are more alike, my friends, than we are unalike,

We are more alike my friends, than we are unalike!”
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