Adm. Gary Roughead

Chief of Naval Operations 

Remarks delivered at Nauticus Theater- Norfolk, Va.

Celebration in Honor of Capt Richard Phillips, Staff and Crew of USS BAINBRIDGE

November 19, 2009

Thank you very much, and Mayor Fraim [Frank Fraim] it is great to be back in Norfolk again, especially great to be back for an event like this. And the city knows how to do it right.  I would like to say thank you for providing this great venue for this recognition and of course, Captain [Richard] Phillips, it is great to meet in person. 
Now, we’re here to really celebrate an extraordinary rescue and also to celebrate the incredible men and women who made it possible. Whenever, I talk about the event, and I am often asked to talk about the event, I always begin by telling everyone, and reminding everyone, that while the light was shining on the Navy, the success of the rescue began on the Maersk Alabama. Because it was the refusal of Captain Phillips and the crew of the Maersk Alabama, it was your refusal to allow the pirates to take your ship that set the motion for the rest of the defense that made all that followed possible. It was the decisions that you made, but moreover- it was the training of the crew, it was your personal courage and courage of your crew, it was the toughness that was displayed by American mariners; it was the fighting spirit, but most of all it was leadership that set the path for this extraordinary event. 
And I think it is also no coincidence that, just yesterday, the Maersk Alabama again repelled an attack by pirates. And so it’s obvious to me that the standards for security and self-defense for the Maersk Alabama are not an accident, standards are high, and that is in extraordinary large part of Captain Phillips, to those who are serving on board her today, and to the spirit of the MAersk line in allowing that to happen. 
While Merchant Sailors and US Navy Sailors go to sea on very different ships, we share a very common interest: the security at sea and free unhampered use of the seas to connect nations, to connect people, to connect continent.  And that is why two ships from Norfolk- Maersk Alabama and the USS Bainbridge- can find themselves half way across the world, in a situation that the original pirate hunters like Commodore Bainbridge, would have envied.  

In facing our oldest foe, counter-piracy operations are not new to the United States Navy. Yet the unique circumstances of this counter-piracy effort and the even more unique circumstances of how this stand off ended will go down in the history books as a remarkable achievement. It’s indeed remarkable- because, in the days surrounding the event, almost every news outlet in the world was remarking on the event and providing situation updates on the hour. 
But I also maintain it’s going to leave an indelible impression for two reasons. One, because Sailors can still take the most unusual and most desperate situations, and come out on top. That is what the American Sailor, Navy or merchant, is able to do.  USS Bainbridge is a remarkable ship, led by a remarkable captain, and manned by a remarkable crew. It’s capable of launching the most sophisticated weapons in any Navy’s arsenal in strike or ashore, on submarines; it can defend against mass missiles, aircrafts, but at the same time it can turn a softer hand and deliver humanitarian aid or render disaster relief.  
Her wide abilities and the diverse strength of the great ship come not from the weapons system or the steel that makes the ship, but from the men and women who gave her life. 
Indeed, the most lethal weapon onboard Bainbridge at the time of her rescue was the team US Navy SEALs, who embarked the ship while it was already at sea. I was often asked, ‘Well how did the Seals get there?’ I would say, ‘It’s quite simple, everyone knows the SEALs walk on water.’ 

The Sailors who are here today, who participated in the rescue- you should be tremendously proud of what you have accomplished. Your creativity, your ingenuity, professional competence and patient determination brought Captain Phillips home. It wouldn’t matter how much technology or how many gadgets you might of had, that rescue came down to you being there, able to apply your minds, your talent, your competence to the challenge that faced you at that moment in time. You have served honorably and you have written a page in the history of our Navy that will last forever.  

The event was also remarkable because the link between our merchant ship and the naval protection has been dramatically re-asserted. 
Centuries ago the United States Congress saw fit to commission six frigates in the US Navy to protect American merchants at sea from the Barbary pirates. Since that time, our nation’s investment in sea power has maintained the global Navy ready to protect American interests in everything from cataclysmic sea battles of World War II to ballistic missile defense in 2009. 
But though we have the capability to take on the most technically complex missions, we always retain the flexibility to go back to our roots, and protect American international trade- ninety percent of which is at sea- and we protect it from the oldest of foes, pirates. No other Navy has the same range of ability or reach that the United States Navy enjoys today. 
So congratulations to the crew of the USS Bainbridge and the SEALs who made all this possible. Thank you for your incredible service. What you did is a story that you will be able to tell your children and grandchildren. Now, all Sailors have sea stories, and Lord we know that to be true- but this sea story, this one, is one that only you, no one else can have the bragging rights to this one. 
To Captain Phillips- congratulations to you, thank you for your leadership, for your personal courage, for your perseverance, and the example that you have set for those who go to sea wherever it may be. You stand as a model for all Americans, wherever they serve, wherever they stand. 
To the city of Norfolk and to the citizens who are gathered here tonight- I thank you for being with us today, for what you do, but most of all for the support that you give to our Navy and that you give to those who sail under an American flag. The men and women who go to sea for our nation need your support, we know that we have your support, and there is no question that the city of Norfolk, the Nauticus, demonstrated that so very well tonight. Thank you very much.           

