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Commandant, your words have the eloquence that mine will lack.  Thank you, for the explanation you have given and the leadership and inspiration you give every day to our Marines.
Mr. Secretary, Sgt Meyer and all your family, half of Kentucky I believe is here, Medal of Honor recipients, that honor us with your presence, ladies and gentlemen.  Never leave a Marine behind – these words are indoctrinated into our young Marines from their first moments at Parris Island or San Diego.  They are not codified in any sort of rule or regulation, in any creed or oath, but are its ethos understood in the heart of every Marine.  And those words were made real by the actions of Sergeant Dakota Meyer in the Ganjgal Valley, Kunar Province, Afghanistan on September 8, 2009.  

As you all know, and as the Commandant so gracefully explained, yesterday, Sgt Meyer received the highest military honor our nation can bestow.  President Obama placed around his neck the unmistakable light blue ribbon of the Medal of Honor.  But Sgt Meyer said yesterday, and he has said repeatedly and consistently, that it is not his honor, it belongs to the fallen Marines, it belongs to all Marines.  It belongs to the Marines, like Sgt Meyer, for whom uncommon courage is a daily occurrence.  Today, we add him to our Hall of Heroes, ensuring that his tale of valor continues and that the names of the fallen are not forgotten.

I’ve had the amazing honor of presenting combat awards to men and women who have all done extraordinary things.  The one constant in each one of these, is demonstrated by Sgt Meyer, and that is humility.  Every time I have presented a Navy Cross or a Silver Star for valor, the explanation has always been, “I was just doing my job.”  What cannot be more plainly said, is when Sgt Meyer did his job, he became a hero.
He has a lot of family here today: Mike; and Pepaw and Mamaw, 58 years married and role models for him; mentors and friends from high school; from the Marines, who have contributed to the life of this outstanding young man.  Thank you for all that you did and have done to make Dakota Meyer into the person he has become.
During times of war, a lot is made of valor and courage, and opportunities to demonstrate them multiply.  But even within these extraordinary actions, some, some of them just stand out.  Dakota Meyer’s heroism is of that kind; unfathomable, awe inspiring to everybody who hears about it.

The President of the United States yesterday, did an amazing job in recounting the events of Sept 8, 2009.  The citation on the Medal of Honor does great justice.  And I know that it’s a difficult story for Dakota Meyer to hear, and I know he has had to hear it a lot.  But with my apologies to you and my asking your indulgence, I’d like to tell the story one more time.  Because I think it is a is a story that deserves to be told, as an example of what Marines will do to protect each other, and to what lengths they will go to never leave a Marine unaccounted for on a battlefield.

You’ve all heard, on Sept 8, Sgt Meyer and his team in were part of an Embedded Training Team with the 1st Kandak, 2nd Brigade, 201st Afghan Army Corps.  They were going, as the Commandant said, on a peaceful mission to meet with village elders.
When they set out that morning, they knew the day could be hard.  They split into three sections: four of the US team members were with the lead elements of the Afghan Army (ANA) and Afghan Border Police (ABP) column, five Americans joined the center of the column, and two Marines, Sgt Meyer among them, remained behind at the rally point providing security.

And as the teams approached that village, just before sunrise, every light in the village went off.  And minutes later, the world became fire.


From three sides, grenades and small arms fire began to rain down from the terraced fields and from the houses, from the village, pinning down and catching them in a barrage so intense that no one could move for over two hours.

Sgt Meyer could hear all this and knew that his security team’s efforts just couldn’t get them out, because of the geography and because of what they were facing.  He also knew that air support was not going to be coming anytime soon.  And so, without regard for his own safety, he and SSgt Rodriguez-Chavez, who it has been my honor since then to award the Navy Cross for his actions that day, they took the initiative.  They got into a humvee, left their secure location where they could have stayed, moved directly into the kill zone to find their fellow Marines and Sailors, and Afghans.  Finding the way to battle was easy, follow the sounds of the guns.
Theirs was the only moving vehicle and an obvious target, and it became the target for the overwhelming grenade, mortar, machine gun, and small arms fire.  And it was hit, repeatedly.  They had no supporting arms, no additional people.  Sgt Meyer sat in the unprotected turret gunner seat, and returned fire the entire time. They pressed on, deeper into the kill zone.  They came across wounded Afghan soldiers along the trail and turned around to evacuate them to safety. 
After transferring the wounded, Sgt Meyer and SSgt Rodriguez-Chavez went back, a second time.  They discovered more wounded and other stranded Afghans and evacuated them back to a safe zone with the first group of wounded.  And then, they went back.  
This time, SSgt Rodriguez-Chavez wedged the truck between the insurgents and the stranded troops, and Sgt Meyer got out of the vehicle, exposing himself even further, ran out to gather the wounded, and return with them.
As they moved farther into the kill zone, SSgt Rodriguez-Chavez noted how rough it was ahead and how unlikely it was they would find anyone alive. Sgt Meyer acknowledged this risk remarking, “ Then, I guess we’ll die with them.”

They drove forward and met up with team members who were there in an unarmored pickup truck. The group returned to the safe zone to treat the wounded and trade out vehicles.  The turret of the humvee that Sgt Meyer and the SSgt had been in was peppered with pock marks from shrapnel and had bullets embedded in the armor, another indicator of how many close calls Dakota Meyer had from this completely exposed position, where he never stopped returning fire.

And then they went back.  They went back, not once more, but twice more.  When air support finally arrived they pressed deep into the kill zone for what would be Sgt Meyer’s and SSgt Rodriguez-Chavez’s fifth and final trip that day.

When they reached the village, for the second time Sgt Meyer left the vehicle and continued searching for the missing Marines and the Corpsman, on foot. He knew he was taking an even greater risk than he taken already that day, but he was following the directions from the helicopter search team and went to find the missing Americans.

He ran through continuous fire, a rain of bullets and iron, until he came upon the bodies of the missing.  He retrieved the body of one his fallen comrades and ran back through the danger zone to the convoy. He returned again to the ditch with his teammates to recover the other three as enemy fire continued unabated.  Only after recovering the whole team, did the vehicles leave, still under intense fire.

Marines never leave a Marine behind.
So today, first let us remember those who aren’t here.  In particular, those four US service members who died that day, September 8, 2009 and their families, who have a hole in their hearts that will never quite heal but who were brought some measure of comfort because Sgt Meyer and his team lived that Marine ethos.

Let us also remember that during that action, Sgt Meyer saved the lives of 13 Marines and soldiers of the United States Marine Corps and the United States Army and 23 Afghan soldiers and police.

People are alive today because of what Dakota Meyer did.  Because of the courage that he showed and his brothers in arms demonstrated that day, families are still whole, children and grandchildren are going to be born, marriages and graduations will get to be celebrated and, at its most fundamental, life will continue.

There are no words, Sgt Meyer, that can adequately convey your country’s gratitude for what you have done.  There are also no words that can convey what your fellow Marines do every day.
As we honor Sgt Meyer today, I ask we also remember the more than 20,000 Marines still deployed in Afghanistan, still standing the watch, so the rest of us sleep in our homes in peace.  


Thank you, Dakota Meyer.

The person who, I have the privilege and opportunity to present to you now, is a fighter for every single person in uniform and their families.  He has spent four decades in public service and I can tell you from first-hand experience, no one cares more deeply about the people who wear the cloth of this country and their families.  No one is more concerned about their safety and their well being and no one is a greater warrior for them, than our Secretary of Defense, Leon Panetta.
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