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Thank you, Admiral Boensel, for your kind introduction.

Mrs. Wright, Mr. Hancock, members of the Navy League, ladies and gentlemen, thank you very much for giving me this opportunity to join you in commemorating an extraordinary event in the Navy’s history.

To do so in Jacksonville—one of the truly great Navy towns for so many years—is an added bonus.

Since 1940, when NAS Jacksonville was established, and two years later, when Mayport opened, Jacksonville has been a primary location for the Navy’s Atlantic fleet.

I should add that the Navy League has done many wonderful things in Jacksonville, and helped make it a place where Sailors and Marines want to be stationed.

Your support is greatly appreciated.

I know this to be true because I know that Navy League events often stand out as highlights of a Sailor’s career.

Your warm welcome and passionate support for what we do remind Sailors and Marines that they serve on behalf of a grateful nation.

Today’s event is a wonderful example of how you build support for the Navy and Marine Corps by honoring those who have served, and by reminding people of the significance of historic Naval campaigns.

I would like to extend my sincere thanks to the 19 veterans of Midway who are here tonight.

You are a part of a glorious chapter of our history.

Anyone who has read accounts of the Battle of Midway comes away with profound admiration and respect for those who fought there.

Thank you for making the effort to come here tonight, after so many years.

We are greatly enriched by your presence.

I would also like to express my particular appreciation to Mr. Hancock for sharing his experiences with us.

Thank you sir, for your inspiring remarks.

Mr. Hancock is a superb representative of the courageous men who turned the tide in the Pacific against the Japanese.

Although the United States Navy and Marine Corps have played a key role in our nation’s defense since its founding, few events in our history loom larger on the long roster of Naval achievements than the three days in June of 1942 at Midway that marked a turning point in the war.

In recent years, many have written about the strategic significance of the Battle of Midway, and come to consider it as the crucial battle in the struggle in the Pacific, with consequences that materially influenced the remaining course of the war.

It is perhaps an appropriate occasion, therefore, to reflect on the implications of Midway, and how they might inspire our thinking as we address the challenges of today.

From the Japanese point of view, the spring of 1942 brought many surprises.

On April 18th, Lieutenant Colonel Jimmy Doolittle’s daring raid over Tokyo exposed a vulnerability in Japan’s defenses.

The attack stunned Prime Minister Tojo and Admiral Yamamoto, and convinced them that the American fleet must be destroyed.

This set the stage for the Battle of Midway, a battle that not only changed the course of World War II in the Pacific, but also changed the course of Naval warfare.

The U.S. won the Battle of Midway  without a single long gun being fired.

Carrier aviation was the decisive factor.

Indeed, the Battle of Midway validated the many years of investment in aircraft carrier development, training, and operations of the interwar period.

The Battle of Midway was clearly a highpoint in carrier and naval warfare innovation.

But in the timeline of progress, it was but one of many steps in this revolutionary development. 

Important innovations emerged during the period following World War II, including high performance jet aircraft, steam-powered catapults, angled flight decks, and the ability to conduct simultaneous launches and recoveries.

The significance of angled versus straight flight decks can hardly be overstated.

At Midway, many historians believe that the single greatest error committed by the Japanese was their delay in launching aircraft.

They chose to switch out the ordnance on their aircraft, which were positioned to attack land targets, in order to attack the US fleet with torpedoes.

Had they been able to simultaneously launch and recover aircraft, they would not have faced this dilemma, and they could have attacked at a time when they could have changed the outcome of the battle.

I should note that the first tests proving the feasibility of angled flight decks were conducting on USS Midway in 1952, paving the way for USS Antietam (CVA 36) to become the first carrier with an angled flight deck the following year. 

The decades following World War II were a period of significant breakthroughs in carrier technology.

1961 saw the commissioning of USS Enterprise, the world’s first nuclear-powered carrier.

Enterprise represented the culmination of a decade of technological advances in the capabilities of aircraft carriers.

The nuclear propulsion plant was a giant step forward in carrier innovation, for it enabled carriers to conduct long-term operations with fewer support requirements than conventionally powered ships.

This development was accompanied by a host of other advances.

Efficiency of air operations, the evolution of precision weapons, greatly superior crew capabilities, vastly improved maintenance systems, more sophisticated training opportunities, and the expansion of surge capability all added up to carriers with far greater combat power than had existed just a decade before.

With so many capability enhancements, carriers had become a major offensive component, and central to the Navy’s operations planning.


The next generation of aircraft carriers began entering the fleet in 1975 with the commissioning of USS Nimitz, the first nuclear carrier with a fully integrated combat system.


With this new class of nuclear carriers, the United States Navy now operated an aircraft carrier-centered fleet that was the envy of the world.


Aircraft carriers have become routine tools for Presidents in every decade since World War II.

In the most recent decade, carriers have once again entered the spotlight.

Operation Enduring Freedom, which was historic by many measures, was a stunning example of US Navy versatility, and especially, surge capability.

American special forces on horseback captured the American imagination, but we should remember that the key to our rapid victory was our ability to put four carriers on station in 36 days!

USS Enterprise and USS Carl Vinson were in position to launch strikes against targets deep in Afghanistan from the north Arabian Sea just two days after 9/ 11.

We were fortunate to have had two carriers in the Persian Gulf, with Vinson in position to relieve Enterprise at the end of her six-month deployment.

The Battle Group Commander, Admiral John Morgan, after having seen reports of the attacks on the World Trade Center on CNN, ordered the ship to turn around without waiting to receive orders.

A third aircraft carrier, USS Kitty Hawk, was able to join the Enterprise and the Carl Vinson less than a month later, on 12 October 2001.

The Kitty Hawk was used as an afloat forward staging base for Special Operations Forces, an innovation that proved critical to our success in the remote areas of Afghanistan.

Finally, USS Theodore Roosevelt arrived on station five days after the arrival of Kitty Hawk, having traversed the Suez Canal to join the campaign to remove a terrorist-sponsoring regime.

Playing a central role in operations across this land-locked country, the Navy maintained at least two carriers on station in the Arabian Sea throughout the entire period of the war.

US carrier air power substituted almost entirely for land-based theatre air forces because of the absence of suitable shore-based forward operating locations.

The final tally is impressive:

Naval aviation flew some 72 percent of all combat sorties flown in Operation Enduring Freedom.

While we typically think of aircraft carriers conducting blue water or littoral operations, OEF was an impressive projection of power 800 miles inland into a land-locked country.

This experience reminded US leaders and the nation of the advantages of a forward-deployed Navy with significant surge capability in responding to crises in far-flung regions of the world.

Today we are continuing to see improvements in carrier capabilities.

Dramatic advances in sortie rates and in precision weapons capability have significantly increased both the number and the spectrum of targets that an aircraft carrier can engage.

Aircraft carriers and the assets onboard are now entering a new age of truly exciting developments.

The F-14 Tomcat, a superstar of the Cold War period, has now been replaced by F/A-18 Hornets and Super Hornets.

The latest upgrade to this remarkable aircraft, the EA-18G, also known as the Growler, is entering production and scheduled to enter the fleet over the course of the next five years.

Looking to the future, the F-35, Joint Strike Fighter, will come online by the end of the decade, with unique capabilities that will further enhance the value of sea strike.

The Navy and Marine Corps will station the newest fleet of combat aircraft on CVN-21, the next generation of aircraft carrier, projected to enter the fleet by 2015.

The first ship of the CVN-21 class will replace USS Enterprise.

CVN-21 will be the premier forward asset for crisis response and early decisive striking power in major combat operations.

With forward presence, rapid response, endurance on station, and multi-mission capability, it will continue the evolution in carrier technology and preserve America’s lead as the world’s dominant maritime power.

Improvements over existing aircraft carriers include: a 25 percent increase in sortie generation rate; a nearly 3-fold increase in electrical generating capacity; increased operational availability; increased survivability; a fully integrated warfare system; and a reduction of 1000-1200 billets in ship’s crew and air wing requirements.

The upshot is clear:  the Navy and Marine Corps are continuing to push the technological frontiers, and aircraft carriers are leading the way.

The long journey from Midway to CVN-21 has been marked by extraordinary progress across six decades.

Today carriers are remarkable for their ability to sustain operations over a long period.

They are able to perform sophisticated maintenance operations that extend to the airframe, avionics, and engines.

And their weapons systems are fully integrated, and continuously upgraded. 

The Battle of Midway marked a turning point in naval history, and the sacrifice and service of Midway veterans opened our eyes to the full potential of naval-based carrier aviation.

For more than sixty years, we have stood on their shoulders as we have continued to improve our systems.

Since the emergence of the aircraft carrier as a central, indispensable part of our national strategy, carriers have proven their worth again and again.

Today, with the global war on terror, and a worldwide threat characterized by uncertainty at every level, the need for the flexibility and sustaining capability of nuclear carriers is greater than ever.

Against great odds, the veterans of Midway showed what courage combined with innovative fighting tactics at sea could achieve.

Those same ingredients will lead to success as we fight today’s long war against our terrorist enemies.

Thanks again to all the brave veterans at Midway who changed history and inspired a nation.

And thanks, all of you, for your outstanding support for the United States Navy and Marine Corps.
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