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Amenities: 

[Acknowledge Admiral Arthur, other dignitaries introduced at head table during lunch]  

I should begin by professing my natural affinity for the Military Order of the Carabao—
and it has nothing to do with having Vietnam era service that would make me eligible for 
membership as an Expeditionario Carabao.  

Rather, it is the delicious irony of the Carabao’s history that resonates with me. One 
cannot help but admire a group that begins life as a parody of a self-important fraternity 
and then manages not only to outlast the object of its original lampoon, but also to adapt 
itself to serve a serious and enduring purpose. That approach to life—doing serious work 
with good humor—strikes me as a distinctly American trait. And so, I am deeply honored 
by the opportunity to address you today, just as I look forward to attending the upcoming 
Wallow in a few weeks. 

Following this Carabao tradition of taking a roundabout path to a serious purpose, I will 
ask your indulgence as I meander through a slightly offbeat discussion on my way to 
leaving you with a serious message about the future readiness of the United States Coast 
Guard.  

Readiness has been a cause célèbre around this town since September. This attention 
culminates tonight with the President’s State of the Union, which we expect to include a 
12 billion dollar down payment on a 110 billion dollar plus-up over the FYOP. The Coast 
Guard’s readiness is an issue here, and I’ll get back to that bottom line later. 

Two Sea Services with "Semper" Mottoes: 

There are three sea services in the Armed Forces of the United States, and two of them 
have official mottoes containing the word Semper. Marines are Semper Fidelis, Always 
Faithful, and the Coast Guard is Semper Paratus, Always Ready. 



However, there are two important differences between the Marine Corps’ Semper and the 
Coast Guard’s Semper. They underscore the point I want to make about the Coast 
Guard’s readiness. 

The first difference pertains to the application of the mottoes. When I reminded you of 
the two mottoes a moment ago, did you notice how natural it sounded to hear that 
Marines are Semper Fidelis but the Coast Guard is Semper Paratus? Semper Fidelis is 
most often applied to individuals. Semper Paratus is most often applied to the service as 
a whole, or at least to units 

That’s not to say that Coasties aren’t individually "ready" or that the Marine Corps isn’t 
corporately "faithful." They indeed are. It’s just that normally the references are as I 
stated. 

It has pretty much always been that way. The first association of Semper Paratus with the 
Coast Guard hasn’t been absolutely fixed in time, but one diligent historian has traced it 
back to one Ezekiel Jones, captain of the Revenue Cutter Ingham. The Ingham became 
the only United States naval vessel to fire a shot in support of the Texas Revolution when 
it engaged a Mexican war schooner in 1835 in a brief attempt to recover two merchant 
vessels that had been seized for avoiding Mexican customs. 

When Captain Jones was relieved of command the next year, a New Orleans newspaper 
wanted to express local gratitude both for Ingham’s action against Mexico and for other 
operations to support commerce, such as suppressing mutinies on merchant ships. 
Accordingly, the New Orleans Bee bestowed the sobriquet Semper Paratus not on 
Captain Jones—but on his ship. So it is that from the very beginning, Semper Paratus has 
been a description of the organization and organizational elements, not of individuals. 

 

The second difference between the two Semper mottoes grows from the first. Because 
fidelity is an individual attribute, it can be maintained on a personal level. Fidelity is a 
fire that is fueled from within.  

Consider a Marine platoon commander who has no artillery support, has taken heavy 
casualties, and is running low on ammunition. Despite the desperate circumstances, this 
officer can nevertheless make an independent decision to honor Semper Fidelis, and this 
resolve can be maintained regardless of the extent to which the operational situation 
deteriorates. For marines, fidelis is a manifestation of individual character and, as such, is 
beyond the reach of external factors and unassailable by adversaries. 

Being ready, especially at an organizational or a unit level, is an entirely different 
proposition. Individual seagoing officers can be ready in the sense of maintaining proper 
vigilance and making thorough preparations, but for a ship to be ready and for a service 
to be ready, external resources must be supplied.  

 2



The sum of these differences is this. The Marines have a personal standard that they 
aspire to uphold. The Coast Guard has a description of an operational readiness level that 
we refuse to let slip. 

  

The Effect of Semper Paratus on Coast Guard Culture: 

This expectation of perpetual readiness has had real consequences in shaping the culture 
of our service.  

Please don’t get me wrong. Semper Paratus has rendered extraordinary service to 
America by fostering a mission focus that has saved countless lives and property. But it 
has also exacted a cost. And that cost is the reason that the title of my remarks today is 
"The Curse of Semper Paratus." 

Semper Paratus has inculcated such a "can do" spirit within the Coast Guard that we 
refuse to accept any operational outcome other than success. Our missions grow and new 
ones are added without a proper matching of increased resources to the resultant mission 
profile. Sound familiar? 

Instead of saying, "We can’t do that job," we take a perverse pride in performing our 
missions with no money, old equipment, too few people, and seat-of-the-pants training. 
The extension of the "do more with less" logic is doing everything with nothing. 

If you doubt that a name or a motto can have such a great effect in shaping individual or 
organizational identity, let me make the point by taking you back to 1969, when Johnny 
Cash came out with "A Boy Named Sue," an amusing little song despite the fact that it 
makes some assumptions about gender roles that don’t hold true today. 

Early in the song, Johnny Cash explains the expectations that the name created, and he 
describes the sequence of events that the name repeatedly set into motion. Listen 
carefully to the words: 

�PRIVATE��Well, he must o' thought that it was quite a joke 
And it got a lot of laughs from a' lots of folk, 
It seems I had to fight my whole life through. 
Some gal would giggle and I'd get red 
And some guy'd laugh and I'd bust his head, 
I tell ya, life ain't easy for a boy named 'Sue.' 

I can tell you also, life ain’t easy for a service called Semper Paratus, either.  

Just as Sue’s name invariably sparked dramatic sequences that ended in fist fights, 
Semper Paratus creates a dynamic of its own. 

You’re called Semper Paratus, so people expect you to be ready. They expect you to 
perform difficult, dangerous work, and they expect you to deliver favorable results every 
time. 
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And once you’ve been called Semper Paratus and have taken pride in being Semper 
Paratus, there’s really no graceful way to say, "No, thank you. I can’t do that job," when 
someone asks you to take on a new mission.  

Even as traditional missions grow and new ones are piled on, the Semper Paratus mental 
block doesn’t let us acknowledge our limits or even submit a bill for the real cost of our 
services. Reflexively, the Coast Guard salutes smartly, tightens the belt another notch, 
and plugs away. 

Johnny Cash sang about how that dynamic shapes who you are. Listen again: 

�PRIVATE��Well, I grew up quick and I grew up mean, 
My fist got hard and my wits got keen, 
I'd roam from town to town to hide my shame. 
But I made me a vow to the moon and stars 
That I'd search the honky-tonks and bars 
And kill that man that give me that awful name. 

Unlike Johnny Cash, I’ve taken no vow to kill that editor of the New Orleans Bee who 
gave us our motto—it wouldn’t do any good here in 1999—but there are times when I 
wouldn’t mind having a heart-to-heart talk with him.  

Incidents arise all too often that forcibly remind me how our commitment to maintaining 
Semper Paratus is driving up the operational tempo, driving up the costs of maintaining 
our aging fleets of cutters and aircraft, and, most alarmingly, driving our crews beyond 
reasonable limits.  

Without external support, commanding officers can resolve to be as ready as they want, 
but if they are below their authorized strength of non-rated personnel, their resolution will 
not erase the shortfall. Faced with the moral impossibility of not performing their 
missions, they will work the resources they have—both people and equipment—as hard 
as necessary to get today’s job done.  

Later in the song, Johnny Cash sings about how he found his dad one day, had a chance 
to make good on his vow to kill him, and engaged him in a brutal bar-room brawl.  

Sue eventually gained the upper hand by being a little quicker on the draw when he saw 
his dad reach for a gun. Staring into the barrel of his son’s weapon, the dad desperately 
tried to convince Sue that the hardships imposed by the name were necessary for his 
survival and growth. Listen again: 

And he said: "Son, this world is rough 
And if a man's gonna make it, he's gotta be tough 
And I knew I wouldn't be there to help ya along. 
So I give ya that name and I said good-bye 
I knew you'd have to get tough or die 
And it's that name that helped to make you strong." 
�PRIVATE��He said: 'Now you just fought one hell of a fight 
And I know you hate me, and you got the right 
To kill me now, and I wouldn't blame you if you do. 
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But ya ought to thank me, before I die, 
For the gravel in ya guts and the spit in ya eye 
Cause I'm the son-of-a-bitch that named you 'Sue'.' 

The dad’s desperate appeal worked, and Johnny Cash concluded the song by telling about 
their reconciliation and his coming to terms with his name. 

  

�PRIVATE��I got all choked up and I threw down my gun 
And I called him my pa, and he called me his son, 
And I come away with a different point of view. 
And I think about him, now and then, 
Every time I try and every time I win, 
And if I ever have a son, I think I'm gonna name him . . . 
Bill or George! Anything but Sue! I still hate that name! 

I understand how old Sue felt. He knows the pain that the name caused, and he would 
never hang it on any son of his. But he was secretly proud of the toughness that the name 
helped him attain.  

I sort of feel that way about Semper Paratus. I know the burdens it has imposed, but I am 
proud of the maritime, multi-mission military service it has allowed us to become. 

There is no doubt in my mind that Semper Paratus has helped make us lean and efficient 
. . . that it has galvanized the resolve of our ship, boat and air crews . . . that it has 
inspired them to perform rescues that otherwise wouldn’t have been attempted . . . and 
that it has been responsible for many of the extraordinary contributions we make to 
America.  

But I also know that a modern Coast Guard cannot sustain itself entirely on the resolve it 
draws from its motto. Taking your resources to the wall every day is no way to prepare 
for the future. 

However well it has served us up to this point, a Semper Paratus attitude by itself will not 
see us through the missions we will face in the first third of the next century.  

  

Conclusion--Deepwater: 

It is usually the case that English speakers think mottoes sound better in Latin than in 
English. However, attempts at Latin phrasemaking often produce unintended results. For 
example, one university wanted to have a Latin motto that said, "Through truth, 
strength." Unfortunately, they overlooked a small quirk of the Latin language and ended 
up with a motto that means, "Through truth, violence." It was carved in granite before 
anybody noticed. 
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There’s also a quirk in the meaning of Paratus. There are uses of the word that convey 
the meaning of vigilance and foresight that we want our seagoing officers to emulate, but 
the primary meaning of the verb it comes from is something else. The primary meaning 
of paro is "to equip, to furnish."  

Now that is a meaning of paratus I could love: Equipped and furnished. Always 
Equipped. Always furnished. Always Ready. 

And that definition brings us to my serious point about the Coast Guard’s long-term 
readiness.  

We studied our current mission requirements and our capabilities—and we found a gap: 
Cutter speed . . . Surveillance Limitations . . . Inadequate communications . . . 
Information connectivity . . . Aging fleets of surface and air platforms.  

We also realize that this requirements-capabilities gap will widen as our existing 
Deepwater assets—our high and medium endurance cutters, patrol boats, C-130’s, HU-
25’s, HH-60J’s, and HH-65’s—reach the end of their useful service lives early in the 
twenty-first century. 

Furthermore, we expect the gap to grow even wider as post-Cold War instabilities breed 
more of the threats that demand Coast Guard expertise.  

Given this state of affairs, we are seriously pursuing a re-capitalization of our Deepwater 
assets so that we can replace our current mixed batches of ships and aircraft with the 
integrated system of assets that can accomplish our missions in the Exclusive Economic 
Zone, on the high seas, and wherever else they’re needed to support American interests 
around the world. 

However, Semper Paratus still depends on external support, and that’s what I’m asking 
from you today. 

One might think that the need for new assets would be self-evident. And perhaps it is 
obvious. But the reality I encounter every day is a congress and administration dealing 
with diminishing amounts of discretionary funds that will always make it easier to 
postpone major acquisitions of ships and aircraft than to bite the bullet and pay for them 
now . . . even when the value of investing now to save operating and maintenance costs 
forever is carefully explained. 

The Carabao understand these issues. Furthermore, you have the credibility that comes 
from having selflessly served this country.  

I’m asking you to join the public discourse on our acquisition needs so we can be fully 
equipped, fully furnished, and fully Semper Paratus. I need your help to explain the need 
to proceed with our Deepwater project, which is so essential to ensuring that Semper 
Paratus becomes an accurate description of a service inspired not only with noble 
intentions but also comfortable in the knowledge it is equipped and furnished to do its 
work.  
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Thank you very much. 

 

 7


