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Well, Tom.  It seems to me it was about thirty five years ago this week that I ran into you in the quadrangle in Chase Hall.

I don’t exactly remember the encounter completely, but am sure it had something to do with you being taller than me, younger than me, with a louder voice than me from someplace strange like Massachusetts.

I bet that, alone, cost you at least 100 push-ups.

It’s only fitting, then, that since I was among the first people you met coming into the Coast Guard, that I am among the last.  

And, I intend to keep you busy…’till the last day!

I am so proud and honored to be here today, to recognize the career of Captain Tom Paar, and his wife Maggie and daughter Jessica.  We’re here to celebrate their contributions to the United States, to the Coast Guard, and to the many, many men and women of our service whose lives you have touched and had such a positive impact on.

Charles Swindoll, in the Quest for Character, said, “Attitude is more important than appearance, giftedness or skill.  The remarkable thing is we have a choice every day regarding the attitude we will embrace for that day.  We cannot change our past, we cannot change the fact that people will act in a certain way.  We cannot change the inevitable.  The only thing we can do is play on the one string that we have, and that is our attitude.”

It’s true…there are some things you cannot change.

There is a lot of change going on throughout the Coast Guard.


The contract for the next generation of ships, aircraft and sensors will be announced shortly.


The Coast Guard is growing by some 4000 to 6000 people in the next few years.


The President announced his plan to create a Department of Homeland Security, for which the Coast Guard will move to…intact, as a military, maritime, and multi-mission agency.

And, no one would believe the final change is that Tom Paar is actually retiring…

It’s really a shame to see him go.  I’ve been the Area Commander for only about six weeks, and it’s been a real joy having him help my transition.  Having him retire has been a change I haven’t looked forward to.

CAPTAIN Paar and I have a lot in common, and it’s not the first time we’ve worked together.  We’re career operators. We’ve both had command ashore, sharing the difficulties of dealing with the inevitable loss of mariners at sea. We’ve both been assigned to four ships. We share the importance in honoring naval traditions and customs.   We were COs of ships at the same time in the early 1990s. 

Facing adversity, operating safely, and saving lives of migrants was a frequent event on patrol in the Caribbean.  One of the highlights of Tom’s career was while assigned aboard THETIS.  In the summer of 1992 off the coast of Haiti, facing a mass migration after political unrest in the country, CAPT Paar directed the actions of 17 ships, 6 aircraft to interdict and safely repatriate Haitian migrants.  He made smart tactical decisions in positioning the ships to help slow the flow.  He made recommendations to return the migrants directly to Haiti which were eventually adopted.  Two of the many men and women who helped during that operation are here today to help celebrate: CAPT Larry Mizell who was the Coast Guard representative in Haiti and LCDR Gary Thomas who was CO, PADRE.  Over those nearly 90 days, THETIS directed the safe repatriation of over 12,000 Haitians. Then, like now, THETIS stayed ‘till the last day.

Tom and I also have significant staff experience in common.  The most successful officers…irrespective of their rank…are the ones who have a balanced career.  Who use their at-sea wisdom to help guide policy development. 

Have you ever read any of General Colin Powell’s lessons on leadership?  He mixes common sense with a dose of priorities.  Tom Paar instinctively puts the lessons that Secretary Powell teaches to work each day…be responsible…never neglect details…try, try, try…have fun…solve problems.

As the Assistant Superintendent at the Academy, Tom put these in action.  He led by example.  When he reported to the Academy, he couldn’t even spell accreditation.  But, in an 18 month breakneck period, the Hallowed Halls on the banks of the Thames underwent its REFTRA equivalent.  Everything from the faculty, the facility, the services, the student body, the recruiting was under scrutiny.  Captain Paar’s operational experience helped shape his exceptional performance. The Academy earned its accreditation.  

(guest who served with him at the Academy)

His contributions continue to provide benefit…’till the last day and beyond.

And, like General Powell in his leadership lesson number 12, both Tom and I believe in the importance of perpetual optimism…

No time in our career’s history has a positive attitude ever been more important.  

Sometimes it might have been easy to be on edge.  Tom was on an aircraft the morning of September 11th.  He flew to Philadelphia for a quarterly “One DOT” regional meeting.  Often in our careers, we utter the words… “There but for the grace of God, go I.”  I’m sure he thought that at some point that morning…or as he drove back to Portsmouth that day.  

He got back as quickly as he could.  I know the staff needed him that day…you needed his reassuring, optimistic attitude while you worked to coordinate the closures of ports, deployment of PSUs, recall of major cutters, press coverage.

As the hours turned into days, the days into weeks, and the weeks into months, Tom’s positive attitude was the one thing you learned to rely on.  Staffs debated policy.  You tried to align resources and positions.  And there was often disagreement.  But, the Chief of Staff always ensured you stayed focused on the right priorities and helped you smile.  Like Ralph Waldo Emerson said, “Nothing great was ever achieved without enthusiasm.”  It was truly contagious and has served us well, and will continue to do so…’till the last day.  When there seems to be much change out of your control, don’t forget: Your attitude is the one thing you can change.

Captain Paar…your attitude, your professionalism and your ability to lead by example have all contributed immeasurably to the staff of Atlantic Area, the Fifth District, and the Maritime Defense Zone Atlantic.  No words can really express how much VADM Allen, I and the men and women of the Area appreciate your true devotion to duty.  But, I hope you’ll let me give it a try.

Will you please join me on the podium?

(Award)

Tom, that award was really well deserved.

And we have one other thing in common.  

We have wives and children who love us, who support us, who balance the checkbook, take out the trash, mow the lawn, help answer questions of other spouses, get the kids to school and off to college… day in and day out.  

For those of us who go down to the sea in ships, I think it must be harder to stay behind.  Your routine is often disrupted as we come and go.  Tom and Maggie shared a special routine, though, that they will always treasure.  On the morning after returning from patrol, they always took time for themselves.  A quiet breakfast with a bit of local flare.  Indeed, you led by example…by taking time for yourselves.  You recognized how much you needed each other, and how you had to invest time in your relationship.  Relationships need maintenance too…unit level, intermediate level, and, when you’ve been married as long as we have, they need depot level maintenance once in a while.  I’m sure at some point you realized, Tom, that your family will be with you…long after you no longer wear Coast Guard blue…’till the last day.

Maggie, you and Jessica are real gems.  Thanks to both of you.  Take good care of Tom.

And, so, as you all may not know, CAPT Paar celebrates his retirement today…and then goes back to work for the remainder of this week.  This, we do not have in common, by the way.  My retirement ceremony will be my last day.  But, not Tom.  He officiates over another retirement ceremony on Friday. He loves the Coast Guard, and the Coast Guard loves him…’till the last day.

He’s not going far though…and he’ll be putting these thirty-something years to work. 

After all, as George Burns said, “the only reason to retire is if you can find something you enjoy more than what you’re doing now.”

A couple of weeks ago, he took a call from someone who offered him a job at TSA.  Of course, the Transportation Security Administration follows second only to Deepwater in terms of post-Coast Guard employment.  Anyway, this certain someone wanted him to come work for him…he promised a good commute, great pay, and a great boss of course.  That someone is Jim Loy…now the Under Secretary for the Transportation Security Administration.  Any commute in Washington DC isn’t great, the pay will be okay though.  But, working for Admiral Loy as his Executive Assistant will be nothing short of the opportunity of a lifetime.  With the standup of TSA and its proposed move to the new Department of Homeland Security, I can think of no one better qualified to take such an important role. He leads by example. He has the right operational background.  He has the right staff experience.  He has the right attitude.  And, he has his family. 

The story of Homer’s Odyssey is about a king named Odysseus.  He and his soldiers spent 10 years fighting the Trojan War, and they won!  Then, they spent another 10 years trying to get home.

Ten years at war, ten years trying to get home.

Odysseus must have been going to Washington, DC to live!

But, Odysseus persisted with his vision and a good attitude to get home.  His methods to motivate his soldiers were a bit unorthodox…he made them get back on the ship and tied them up so they wouldn’t leave…but, he persisted and he got his men home…all the way ‘till the last day.

Tom, you’re a modern day Odysseus. This is obviously the reason that your retirement came at this point in your career…so that you could rise to even higher challenges.

During your 10 years to get back home on your way to TSA, I want to leave you with one last thought.

Today, June 24th is the feast day of St. John the Baptist.  St. John the Baptist is the patron saint of highways and road workers, wool workers and, if you can believe it, health spas.   So, put your wool shorts on, get on the road, and get to the health spa!   No more push ups or demerits.  You have earned it.

Thanks for the privilege to be here today.

God Bless the Paar family and the U. S. Coast Guard.

Semper Paratus.

