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Thanks for the invitation to come to your dinner.  

This is a very important week in history.

In 1874, the longest recorded after-dinner speech ever given was delivered this day by the Reverend Henry Whitehead at the Rainbow Tavern in London.  According to the Guinness Book of Records, the clergyman spoke for over three hours!  

Most people who know me know that I love to talk.  But, Norfolk is on Eastern Time zone so I promise we won’t be here over two hours at most!

I’m really delighted to speak to you this evening.  The Navy League has a long history of supporting the sea services.  

You stand for a strong America.  

You believe that the security of our nation demands a well balanced, integrated and mobile defense team.  

You supported the Armed Services so they can contribute to national security.

I’d like to thank each and every one of you for holding these ideals and for your service.  The Navy League has been there, and will continue to be there for the Coast Guard and our sister services. 

I am here tonight to give you a report on the status of your Coast Guard and our current efforts to contribute to our national security under the leadership of a number of our young officers.  These officers will shape our country’s future.

200 years ago this week, another event … one that was executed by young officers of Jefferson’s Army… began when Congress approved a project that shaped the future of the day.  This project would include a small army unit to follow the Missouri and Columbia Rivers, and help map the terrain and culture as the United States doubled its size.

Meriwether Lewis and William Clark and the Corps of Discovery spent the next three years doing something that their President asked of them.  I doubt any of us could truly appreciate what they experienced.  The unpredictable weather.  The difficult terrain of the Continental Divide.  The inability to communicate with the different Indian tribes.    Yet, they were successful because of three things:  preparation, determination and support.

Thomas Jefferson selected Meriwether Lewis to be his private secretary in 1801.  President Jefferson ensured Lewis had all the academic foundation he needed to lead a future expedition…studies in geography, navigation and anthropology.  Once funding was provided, the group spent the winter of 1803 at Camp Wood, at the confluence of the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers getting prepared and working with the French Fur Traders and merchants to provision themselves for the journey. Lewis understood the importance of preparation.

Lewis also had great determination.  It came from a family that valued military service, from a hands-on education and a desire to make a difference.  When Lewis turned 31, while on the expedition towards the Pacific Ocean, he wrote, “I reflected that I had as yet done but little, very little indeed, to further the happiness of the human race or to advance the information of the succeeding generation.”  He wrote that he resolved, “In the future, to live for mankind, as I have heretofore lived for myself.”  From the time he was a young man, Lewis’ determination to better his America led to a monumental part in our history.

Finally, Captain Lewis and his group were successful because of the support they received.  Lewis was given appropriated funds from the Government.  He was able to acquire medicines, arms, and boats.  Volunteers from woodsmen and enlisted soldiers from your region of the country all helped make the expedition’s roster.  They met and hired a French-Canadian trader named Charbonneau whose wife Sacagawea made the Corps of Discovery capable of dealing with Shoshonis Indians along the way.  Support, whether from people or property, all were critical to the mission.

Thomas Jefferson wrote about Meriwether Lewis, “Of courage undaunted, possessing a firmness and perseverance of purpose which nothing but impossibilities could divert from it’s direction, careful as a father of those committed to his charge, yet steady in the maintenance of order and discipline…with all these qualification as if selected and implanted by nature in one body, for this express purpose, I could have no hesitation in confiding the enterprise to him.”

As Steven Ambrose wrote, Lewis led the opening of the America West with “Undaunted Courage.”

Tonight, a number of Coast Guard officers…each about the same age as Meriwether Lewis…are training for contingencies that may lead them into the next chapters of Coast Guard history books.  And they will do so with preparation, determination and support.

Now, preparing for and participating in the President’s direction is nothing new for us.

The Coast Guard has participated in every conflict since this nation was born.

In recent history, we deployed overseas during World War II as well as protected our coastlines and ports.    Coast Guard cutters participated in contingency operations in Grenada, Haiti and Kosovo.

When I was a young man, right out of the Academy, I was assigned aboard the 378’ cutter RUSH.  It was a brand new ship, and we went through all of the training and workups necessary to do our missions.  One day, we were told we were going to Vietnam.  We were told we couldn’t tell our families.  We were told we didn’t know how long we’d be there.  

And we went.  We did some training in our homeport and in the Phillippines.  Then after only two days on patrol, we found an enemy ship.  We followed it, we engaged it and we sunk it.

I remember feeling excited and scared all at the same time.   I had never been shot at before.  And I am sure I had never sunk anything before!

And the crew of the cutter RUSH performed well, because we were prepared, we were determined, and we had support.  I saw measures of courage in each of my shipmates, both when we were in battle, and when we returned home…unfortunately to a country that was not ready for our return.  Thankfully, we don’t have that situation today.

Since last September 11th, the President told his military commanders to be ready.  The Coast Guard continues to be prepared to support our overseas war efforts.

As well, we have a responsibility to securing our own homeland and balancing our remaining missions.  We are working to protect defense items of national interest.  We are assessing vulnerabilities in each of the critical ports and waterways.  We are managing risk because a service of 38,000 cannot be at 95,000 miles of coastline all the time.

The Coast Guard is a unique organization.  We have law enforcement authority.  We have military authority.  We belong to the intelligent community.  We are small and work smart.  And our reputation is tall.

In the next 45 days, we will move from the Department of Transportation to the Department of Homeland Security.    Boy, I am old…I was around not only to go to Vietnam, but when we moved from the Department of Treasury to Transportation.

The task force commander for our move to the newly created Department of Transportation reported,  “In this jungle of government, agencies can be swallowed up by grasping Administrators or by the stroke of a pen…we have expertise, loyalty, ability and military professionalism which a DOT must have to operate effectively.”  We moved to the new Department…right in the middle of the Vietnam War…and everything worked out just fine.  We remain intact. 

Our transition will be a smooth one…we will remain maritime, military and multi-mission.  Our reputation will precede us.  We will work with our partners in Customs, the Border Patrol, the Secret Service and FEMA to carry out the wishes of the President and Congress…to protect America and respond to issues of security and safety.

All the while we move to a new Department, our contingency preparations will continue.  We have a responsibility to be ready for whatever the President directs the Coast Guard to do…at home or overseas.

And we will be ready.

Jefferson took two years training Lewis to prepare for his mission.  After the Expedition was announced, it took almost another year to fully outfit, staff, provision and train the team.  The mission to cross our great land took another three years.

Preparing for missions takes time and money, as does the execution.  

Ensuring our reserve force is ready to mobilize has been one of our largest challenges.  But it is important, because every member of our service is important.

Every day, the Coast Guard sends men and women into harms way.  Typically, we do so in the name of rescuing a mariner in distress, to interdict a drug smuggler or to prosecute an environmental crime.  But, we are also preparing to defend and protect our democracy and our freedom.  

This is an important day in history…in 1953, a national reserve of offshore oil deposits was created by President Truman.  This reserve is under our watchful eyes of security today.    And, in 1991, the Allied forces launched a major air offensive against Iraq to begin the Gulf War.

The Coast Guard proudly served in that campaign.


Twelve years later, I am still a field commander.  It is the best place to be as a sailor.  I am so very proud of the men and women of the Coast Guard…those working to protect our liberty at home, and those working to defend our freedom overseas.

There are a number of young officers that I would like for you to meet.   They represent exactly what the Navy League was designed to support.  Unfortunately they are in training for Presidential contingencies.  But, these young officers are history in the flesh.  I have shaken their hands, have given them words of encouragement and have seen their excitement and apprehension.  I saw in them what I saw in myself some 32 years ago.  They are the sons and daughters of other Americans.  And they should be proud of them.

Like Lewis, each has prepared for what may lie ahead.  They are ready to execute their mission.  They have determination and my support.  All that remains is the ability to display their bravery and courage.  You can be proud of these American Coast Guardsmen.

Thanks again for inviting me.  

Semper Paratus.

