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Thank you, Bob, for that kind introduction. Ed, Dave, Admiral Natter, Admiral Hoffman, Admiral Krekich Admiral Gehman, Admiral Schachte, Admiral Vern Smith, Mrs. Zumwalt, Jim Zumwalt, distinguished guests, Swifties, ladies and gentlemen: Good evening. 

I am pleased to be here this evening, and I’m honored to be introduced by one of our Nation’s most respected defenders and one of the Navy’s great leaders.  

I am also honored to share this evening with such a distinguished group of American patriots. Tonight’s guests represent the highest values of service to country, their contributions to our way of life are beyond measure.  Mrs. Zumwalt – Jim Zumwalt, it is an honor to be with you.  Admiral Zumwalt’s legacy belongs in this room, with the men he loved who will always be a part of the Navy to which he was devoted. 

Everybody in this room who sailed in harm’s way earned the heartfelt thanks of a grateful Nation.  Whether you chose to make the Navy your life’s work, or you put your uniform aside and took on the challenges of public service in your communities or for your Country, each one of you helped to write an enduring and time-honored chapter in the American journal of freedom and justice. It is indeed a privilege to share this evening with you. 

Bob Natter and I go back a long way…as classmates at Annapolis, as comrades-in-arms in Southeast Asia, as veterans of Capitol Hill tours of duty, as fellow citizens proud of our country, and as public servants privileged to serve this great Nation in times of war and peace. I cannot think of any military leader – Naval or otherwise – to whom I would rather entrust America’s security than Bob Natter.  He was fearless at the Academy; he was fearless in combat. Now before any of this praise goes to your head, Bob, let me remind tonight’s guests that as many of our Naval Academy classmates will attest, we never doubted you would make Admiral…we just weren’t sure you would make Ensign! Bob, you clearly made quite an impression on your classmates. 

I remember one our classmates even described you as an “ornithologist.” Curiosity got the better of me, so I asked for details: During his Second Class year, Bob was napping in his room at midday. One of our classmates carefully set a speaker beneath Bob’s bed and then cranked up the stereo to full volume, playing “Victory at Sea.”   

Bob took it well, or so the classmate thought. In his words:

“I was very proud of myself until I returned from a long weekend and found that Natter somehow captured a pigeon or seagull and placed this poor bird in my room for the time it was empty.  When I came back I got to see more bird [droppings] than I ever want to see again. Ever!  Motto? Swallow some pride, let Natter win, for Crissakes - it's hopeless!” 

Beating Bob at pranks may be hopeless, but exceeding his devotion to the Navy and to his country is impossible.  Admiral Natter has always been the model of unswerving love of country and the epitome of a patriot’s unyielding commitment to defend our Nation in war and in peace. Bob, our class is indeed fortunate and proud to have you in our ranks. 

Today, our Nation is at war.  Tonight, as we enjoy the company of our friends and colleagues here in a setting far removed from the desert sands of Iraq, hundreds of thousands of our finest young men and women – some of our sons and daughters among them – are engaged in a battle to wrest freedom from a ruthless tyrant. 

This past Thursday, in the Cabinet Room, I listened to the President speak with stirring emotion about the courage and bravery of our young men and women who are now weeding out the roots of tyranny.  Many of the combat vessels now on station in the Persian Gulf and in the waters surrounding the Arabian Peninsula set sail just across the way from this hotel.  Perhaps a few of you got your first taste of salt air as your ships departed from one of Norfolk’s many piers and headed out to sea. For you, as for the men and women aboard today’s fighting ships, the moment the hawsers fell free and your ship edged away from the dock, your lives changed forever. 

Over the past two centuries, countless ships departed this safe harbor on voyages of adventure, trade, and exploration. But many times, those ships were on their way to dangerous and perilous waters, their crews leaving behind family, friends, communities, farms, full lives, and the safe harbor of a loving Nation.  The men and women who brought them to life stood a lonely watch sometime in their careers at sea. 

I can tell you from my own experiences – experiences many of us here tonight share – standing the watch is not nearly as romantic as the novelists and poets portray.  The romance rapidly drains away when it’s your turn to take the watch on a bitter night in heavy seas.  And it is lonely. It’s tough enough in peacetime – you and I know that in times of war, close in to the conflict, every sense is on full alert and the adrenaline never stops pumping. When it’s your turn to stand the watch in those conditions, you know the lives of the crew and the faith of a Nation rest on your shoulders. 

From the days of John Paul Jones and the Continental Navy, when iron men sailed wooden ships, the United States Navy has been ready to project America’s will to defend liberty to the far corners of the globe. That was your duty; that was your destiny. 

What I find comforting about our Nation’s readiness at sea is that from century to century, from the decks of Old Ironsides to the decks of your Swift Boats to the decks of Admiral Natter’s ships now sailing in harm’s way, the devotion to a noble cause and the skills needed to defend freedom across the seven seas have been, and will always be, unwavering hallmarks of America’s sailors.   

But service in the name liberty is not just about courage in combat or skilled seamanship…it is also about humanity; it is about compassion for the oppressed who are the victims of tyranny; and it is about relieving suffering, feeding the hungry, and binding the wounds of war. Oftentimes, whenever we had any down time, we were joined by hundreds, if not thousands of our colleagues – I’m sure every Swift Boat sailor in this room tonight joined in to reach out to the men and women and children who suffered the horrors of a war they did not ask for. I saw the tenderness and the caring on the faces of young American sailors when they visited Vietnamese villages to bring food and supplies, and I see those same faces today when I look at the young men and women of our armed forces in the Persian Gulf. They, like our generation and like generations of citizen-soldiers before us, represent the America of hopes and dreams, a strong America blessed with a loving hand.  

The long proud line of men and women who took to the sea in ships to protect the liberties we all hold dear continues here tonight, and I am privileged to hold a membership in such a noble band of patriots. The hard-fought contributions and selfless sacrifices of Swift Boat sailors cannot be overvalued. Your’s was a crucial role in America’s cause in Vietnam.  It was a role developed on the fly, out of a need to defeat a determined aggressor. You and your Swift Boats presented Naval warfare planners with a quick and lethal new tool with which to fashion close-in combat-support and interdiction tactics.  Thanks to you, few enemy vessels even attempted to run the gauntlet of Task Force 115. 

The good news was that you shut off the NVA’s coastal supply line … the bad news was that you sent them my way.  Thanks a lot.

Your missions – from interdiction and counter-insurgency to rescue and humanitarian efforts – can best be characterized in the sports analogy of “up close and personal” in ways few other Naval assets could easily manage.  The lessons learned during your operations evolved into 21st Century Naval warfare doctrine of littoral power projection being exercised today along the Arabian Peninsula’s coastline.   Let there be no mistake: the Swift Boat’s contribution to the history of Naval warfare is secure.  Your boats may have been small – their armor all but non-existent – but far stronger is the stuff of which you are made.  Your commitment… strong as iron; your courage…tough as steel; and your purpose in the service of your Nation…as clear and as unbreakable as diamonds.   

In each of America’s struggles, heroes in uniform emerged to inspire and spur us on to victory.  The steadfast resolve to stand and fight for the American way of life by those who go to sea on our behalf is a constant reminder that the righteousness of our destiny overarches the anguish of our losses.  

Swift Boat Sailors contributed to the security of our land, the future of our world freedom, and the peace of mind of our citizens.  You stand tall among the 25 million living veterans of all services who are owed so much by our Nation and a free people humbled by the selfless sacrifices of those who defend our liberty on the seas.   

I am proud to represent all our Nation’s veterans – sailors, soldiers, airmen, Marines, and Coastguardsmen – for whom democracy was a way of living, a way of honoring freedom every day by offering, if need be, the greatest sacrifice. The benefits and services our nation provides you in recognition of your service are insignificant in comparison to the commitment you made to us when you donned our nation's uniform—and in comparison to the world our children would inherit were it not for your service. 

Overall today, the Department of Veterans Affairs is the second largest of the cabinet departments.  Our budget is larger than the entire defense budget of the Nation of Great Britain.  It reflects the tremendous gratitude of the American people for the 25 million men and women who have served their nation honorably in uniform.  On the first of every month more than 2.7 million disabled veterans receive a disability compensation check from the Department of Veterans Affairs, as will 600,000 dependents…widows and children.  

This year, more than 565,000 veterans will be inpatients in VA medical facilities or nursing homes.  And this year, 46.5 million episodes of outpatient care will be provided in our 1300 locations where we provide care across the country. 

VA is the eighth largest insurer in America, administering life insurance policies to more than 5 million active duty servicemembers, reservists, veterans, and their families with more than $750 billion in insurance coverage. 

Each working day, VA will guarantee over 1,000 home loans for veterans entering the ranks of America's homeowners.  

This year, close to half a million members of the Armed Forces and veterans will attend school on the GI bill, and nationwide almost 64,000 disabled veterans will receive vocational rehabilitation training to prepare them for successful civilian lives. 

VA also has the responsibility to provide back-up health care support for our service men and women in wartime, and for the general public, as we did on September 11, 2001—and as we are ready to do today.  
And sadly, this year more than eighty-eight thousand veterans will be laid in honored rest in one of our 120 National Cemeteries.   Regrettably, the number goes up every day with the aging of the World War II and the Korean population. Over 1,100 World War II veterans die every day.  I am privileged to stand at the helm of America’s premiere agency tasked with honoring your service and your sacrifices.   

At a time in world history when war ran rampant across Southeast Asia, you were steadfast and resolute in your mission.  That you did so with little fanfare – and certainly with no parades – and returned to your homes, families, and communities to take up the business of peace, is a tribute to every generation of citizen-sailors.  By your example of courage under fire, you joined the ranks of those who raised up our nation…a nation inspired by the dignity of the common man…a nation blessed with heroes and heroes’ dreams.  

As I reflect on your reunion this weekend, I am reminded of the words of Oliver Wendell Holms, the great Civil War veteran wounded three times at the battles of Ball’s Bluff, Chancellorsville and Antietam.  He became a great philosopher and one of America’s most esteemed jurists on the United States Supreme Court.  At a reunion of his former regiment, thirty years after the Civil War, Justice Holmes said:

“As I look into your eyes, I feel as I always do, that a great trial in your youth made you different—made all of us different from what we could have been without it.  It made us feel the brotherhood of man.  It made us citizens of the world and not of a little town.  And best of all, it made us believe in something else besides doing the best for ourselves and getting all the loaves and fishes we could.”

As I look into your eyes this evening, I see citizens whose service in uniform earned you the honored title of American veteran; whose bravery and dedication entitled you the eternal gratitude of your fellow countrymen and women; and whose example of courage, loyalty, and continued good citizenship after leaving the service provides strength and comfort to your families, your communities and our nation.  

And though our war is history, the spirit of our service lives on to inspire our troops in Iraq today because our cause is eternal.  In Iraq, in Afghanistan, in Korea, and in every corner of the world in need of the light of freedom, young men and women in uniform like my two sons and the sons and daughters of so many Americans are ready to uphold the values for which we fought; ready to catch and hold high the torch of liberty you and our comrades have thrown them; and ready to earn the respect, and honor and love that you yourselves once earned through your service to this great land, America.   

Thank you, and may God bless our great country and the men and women who defend her.
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