Remarks by Captain Dave Price, USN

Training Squadron Twenty-Eight Change of Command

NAS Corpus Christi, TX, September 11, 2009

Thanks, Skipper, for that great introduction. Not sure I recognize whom you were talking about. And I see Susan sitting there nodding in agreement with me on that point. It’s easy to get full of ourselves as aviators and we’re all grateful for those folks in our lives who remind us that we are mere mortals!

Captains Ford, Marcantonio and Ellis, fellow commanding officers, honored guests, the Rangers of Training Squadron Twenty-Eight and, most importantly, the families and friends who are here to celebrate with us on behalf of Brian and Bill. Good morning. Thank you for joining us on this beautiful day in Corpus Christi as we turn the reigns of command over from CDR Brian Hoyt to CDR Bill Cox.  

When Brian and I first considered days in September for the change of command, we discussed whether it was appropriate to have the ceremony on the anniversary of 9-11.  Make no mistake.  It is entirely appropriate and fitting that we have the ceremony this morning at one of the sites where we train the young men and women who will defend us against those terrorists and others who hate and would harm America.  It is absolutely proper and decent that we celebrate our enduring American values and way of life this morning.  So let’s do so.

Where’s LT Jeff Johnson?  Jeff’s done a great job coordinating this ceremony.  I know he’ll be about the happiest guy here when this is finished today.  

To the color guard and the band:  You all look great and give this event just the right touch of ceremony and tradition. Thanks for being so good at what you do. 

For the Hoyt and Cox families, I know you are as proud of these two men as I am. America has never produced any finer officers and we are grateful to you for their upbringing and the foundation you have given them. They are a reflection of your values and a shining example of what makes this nation great.

You know, I asked Susan here in the front row to go steady with me in May of 1976. We were married in the Academy Chapel in May of 1985. Brian and Tammy have been married 11 years. Bill and Cyndi have been married 16 years.  I guarantee these ladies have been the foundations of our individual success ever since. We all recognize that the sacrifice of service is borne more by our families than it is by us in uniform. Everything we are, everything we do, our service and our accomplishments are tempered by the goodness of our families. When far from home in service to our Nation, it is our families we draw strength from in times of adversity and long separation.  Without them, we are nothing.  Though not spoken often enough, everyone in uniform knows this and is deeply grateful, for without the support they so unselfishly give, America would falter. So to Tammy and Cyndi and the Cox daughters, thank you for the support you have given your husbands and father. You are the true and unsung heroes of the day.

Later during this event I will preside over the relief and assumption of command. Though very brief, this transfer of authority from the outgoing to incoming commanding officer and report of such transfer to their immediate superior in command represents the very foundation of leadership that enables our Navy to win so consistently. In every commissioned unit there is one officer upon whose shoulders rests the responsibility and accountability for its performance. Everyone in the command takes his or her cues from that individual. For better or worse, the unit takes on the personality of the commanding officer and its performance is a direct reflection of his leadership.

If you’ll indulge me for just a few minutes, I’d like to share with you what I think of the Rangers as led by CDR Brian Hoyt. First, I will remind you that as a former commanding officer of the Rangers, they hold a special place in my heart and my memories.  That’s not necessarily a good thing for a current commanding officer who might feel the added scrutiny or attention that goes with having a former CO as his wing commander.  So let me just say; I have watched the Rangers over this past 15 months with great satisfaction and pride as they have met and exceeded the expectations of our Navy and Marine Corps in training the latest generation of combat aviation professionals. It’s been great fun to watch you all do the job again, and even more special to me personally, to have a chance to fly with you so often.

Now everyone in the wing knows I’m a simple caveman aviator and have only three basic priorities for the squadrons in this wing.  I’m sure most in uniform here today can recite those priorities because I’m not only simple, I’m repetitive. 

Can you all in the back please remind us what my #1 priority is?  Thanks. You bet. Safe mission accomplishment.  

I asked them for safe mission accomplishment and the Rangers delivered in every way as they trained the next generation of Navy and Marine aviators. In doing so, they won the Chief of Naval Air Forces Commander Theodore G. Ellyson Aviator Production Excellence Award for 2008.  They achieved the lowest cost per sortie in the Training Command and, all you taxpayers will like this, saved us just about 500,000 dollars in fuel and maintenance costs this year.  They also achieved the lowest flight failure attrition rate in the follow-on advanced flight training syllabi of the five Primary squadrons in Training Command.  Finally, they just received another set of Outstanding grades on the annual inspections for flight operations and training standardization.  This is no accident. It’s good leadership from the CO and from every individual in the command.

You guys remind me what priority #2 is please.  Thanks.  Take care of each other.

I asked the Rangers to take care of each other. Team first then self. They’ve done so across the board, watching out for each other in the air and on the ground, on duty and off. They individually and collectively put the squadron, the Navy and Marine Corps and our nation ahead of themselves. An amazing 84% of the Navy lieutenants and Marine captains in the squadron have taken orders back to the active component of their respective services where they will undoubtedly spread their infectious Ranger enthusiasm to other commands.  The cynics in the audience will say that retention is based on simple economics.  I promise you it is not.  Continued service is tough and every one of these guys is good enough to get a job that’s easier on their families.  We only see those high numbers from commands like VT-28 that are successful at creating the best sense of teamwork, the best sense of professionalism and the best warrior culture.

As a third priority, I asked the Rangers to reflect positively on the United States Armed Forces in everything they say and in everything they do.  They took that guidance to new heights with their community outreach programs.  From a new partnership with the Corpus Christi schools that has instructors serving as mentors and role models for at-risk children to participating in special programs across the city, state and throughout the southern tier of the United States, the Rangers have engendered the trust and support of our citizenry that is so vital to our mission.  They have led the way in enriching the lives of America’s youth, directly supporting Flour Bluff High’s Navy JROTC, West Oso Elementary’s Veteran’s Day Program, Rockport’s Odyssey enrichment program, the Black Pilots of America Expo and the list goes on for days.  You all should expect me to know something about national security strategy as a senior military officer.  In fact, I do, and, as Brian mentioned, have even taught strategy at the Staff College.  Let me tell you, reaching out to the young people of this country like the Rangers do and inspiring them to do well in school, take care of themselves and believe in themselves is strategic in the truest sense of the word.  

Though CDR Hoyt will rightfully and correctly claim that all accolades for the Rangers belong to the men and women, military and civilian, who make up the squadron, I will tell you they reflected his leadership in achieving that performance. I will tell you from my perspective as his wing commander, there was never any doubt in my mind who was in command of this squadron. I see a squadron who is fiercely proud of their commanding officer and followed his lead in training the best aerial warriors on the planet. I see a squadron who followed their commanding officer’s example and always delivered long on every facet of the mission. I see a commanding officer who led from the front, the way we are supposed to lead; the way our great men and women deserve to be led. Ladies and gentlemen, that’s command with a capital C.

You know, we are training combat aviators and, fortunately, our country continues to produce fine young men and women like the Ranger students who can meet those standards. We are going to send them into combat or combat support roles. The standards they have met cannot be waived and CDR Brian Hoyt has ensured that only the best will be flying multi-million dollar weapon systems out there in defense of our country.

Sometimes people (family and friends, shipmates and others) ask me why I'm in the Navy (or still in the Navy). There are lots of reasons but I’ll share one of the most powerful ones with you this morning.  Our nation is currently fighting two wars. Now call those wars whatever you want; the bottom line is that we are fighting.  We’ve got servicemen and women serving right now, as we sit here this morning, on every continent and every ocean on the planet; and a hell of a lot of them are in harm’s way.  They all answered their Nation’s call with a simple “I’ll go.”  Is it possible that any two words in the English language so elegantly reflect our Navy and Marine Corps values?  I think not.  Honor:  I’ll go.  Courage:  I’ll go.  Commitment:  I’ll go. Every young man and woman in the Ranger ready room has similarly responded to our Nation’s call.  I’ll go.  CDR Brian Hoyt responded recently to a call to serve in Afghanistan as a Provincial Reconstruction Team Commander, which is where he is headed to as he leaves us today.  He said, I’ll go.  

George Washington once said, "Associate yourself with people of good quality if you esteem your own reputation, for 'tis better to be alone than in bad company." Ladies and gentleman, I submit to you we are in great company today with people like CDRs Brian Hoyt and Bill Cox, and the Sailors, Marines and staff of the Rangers and their families. You are all "of good quality," and I’m so very proud to be in your company.

To Brian and Tammy, Susan and I will miss you as you head off to your next Navy adventure and wish you the fairest winds and clearest skies. We know it’s not goodbye because the Navy is small and our paths will most certainly cross again soon.  

Bill and Cyndi, we look forward to our time together with you in command of the Rangers. Hang on tight; it’s going to be one hell of a ride!

Joe and Julie, welcome to Corpus Christi and the Training Command. Joe, your job as XO for the next 15 months is to make sure this is the best tour of Bill’s career.

Ladies and gentlemen, thanks for your kind attention this morning. I hope you’ll join me tonight in saying a prayer for our young men and women serving far from home. They and their families are bearing the high cost of our freedom. Thanks and God Bless.
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