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Many years ago in a conversation with my dear friend Admiral Kenmore McMannes, I was beefing about something that was bothering me about the Navy. He listened patiently and then put his arm around my shoulder and said “Allan, the Navy isn’t what it used to be and never has been.” The Navy isn’t what it used to be thirty, forty fifty or sixty years ago and Admiral McMannes was right but in this case I think I might argue with him about the latter part of his admonition.
I have painfully concluded based on information available to me, that the Fleet, at least the surface fleet, may indeed be in crisis. Although the Fleet strength of deployable battle force ships is now around 280. The initial accession of new officers is now so great that there aren’t enough seagoing billets to absorb them. On the other hand, so few are willing to serve past their obligated service that the Navy, at least in the surface line has had to resort to enormous monetary incentives to induce young officers to extend their service. Incentives of $75,000 are being offered to JGs to stay on. That by any measure is incredible. There are other words that spring to mind to describe these incentives; “bribery” for one, but perhaps that’s a bit strong.
As I understand it, the primary products that the Naval Academy is charged to produce are career officers. It might be instructive to look at the Academy’s stated mission:
“To develop midshipmen morally, mentally and physically and to imbue them with the highest ideals of duty, honor and loyalty in order to provide graduates who are dedicated to a career of naval service…”
While officer retention data are more difficult to obtain from the Navy than the keys to the codes to its nuclear weapons, these apparently extreme measures being used to induce young officers to serve past their obligated service seem to validate the impression that there are indeed serious officer personnel problems in the Fleet. It speaks directly to an apparent failure of the Naval Academy’s mission to produce and to send naval officers to the Fleet who are dedicated to careers in the Navy. It calls into serious question the quality of its product in this decisively important area.
The period of the cold war that followed almost immediately after the end of World War II was interspersed with hot wars in Korea and Vietnam and countless crises that occurred all over the world. It required constant emergency deployments of our operating forces which then consisted of over 600 ships. During that hectic and trying period, to my knowledge, the Navy never had to resort to in extremis methods to officer those 600 plus ships.
In 1964, after I had completed my tour in command of the Guided Missile Destroyer Leader Luce, the Chief of Naval Personnel, Vice Admiral B. J. Semmes, had me ordered to head up a new office in the Bureau of Naval Personnel, called “The Office of Navy Retention”. I reported to a rather dreary office in the Navy Annex in which BUPERS was then housed. I sat at my desk for a few days wondering how I was going to approach this very complex problem and how the devil I was going to come up with effective fixes, whatever they were. After giving it a real think, I concluded that retention was really a symptom of whatever was right or wrong with the overall management of its personnel. If retention was unacceptable, it was a symptom of a series of demotivating factors in the Fleet, just as a headache and a fever are symptoms of an underlying medical problem in a human being. The scads of money that the Navy is apparently throwing at the problem is analogous to giving a sick patient pain killers. Such medication might well alleviate the headache, but they would do nothing to cure the underlying disease. To fix retention, the symptom, we had to fix the underlying problems affecting that retention, the disease. I further concluded that this was never going to happen in BUPERS. To address and fix the problems effectively, the entire issue had to be raised to the highest level of Navy command i.e., to its board of directors. At that level, sufficient focus and authority could be exercised to address these vital issues and to develop meaningful and effective fixes.
I wrote a rather lengthy memo exploring these issues and my conclusions and called Bud Zumwalt who was then Secretary Nitze’s naval aide, to suggest that we meet to talk about this important issue. We had lunch that same day in the Flag Officers Mess in the Pentagon where we discussed the issue at length. I left him with a copy of my memorandum. We concluded our luncheon meeting at about one thirty. At about three thirty, Zumwalt called to say that he had shown my memo to the Secretary of the Navy, and he heartily agreed with my positions. In addition, he was having me transferred to his immediate office that very afternoon to organize such an effort at his level. That was a bit dicey for me since I hadn’t shown my memorandum to Admiral Semmes. It wasn’t long before the other shoe dropped. I was summoned to the CNP’s office. Before I could say anything, Admiral Semmes told me that he had spoken to Secretary Nitze and he, Admiral Semmes, enthusiastically supported the initiative. He further promised me the complete cooperation of BUPERS and he most certainly delivered.
Thus began a major Navy initiative that was soon joined by the Marine Corps on the issue of retention. We organized The Secretary Of the Navy’s Task Force on Navy and Marine
Corps Retention which eventually included some of the very best officers in the naval service.
We came up with 136 approved recommendations to improve the conditions of service. I understand that they are largely still in force.
In earlier articles, I had written of an analysis of the Naval Academy curriculum in 1965 and of my conclusions that even then, sadly, there was a movement away from the tough military institution which focused intensely on its mission. Instead of defending the trend the Superintendent wrote a letter which was published in “Shipmate” along with a letter I wrote which contained those conclusions, In his letter he agreed completely with my findings. Imagine that happening today? Little did we realize then that the movement would eventually change the Academy from a tough military professional institution to what is now classified as a liberal arts college. As the reader is undoubtedly aware, the magazine, US News & World Report, has for years perfected a system of annually categorizing and ranking colleges and universities at both the undergraduate and graduate levels. Last year they categorized the Naval Academy as a liberal arts college.
In thinking about the Navy’s personnel problems in 1965, I concluded that the Navy was in heavy and direct competition for quality personnel in the U.S. manpower market and that, sadly, we suffered severe competitive disadvantages. Compensation-wise the Navy has been and will always be at a competitive disadvantage because competing industries and professions can easily raise the ante while the Navy is at the mercy of the Congress. How about those who place a premium on a traditional home life? No contest there. Because of long and repetitive distant deployments, by its very nature the Navy can’t compete. And how about human comfort? No contest there either. When I looked at the habitability in our ships I was amazed to find that the habitability standards for a federal prisoner was twice that of a Navy bluejacket. Officers, of course, have it a bit better, but for all but the most senior officers, habitability standards for them are Spartan at best. All of this doesn’t even consider that going to sea by its very nature is damnably uncomfortable. Anyone who has been in a gale for several days will attest to that.
We do have, or at least we did have, one important competitive advantage in the U.S. manpower market. That advantage is, or at least was, enormous pride in service. Pride in serving in a crack ship, in a powerful fleet representing and fighting for the greatest nation on earth does appeal greatly to a certain type of American. A person who, when properly educated and indoctrinated, is both willing and anxious to make the sacrifices necessary to serve and that is why we traditionally have been able to man the fleet even in the toughest of times, with sufficient numbers of able and dedicated officers and men to make it an effective fighting force.
If we were able to man the fleet when it was comprised of 600 plus ships when we were literally driving their screws off of them, why can’t we now man a fleet that is half that size without resorting to extraordinary financial inducements? Allow me to offer a hypothesis. When we were operating all out in a 600 plus ship Navy, the Naval Academy was doing a great job in producing career officers. When I analyzed naval officer retention in 1965, the Naval Academy officer retention rates were great. They were much superior to other sources. Qualitatively, Naval Academy graduates did, comparatively, extremely well. Their selection rates were far better than officer groups from other sources, and the number of career officers was so high that even selection to Lieutenant Commander was tough, and it got a great deal tougher to Commander and Captain.
What in the world has happened? I trace the start of the disintegration to the TailHook '91 Scandal when a group of naval aviators attending a naval aviation convention acted like a bunch of drunken, immature college sophomores. Overt sexual activity was part of the scene. A female lieutenant apparently participated enthusiastically but afterward made a formal complaint of sexual harassment. What made matters worse, the then CNO, was present and apparently did nothing to stop the disastrous conduct.
This was just the opening the radical feminists needed. They put a full court press on the Navy and the Navy meekly surrendered. A militant feminist congresswoman by the name of Schroeder from Colorado led the charge in the Congress. The Navy was in full retreat and obediently, if not downright enthusiastically, accepted women at the Naval Academy and in the Fleet. This was considerably facilitated by an earlier CNO, the mod Admiral Zumwalt, who did his best to outdo the militant feminists. He set about destroying the customs and traditions which were held so dearly and were so important in generating pride in service, and substituted a populist approach with terrible results. He was a great proponent of political correctness. He apparently hoped by his liberal approach to parlay his mod Admiral reputation into winning political office. After retirement, he immediately ran for the U.S. Senate in Virginia but was resoundingly defeated. A CNO who followed him said that the Navy could survive one Zumwalt but could never survive two. I’m not sure he was right about surviving the first one.
And so the Navy has been on a slippery slope. The corrosive winds of political correctness and the destructive force of the radical feminists have severely damaged the one competitive advantage that the Navy has traditionally enjoyed. Sailormen going down to the sea in ships with its powerful masculine ethos that this implies, is rapidly being replaced by social experimentation which is apparently making it extremely difficult to maintain a cadre of enthusiastic and dedicated career officers in a fleet that is less than half the size of the overdriven fleet of the cold war. I believe that it would be a legitimate question to ask our Navy authorities to identify the specific needs of the service which have legitimatized the assignment of women to the combatant ships of the Navy.
Apparently, Vice Admiral Fowler, the current Superintendent of the Naval Academy, recognizes that something is very wrong. In his article which appeared in the Naval Institute’s “Proceedings” last October, “The Naval Academy … A Crucible For Warriors” he addresses a need for change at the Academy. Astonishingly, however not once in his entire article does he refer to the product that the Naval Academy is charged with producing by its very mission, to produce career officers for the Navy and Marine Corps. In his opening paragraph he seems to ignore the very clear statement of the Academy’s mission; I quote “The Naval Academy, like all other commissioning sources aims to develop high caliber junior officers to meet the demands of the Navy and Marine Corps” That’s strange. The mission statement seems to say something dramatically and vitally different. It speaks to the requirement to “provide graduates who are dedicated to a career of naval service”.
In addition, I was somewhat taken back by his statement:
“It is not about graduating. It is about pursuing personal and unit excellence so that they can successfully lead Sailors and Marines from their first day of commissioned service.”
This implies that the Academy graduates are all going to duty assignments where they will be required to lead sailors and marines. That’s not exactly true, is it? How about those going to law and medical school, or directly to graduate schools to pursue advanced degrees or to other institutions to which they have won fellowships and Lord knows where else where they won’t exactly be dealing with sailors or marines. Nor does Admiral Fowler even aver to the excruciating problem of sexuality.
While Admiral Fowler encouragingly seems to recognize the mess that he has inherited and is doing his best to change course, he must come to an early understanding that the Academy’s raison d’etre is to produce a product that is dedicated to career service.
I am not at all confident that Admiral Fowler, no matter how valiantly he tries, can reverse the slide. The liberal arts Academy will never, I am afraid, return to its past glory of being a tough, professional, military institution that was able to instill the necessary ingredients in the midshipmen to make them willing and eager serve their nation as a career. The Academy has been so infected by feminism and political correctness that a reversal is probably impossible.
The present Academy has been shaped by so many policy changes plus enormous changes in attitude that have combined to make it a completely and in many ways an unrecognizable institution. While episodic, one egregious action by Admiral Rempt, I believe is symptomatic of how far the Academy and the Navy has changed. The event centered around Rempt’s disciplinary action against Midshipman Owens who was the Navy’s star quarterback. An alcoholic female midshipman charged Owens with rape. Rempt’s handling of the case would make a splendid text on how not to do it. In the end, the general courts martial found Owens not guilty of the rape. It is what followed that makes the entire episode not only disgraceful, but a reflection on the standards of honor presently existing in the Navy. At a luncheon held in his honor, Rempt was asked by one of the other Academy alumni present why he had brought Owens to courts martial. His response, which has been verified by affidavits submitted by those who heard him , was; “I had to. If I hadn’t the feminists and the ACLU would have been all over me.” 

Astonishing! One of the most sacred responsibilities of a Commanding Officer is to be absolutely fair and just in administering justice to the personnel under his command. The reason Rempt gave was so despicable and egregious that I wrote a letter to the Chief of Naval Operations beseeching him to take some disciplinary action against Rempt. Since I received absolutely no response I had to assume that the CNO was comfortable with Rempt‘s reprehensible behavior in allowing politics to corrupt his sacred responsibilities.
I know that I am probably called a misogynist. Nothing could be farther from the truth. Those that argue that women aren’t strong enough to carry their share of the load, or they are not intelligent enough, or brave enough will not find me in their corner. Once my dear friend, Admiral Ron Marryott asked me what difference did it make if a female pressed the firing key on a missile battery. He missed the point. It makes absolutely no difference. The inescapable problem that cannot be repealed is sexuality. It is a powerful force that no stacks of regulations, no hours of indoctrination, and no punishment can conquer. It is the poisonous effects of this powerful and indestructible force that, I believe, is destroying to a great degree the one competitive advantage that the Navy has had in the U.S. manpower market
. Don’t think that it was a walk in the park for the commanding officers in those earlier times because it wasn’t. In my four combatant commands, I remember enduring tensions that actually hurt. I remember that every eight o’clock report brought more problems for me to worry about. However, with all my myriad problems in command, I at least didn‘t have to worry about a quartermaster in the N Division knocking up my navigator as recently happened in a cruiser in the Pacific Fleet. Although I have been unable to verify the accuracy of this information, I have been reliably informed that one out of every ten women at sea in the Navy has to be evacuated from their ship for pregnancy, per year. I wonder what impact that this astounding circumstance has on good order and discipline to say nothing of the fighting effectiveness of the Fleet?
Since many of the observations and conclusions which I have drawn are based on anecdotal evidence, perhaps I’m wrong. Perhaps the transformation of the Naval Academy from a highly focused military institution to a liberal arts college, with its concomitant feminization, is not part of the problem. Perhaps the feminization of what was once the proud bastion of masculinity in the fleet is not the problem. If these are not the root causes of the problem, then what are they? It seems to me, as in 1964, the problem of officer retention deserves to be placed on the agenda of the board of directors of the Navy. It would take great courage to do so and those that do would probably suffer the wrath of the feminists and the politically correct left but not to do so would be an enormous dereliction of duty.
But am I wrong? My admittedly episodic information that there is indeed trouble in River City, has been recently confirmed by a series of official actions. Let me outline this irrefutable evidence.
When I examined the problem of naval retention many years ago, I came up with several recommendations which I was confident would improve the attractiveness of service in the surface warfare community. The three principal ones I called my trilogy. (1) A discrete designator for those officers qualified in surface combatant ships. Heretofore, a surface warfare officer carried the same designator as a wave or a defrocked aviator and other cats and dogs.(2) Once we had the discrete designator we could establish a qualification program and a distinctive device for those officers who successfully completed a rigorous qualification program. Thus the surface warfare officer would be like the aviators who proudly wear their wings and the submarine officers who proudly wear their dolphins. (3) The third member of my trilogy was the establishment of a prereporting school for those officers going to surface warfare ships. I was astounded to find in my investigations that the surface warfare community was the only community in the entire armed forces who did not have any prereporting training. In pursuit of this approved recommendation a Surface Warfare Division Officers School was established. I was both disappointed and perplexed that in about 2002, the then Superintendent of the Naval Academy announced that he thought the Division Officers School was completely unnecessary for Academy graduates; that they were well trained and ready to go directly to their ships. Well not exactly. In recent months it was admitted that these officers were indeed not adequately trained to go directly to the ships and thus prereporting training for them has been reestablished.
Not more than a few months after the reestablishment of prereporting training for surface line officers an astonishing unclassified message was sent to all surface forces by Commander Surface Forces. It contained a devastating indictment of the condition and readiness of the ships under his command. It contained an extremely long bill of particulars about the completely unacceptable failure of the ships in every aspect of their responsibilities. In essence, he stated that the ships’ readiness in general was completely unsatisfactory as determined by the Navy Board of Inspection and Survey, the board of experts in the Navy that is charged with determining the condition of the ships of the fleet. In all my many years in the fleet I never saw a devastating message like that. He stated, “Recent formal and informal assessments and inspections indicate that our self assessment capability has declined resulting in reduced readiness.” What followed was a very long, sharp and total indictment of the performance of the personnel of the ships.
This astonishing message ratified my intuitive and growing concern that the Navy is on the wrong course and speed. But it’s going to get worse! In recent weeks another astonishing policy was announced by the Navy high command. In substance, the announced policy stated that in the future the naval officer corps was going to reflect the diversity of the American public in general. Thus in the future it will no longer be selecting the very best qualified. It will be recruiting officers based on their ethnicity and to maintain that balance the best among each group would be selected. Since the population is made up of about 50% women, the authorities somehow failed to mention this little problem. Thus, the way I understand it, Caucasians will compete among Caucasians’, Blacks among Blacks, Hispanics among Hispanics, etc. And if they are sincere, then women will compete among women, all 50% of them. In that way the officer corps will always reflect the makeup of the American population as a whole. If I have it right, I indeed see additional heavy shoal water ahead.
But it is going to get even worse. In the next congress the “Don’t ask don’t tell” legislation that governs the way gays can serve in the military is almost certain to be repealed by a leftist packed congress. The drums are already starting to beat in that direction. For instance, there was wide spread dissemination in the media of statements made by Rear Admiral John D. Hutson who served as Judge Advocate of the Navy. Among other statements on the subject, he called the current ban on gays “virtually unworkable in the military”. He stated that the policy is the “quintessential example of bad compromise”, and that the “don’t ask don’t tell” regulations “are a charade that demeans the military as an honorable institution”.
Because he was a naval officer, his views must have considerable effect. Unfortunately he was a naval officer who knew almost nothing of the sociological problems of going to sea in Navy ships. Having served in eleven combatant ships and almost uniquely having had command of four of the newest and best ships in the Fleet, I feel that it is incumbent on me to respond to that shore based lawyer who hasn’t the foggiest idea what he is talking about.
As previously pointed out, the enlisted living compartments in a U.S. warship are minimal at best. Typically, an enlisted compartment houses about 40 personnel. They sleep in stacked bunks and I understand that they now have a bunk curtain that they can close for privacy when they sleep. Outside of that there is no privacy. They are often publicly naked. The heads, washrooms and showers are equally lacking in personal privacy. Now these ships usually deploy for about nine months. There is no going home at the end of the day. That compartment is their home. On foreign station they are afforded liberty for a very restricted period. Rarely are they permitted to remain ashore over night. Now insert two homosexuals into that compartment in those long cruises and you have developed an impossible and explosive situation. It is akin to inserting two heterosexual males into a compartment of essentially 40 naked women at a time when those sexual hormones are overpowering. Is there any reader that thinks that might work? Of course it won’t. In addition, homosexuals are the intellectual equals of heterosexuals and thus some of them will inevitably be advanced in rate. They would then be a position to exert exquisite sexual pressure on the non rated personnel under their authority. The whole situation would be another terrible blow to the good order and discipline of the ship. It just should not be allowed to happen but given the current political climate I am afraid that it will.
As I sit here writing all of this, I can’t help wondering why I care so much. I’ve had an incredible life both in and out of the Navy and I am well advanced in age (approaching my 86th birthday). I am here in my study late at night writing this because I truly love the Navy and it breaks my heart to see it transformed from a tough highly professional and effective Navy to a vehicle for social experimentation, which requires its leaders to understand that to get along they must go along. Where is an Arleigh Burke when we so need one?
How sad!
 
