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To my friend Bob Barnett, whose life personified all that is good about America. He believed in the nobility of the average citizen. While he walked with kings, he never lost the common touch. He was civil and gracious with everyone he met, no matter their political or ideological persuasion. He fought for the Constitution and lived by the rule of law. We should all be so lucky to have known a man as good as Bob Barnett. I miss him dearly.







Some of the speeches in this book have been slightly edited for publication.







INTRODUCTION

In 1962, General Douglas MacArthur, now an old man in his eighties, stood before the cadets at West Point and delivered what would be his final public remarks. Gone was the general’s uniform. Gone was the sting of political defeat. Gone was the soaring ego that had defined most of his career. What was left was a soldier. A man who had seen the ravages of war, whose character had been shaped by the courage, the sacrifice, and the patriotism of thousands upon thousands of average Americans. What was left was a deep sense of reverence for his country and those who fought so valiantly to defend its principles.

His speech that night in the Great Hall at the US Military Academy is one of the finest in the history of American oratory. His remarks defined “the highest moral law,” and provide a code of conduct that stands the test of time and lifts all mankind.

“Duty, Honor, Country,” he said. “Those three hallowed words reverently dictate what you ought to be, what you can be, what you will be. They are your rallying point to build courage when courage seems to fail, to regain faith when there seems to be little cause for faith, to create hope when hope becomes forlorn.”

This is a book about courage, faith, and hope. It is a book about what we ought to be, what we can be, and what we will be. This is a book about the American spirit.

Everywhere I’ve been in life I’ve seen Americans who live the values of Duty, Honor, Country. From the battlefield to the classroom, from the farms to the factories, from the streets to the halls of power, good men and women doing their very best to live honorable lives, to take care of their children and their neighbors, and to help those in need. When you behold this kind of sacrifice and passion, you cannot help but be inspired and hopeful about our future. Hope is the most powerful force in the universe. For me, that sense of hopefulness was instilled at a young age.

As with all children, we are equal parts mother and father. My father was the warrior, football player, hunter, and teller of tall tales. It was my father who had me listen to the audio recording of MacArthur’s West Point speech. My mother was the teacher, homemaker, reader, poet, and purveyor of religious faith. But each parent taught me the value of honesty, integrity, compassion, and respect. My father, who was accomplished at everything he ever pursued, was never boastful. It wasn’t until I was in high school that I became aware of his professional football career and his heroism during World War II. He had a deep sense of duty. Through his personal action he showed me what right looked like. My mother, who was born in a deeply segregated town in Texas, always ensured I respected those less fortunate than myself, and in all my life, I never once heard her utter a disparaging word. She valued honor and character the way my father valued duty. Above all, my parents always believed in America. As children they had suffered through World War I and the Great Depression. As adults, my father went off to war, not once but twice, and my mother raised several children on a government salary. They were not naive to the shortcomings of the nation, and they were often frustrated by the failings of our government. But their faith in the average citizen, their belief in American exceptionalism, the ideals that founded this country, was unshakable. They never lost hope in what we could achieve as a nation, no matter how poorly we struggled at times. Their sense of hope, their sense of duty, honor, and country, remains as strong in me today as ever before.

Over the course of the past twenty years, I have been asked to speak at various events: college commencements, memorials, fundraisers, galas, historical societies, and a ship commissioning. The audiences included soldiers, law enforcement officers, astronauts, students, doctors, academics, Boy Scouts, Gold Star families, college and professional football players, Washington elites, New York high society, and kids from Texas. At every opportunity, I tried to convey the greatness I had seen in the American people, the virtue of our values, and the necessity of honor and dignity. While I did not possess the eloquence of MacArthur, I still felt it important, in whatever words I could find, to reinforce the goodness of our national character.

I offered, that for all our missteps in the past 250 years, we are still the nation that the world looks to for help. We are still viewed as the “good guys.” Having served for thirty-seven years in the military, I can tell you from experience that soldiers fight for this country because they believe we are noble and honorable and decent and good people. And we are.

It is easy to get disheartened by the troubled stories on the daily news, but we in the service of our nation also see the greater good of life. The incredible courage of the average man on the street who comes to the rescue of thousands of people in a crumbling tower; the strength of the families who support our fallen policemen, firefighters, and soldiers. The honor and dignity that are bestowed on those who paid the ultimate price.

And it is not just those in uniform, it is the doctors and nurses who give us hope, the inventors who shape our future, the teachers who educate our youth, the athletes who inspire us on the playing fields—all those people with the fighting spirit and unquenchable passion to lift us up when we struggle with life.

This book is a collection of my speeches, letters, and as a nod to my mother’s love of poetry, a few poems of my own as well as from other works that inspire me. If your optimism is fading, even a little bit, I hope this book will reaffirm your faith in our country, in our future, and in the indomitable American spirit. I remain unfailingly optimistic, and I pray that you will too. Duty, Honor, Country & Life. What we ought to be. What we can be. What we will be.







YOU KNOW HIS STAND
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My mother was the moral cornerstone of the McRaven household. An English teacher from East Texas, she raised all her children with a deep sense of faith, a love of literature, and a respect for honesty, integrity, and personal courage.

She often read to me from a small book called One Hundred and One Famous Poems. She loved the classics: Ella Wheeler Wilcox’s “Solitude,” Tennyson’s “Charge of the Light Brigade,” Whitman’s “O Captain! My Captain!,” Dickinson’s “Not in Vain,” Kilmer’s “Trees,” Leigh Hunt’s “Abou Ben Adhem.” But her favorite poem in the book was Rudyard Kipling’s “If.” I can hear her whispering the words today: “If you can keep your head when all about you are losing theirs and blaming it on you… If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue or walk with Kings nor lose the common touch.”

My mother believed in the wisdom of Kipling’s resilience and humility. But above all, she valued personal courage. She often told me the story of John Adams, who as a young lawyer represented the British soldiers after the infamous Boston Massacre. Adams knew that he would be vilified for representing the enemy, but he did it anyway.

When I was a teenager, my mother saw C. W. Miller’s poem “You Know His Stand” in the local San Antonio newspaper. She cut it out of the paper and framed it for me. To my mother, these words represented everything she wanted me to be when I grew up. This is a poem about doing the right thing, even in the face of criticism. The framed poem has traveled with me on every move and has a prominent place in my home today.

You Know His Stand


C. W. MILLER

You always knew just where he stood

And why he thought that way

And if by chance he stood alone

He’d stand—let come what may.




He’d never pussyfoot around

Back down or once evade,

He’d stay with what he thought was right

Tho friends sought to dissuade.




He never could quite understand

The man who shied away

Or wouldn’t stand by what he thought

Because he sensed a fray.




And for the fearful ones who say

“I’m neutral” he’d a place

Right at the bottom of his list

Quite far removed from grace.




And if by chance his stand was wrong

And this he’d latter see

Then his mistake he would admit

And never sulk nor flee.




But always friends and foes alike

Would know just where he stood

And even those who disagreed

Would say he sought man’s good.




This is the kind of man who makes

Our country great and strong

They firmly stand for what they think

They’re mostly right—not wrong.









THE REAL SUPERMEN
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Everywhere I went in Iraq and Afghanistan, there were citizen-soldiers fighting alongside the regulars. Men and women who had joined the National Guard or the Reserves to serve when the nation called. After the events of 9/11, the nation called frequently, and without hesitation these remarkable citizens put on the uniform and served overseas.

What I found particularly interesting was that many of these guardsmen and reserves were from law enforcement: policemen, marshals, sheriffs, Secret Service, Border Patrol, Port Authority, and Highway Patrol. They came to Iraq and Afghanistan because there was a shared sense of service with the active-duty military, and many of these citizen-soldiers paid the ultimate price. Service in combat often comes with sacrifice. The military has always had a profound respect for the cop on the beat, the man or woman who puts on the badge, straps on their sidearm, and knowingly patrols the streets of America to protect our citizens and keep us safe.

In November 2011, I was invited to speak at the Federal Law Enforcement Foundation’s annual event in New York City. The foundation brings together law enforcement from around the country to foster partnerships between federal, state, and local levels. This event was just a few months after the special operations raid that killed Osama bin Laden, and I wanted to take the time to express my thanks and appreciation to all those law enforcement men and women whose everyday work keeps Americans safe. We are blessed as a nation to have such noble guardians.

FEDERAL LAW ENFORCEMENT FOUNDATION SPEECH

November 18, 2011; New York City

The first time I saw this magnificent city, I was seven years old. It was 1963, and I had just arrived from Europe on the ocean liner the SS United States. My father was an Air Force officer who had been stationed in France for four years, and this was to be my first memory of America.

In France in 1963, we had no television and all I knew of America I had learned from listening to the radio or reading comic books. But what I knew for certain was that New York City represented all that was good about this nation. The buildings that reached to the sky, the Lady at the entrance to the harbor who welcomed those yearning to breathe free, the diversity of culture and the spirit that made this country so great. And at seven years old, with an imagination forged by comic books, I just knew that in this metropolis there lived a man who wore a uniform and protected all that we cherished—all that was American.

As the ship docked, I was manning the rails hoping to catch a flash of the red S as he bound from building to building. But, as the days went by, my disappointment in not seeing the Man of Steel grew. Toward the end of the trip, my father and I were walking along Broadway and he must have sensed something wasn’t right. When I finally confessed that I had hoped to see Superman—the hero who protected this great Empire City—he smiled, pointed to one of New York’s Finest, and said, “Son, that’s the man that protects New York City.”

Since then, I have found that, in every town, every city, and every state, there are supermen and superwomen and, like that caped hero, those who serve this country are bound by a common bond—a bond to protect and defend the American people.

Never was this bond more evident to me than on June 11, 2010, when I had the honor of leading the funeral procession for Army Sergeant Jonathan Peney. Sergeant Peney was an Army Ranger, a medic, who was killed in Afghanistan while rushing to the aid of a wounded soldier.

The funeral was held in Savannah, Georgia. And following the service at the church, two platoons of Army Rangers formed up in a military column, and with this old sailor leading the way, we walked from the chapel through the streets of Savannah to our final stop on River Street.

All along the way, state and local policemen, county sheriffs, highway patrolmen, US Marshals, and their counterparts in the fire departments lined the streets. As we passed, they came to rigid attention, saluted, and paid their final respects.

They didn’t know Ranger Peney, but they knew what he stood for, they knew what he fought for, and they knew what he died for. They knew, because like Ranger Peney, the men and women who wore the uniform or carried the badge understood the sacrifice of this young Ranger.

They knew, because every day, tens of thousands of law enforcement professionals grab their badge, put on their uniform, strap on their weapons, get in their patrol cars and move out to make the streets and the towns and the cities and the states safe for our families. They knew, because somewhere in their career, one of their fellow officers had died in the line of duty protecting what we hold so very dear. They knew, because the military and law enforcement have a bond that is forged in the service of our country—an unbreakable bond that matters not whether you are a cop on the beat or a soldier on patrol.

The procession ended at a tavern called Kevin Barry’s—a favorite watering hole for the Army Rangers of the 1st Battalion of the 75th Regiment. On the bar’s wall hangs the pictures of dozens of Rangers, Navy SEALs, Green Berets, Air Commandos, as well as Police Officers Willie Smith and Mark MacPhail, who were all killed in the line of duty.

But we ended the funeral procession at Kevin Barrys not to wallow in our grief, but to celebrate our good fortune at being Americans; to recognize that the sacrifice of Ranger Peney and so many like him in the military and in service of law enforcement was worth it, even if it meant that we had to make the long walk from the church to the tavern time and time again.

All of us who are sworn to support and defend the constitution—all of us who must uphold the laws of the land and protect our citizens—have an appreciation for this country that goes deeper than the average American’s.

All of us who protect this nation must deal with the great troubles of life—for those in law enforcement, it is the mean streets and the back alleys of our towns and cities; for those of us in the military, it is the enemies of our republic who want to destroy that which is true and pure about our country.

But we in the service of our nation also see the greater good in life. The incredible courage of the average man on the street who comes to the rescue of thousands of people in a crumbling tower—the strength of the families who support our fallen policemen, firefighters, and soldiers. We see the honor and dignity that is bestowed upon those who paid the ultimate price. While we may bear the brunt of dealing with life’s ugliness, we are also blessed to be witnesses to its finest moments. Such is the nature of service to our country.

In my time as a Navy SEAL, I have been extremely fortunate to have worked with the finest law enforcement professionals in the world. Men and women from state and local police forces, port authorities, Customs and Border
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