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     IN THE EARLY MORNING HOURS, DECEMBER 7TH, 1978, I WAS PRESENT AT A MIRACLE – THE BIRTH OF OUR FIRST CHILD, OUR DAUGHTER, MEGHAN.  MY WIFE, TONI, AND I KNEW WE WERE AT A LIFE CHANGING EVENT – WE JUST DIDN’T KNOW THE FULL EXTENT OR IMPACT OF THAT CHANGE.  MEGHAN, WHO IS 25 YEARS OLD NOW, IS PROFOUNDLY RETARDED AND MULTIPLY HANDICAPPED.  I SHARE THIS WITH YOU BECAUSE OF WHO YOU ARE AND WHAT YOUR ORGANIZATION DOES.  I AM TRULY HONORED TO BE HERE WITH THIS MANY SELFLESS SERVANTS TODAY.  

     BUT IN MY BUSINESS AS A LEADER, I’VE ALSO SHARED THIS WITH MY SOLDIERS AS WELL BECAUSE FIRST, IT IS FACT, AND SECOND, IT LET’S THEM KNOW THAT TONI AND I SHARE AN EXPERIENCE WITH MANY OF THEM AND WE KNOW HOW TO HELP.  OUR ARMY HAS 48,000 ACTIVE DUTY SOLDIERS WITH 62,000 SPECIAL CHILDREN OR FAMILY MEMBERS.  OF HER OWN ACCORD, TONI HILL HAS BECOME OVER THE PAST 25 YEARS A SELF- AND ARMY- TAUGHT EXPERT IN ARMY MEDICINE, PARENT ADVOCACY, SCHOOLS, ABOUT ANYTHING RELATED TO THE DISABLED.  SHE IS A CHAMPION FOR THEIR RIGHTS.  FAR TOO OFTEN FOR OUR SOLDIERS, SECURING WHAT IS RIGHTFULLY AND LEGALLY DUE SPECIAL CHILDREN IS A FIGHT.  AND TONI HAS TAKEN ON THAT FIGHT, BUT ALWAYS KEENLY AWARE OF HOW MUCH HARDER IT WOULD HAVE BEEN HAD SHE NOT BEEN COLLEGE EDUCATED, OLDER, MORE EXPERIENCED, AN OFFICER’S, NOT AN ENLISTED SPOUSE – HOW MUCH HARDER IT IS FOR MRS. “PFC”, 18 OR 19 YEARS OLD, AWAY FROM HOME FOR THE FIRST TIME, ON A VERY MEAGER BUDGET, COPING WITH A HUSBAND DEPLOYED TO IRAQ AND A NEW-BORN SPECIAL NEEDS CHILD.  NOW THAT IS A CHALLENGE AND THAT’S WHY ORGANIZATIONS LIKE YOURS, ALONG WITH OTHERS LIKE STOMP, MCEC, AND ANY PROGRAM LIKE ACS AND AFAP, ARE SO VITAL.

     I’M A BETTER MAN, FATHER, HUSBAND, AND SOLDIER BECAUSE OF, NOT IN SPITE OF, MEGHAN.  BUT IT HASN’T BEEN EASY, AS ANYONE WITH AN EXCEPTIONAL FAMILY MEMBER KNOWS FIRST HAND.  THAT’S WHY I AM HEARTENED BY THE WORK BEST BUDDIES DOES – BECAUSE YOU FOLKS ARE PART OF THE SOLUTION, ASSISTING THOSE INDIVIDUALS NATIONWIDE WITH SPECIAL CHALLENGES – RATHER THAN PART OF THE PROBLEM – THOSE PROBLEM CREATORS WHO THINK UP BUREAUCRATIC ROADBLOCKS AND OBSTACLES, MAKING LIFE HARDER NOT EASIER.  

     MY FAMILY HAS BEEN A GUIDING LIGHT AND ROCK SOLID SOURCE OF STABILITY FOR ME IN MY PROFESSION – THE PROFESSION OF ARMS.  I PROUDLY COUNT MYSELF A WARRIOR.  I HAVE LED MEN IN COMBAT AS A PLATOON LEADER AND COMPANY COMMANDER IN VIETNAM, AND AS A BRIGADE COMMANDER IN DESERT STORM.  I SERVED IN HAITI WITH BOTH THE US ARMY AND THE UNITED NATIONS IN WHAT WE REFER TO AS OPERATIONS OTHER THAN WAR.  AND I HAVE SEEN AND PARTICIPATED IN WAR POLICY DEVELOPMENT FROM THE HIGHEST LEVELS, TO INCLUDE SPENDING A FAIR AMOUNT OF TIME IN WASHINGTON.  

     THROUGHOUT ALL OF THESE ASSIGNMENTS, I’VE HAD ONE COMPELLING LEADERSHIP PRINCIPLE THAT I’VE STUCK TO:  DO WHAT IS RIGHT.  I DERIVE THIS NOT ONLY FROM MY UPBRINGING AND BASIC VALUES, BUT ALSO FROM ONE OF MY PERSONAL HEROES, DR. MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.  GENERAL MATTHEW RIDGWAY SAID,” SOLDIERS ARE SENTIMENTAL FOLKS.  THEY OFTEN CARRY AROUND SCRAPS OF PAPER, POEMS OR SAYINGS WITH THEM FROM WHICH THEY DERIVE STRENGTH.”  I’M ONE OF THOSE – I’VE CARRIED THIS IN MY WALLET SINCE FIRST READING IT IN A NEWSWEEK ARTICLE RIGHT AFTER KING’S ASSASSINATION:

     DR. KING SAID, “COWARDICE ASKS THE QUESTION, ‘IS IT SAFE?’  EXPEDIENCY ASKS THE QUESTION, ‘IS IT POLITIC?’  VANITY ASKS THE QUESTION, ‘IS IT POPULAR?’  BUT CONSCIENCE ASKS THE QUESTION, ‘IS IT RIGHT?’  AND THERE COMES A TIME WHEN ONE MUST TAKE A POSITION THAT IS NEITHER SAFE, NOR POLITIC, NOR POPULAR, BUT HE MUST TAKE IT BECAUSE CONSCIENCE TELLS HIM THAT IT IS RIGHT.”  I TRY TO LIVE BY THESE WORDS.  AND FROM WHAT I’VE LEARNED ABOUT BEST BUDDIES, I CAN SEE THIS ORGANIZATION KNOWS ALL ABOUT DOING WHAT IS RIGHT.

     OVER MY 36 YEARS OF UNIFORMED SERVICE, I’VE SEEN MY SHARE OF GOOD AND BAD LEADERSHIP, THE IMPLEMENTATION OF A SET OF VALUES ACROSS THE ENTIRE ARMY, AND SEVERAL BOUTS OF SUCCESSFUL ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE.  I WANT TO SHARE SOME OF MY EXPERIENCES WITH YOU.  IF I CAN SPARK AN IDEA OR TWO FOR THIS GROUP, I’LL CONSIDER THE DAY A SUCCESS. 

     I’LL BE GLAD TO LEAVE SOME TIME AT THE END FOR QUESTIONS, BUT FOR NOW, I WILL USE A FEW SLIDES THAT HELP CAPTURE WHAT I TALK TO MY LEADERS ABOUT ON THE TOPIC OF VALUES AND LEADERSHIP.
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