
        
            
                
            
        


		
			“Secretary of the Navy John Dalton led the Navy and the Marine Corps through one of the most challenging periods of modern times. He ‘righted the ship’ for the Navy in the aftermath of the Tailhook scandal, the major cheating scandal at the Naval Academy, and the tragic and premature death of the Chief of Naval Operations. His leadership was values based, and he led with passion and compassion, discipline and toughness, and an unwavering concern for sailors and Marines. He was matched by his extraordinary spouse, Margaret, whose impact on family issues was profound. John tells the tale of a life molded in service to our country through the lens of some very tough and visible leadership successes and failures: great lessons for us all. His is a wonderful narrative of a life well lived. This is a fun, serious, compelling memoir every leader should read.” 

			—Mike Mullen, ADM, USN, 28th Chief of Naval Operations, 
17th Chairman Joint Chiefs of Staff

		

		




 

			Advance Praise for 
AT THE HELM

			“I have known John Dalton since 1975. We share a long history, beginning with his service in my administration and his active support of the Carter Center since its inception. John’s memoir is brimming with valuable lessons from his full life, and I encourage everyone to read it!”

			—President Jimmy Carter, 39th President of the United States

			“John Dalton has lived a fascinating life—from Shreveport to submarines, public service to the private sector—guided by faith, family, patriotism, and purpose. After I appointed him Secretary of the Navy, his vigorous leadership made our naval forces stronger, more modern, and more diverse. At the Helm is an interesting, enjoyable portrait of a life well-lived.”

			—President Bill Clinton, 42nd President of the United States 

			“There are lives worth reading about and thmake a difference. As Dalton says, ‘little things do add up.’” 

			—The Most Rev. Michael B. Curry, Presiding Bishop of The Episcopal Church and author of Love is the Way and Songs My Grandma Sang

			“A plainspoken and detailed affirmation of the eternal verities of love of God, love of country, and respect for others that enabled John H. Dalton to rise from humble beginnings to become a fine naval officer, a successful entrepreneur, a high government official, and an honorary canon of the Washington National Cathedral. There is much in this memoir that can help us overcome the antagonism of our intensely partisan country. Dalton and his wife Margaret recognized problems, such as racial injustice and income disparities, and worked on remedial actions to make the world a better place.” 

			—Paul R. Ignatius, Secretary of the Navy in the LBJ Administration

			“Oh, the places he’s been and the things he’s done! John Dalton went from an Annapolis graduate to Secretary of the Navy and beyond in a rich and eventful life. In this memoir, he writes of the hard times—business and other setbacks—as well as the successes that have made him among the most respected and well-liked public servants in Washington. He draws lessons for policymakers and identifies what he sees as the critical traits for leaders. At the Helm is a must-read!”

			—Susan Page, USA TODAY Washington Bureau Chief and Author of
Madam Speaker: Nancy Pelosi and the Lessons of Power

			“For four years, I served with John Dalton—a rare privilege with a remarkably reliable leader of our Navy and Marine Corps. This dear (and fiercely competitive) friend and I annually cross Army-Navy swords. That said, anyone reading this delightful, fast-moving book about John’s upbringing, his faith, and life travels will know why so many of us consider John to be one of the most principled and inspirational leaders to have ever served our country.”

			—Joe R. Reeder, 14th Under Secretary, United States Army (1993–97)

			“At the Helm is a thoroughly enjoyable account about an extraordinary American patriot and humanitarian—John Dalton. The country is indebted to John for his dedication to the principles of freedom and democracy. I am fortunate to have had John as a role model and friend for more than four decades.” 

			—David Rubenstein, former Chairman of the Carlyle Group and Philanthropist

			“I have known John Dalton since we were midshipmen at the Naval Academy, and I knew he was a sports enthusiast when I first met him. He lived in Dallas when I was with the Cowboys. From a modest beginning in Louisiana, John has enjoyed an exciting life in the public and private sectors. His life is an example of the American dream and a portrait of a life well-lived. There is much to be learned from reading this book.” 

			—Roger Staubach, Heisman Trophy Winner and MVP of the Super Bowl, 
where he led the Cowboys to victory twice
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			I dedicate this book to my claim to fame, Margaret.

			She has been an invaluable help in writing this book.

			The happiest moment of my life was when she agreed to marry me!





Preface

			The USS George Washington dropped anchor off Omaha beach where she stayed overnight in 1994. The next morning during the early hours of June 6, President Bill Clinton, much of the crew, and I stood on the carrier’s large hanger deck elevator to conduct the sunrise wreath-laying ceremony to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of D-Day. At the same time of day that thousands of allied soldiers braved the rough waves of the English Channel in 1944, we spoke of their memory, their bravery, and their sacrifice. After Rear Admiral Al Krekich, I was second to speak that morning, and when I took the podium, I praised the heroism of those who had risked everything to defeat the scourge of fascism:

			Fifty years ago, allied vessels brimming with determined warriors, uncertain of their fate, but clear of their purpose, sailed across these very waters. Today, we honor them…. By the end of that day, the wall of tyranny had been breached, but the price had been high. On behalf of the Department of the Navy, I welcome all our honored guests to the commemoration of the allied invasion of Normandy.

			When I finished, I introduced a D-Day Navy veteran who had received the Navy Cross during World War II, Dean Rockwell, to speak. He had brief remarks and then introduced President Clinton, who proceeded to the podium and was respectful and measured in his words. When the speeches were finished, the president and several Navy veterans escorted the wreath and cast it ceremoniously off the hangar deck into the dark, turbulent waters of the channel below. Following this first ceremony of D-Day, President Clinton and a large contingent of officials flew ashore. There they presided over events at Pointe du Hoc, Utah Beach, the French-hosted Omaha Beach ceremony, and finally, the capstone event of the day: the ceremony at the American Cemetery in Normandy, attended by government officials from the UK, US, France, and Canada and thousands of D-Day veterans.

			It was truly a beautiful ceremony, and I am grateful to have had the opportunity to attend. President Clinton was the principal speaker and did an outstanding job. On a side note, my wife, Margaret, happened to sit next to Walter Cronkite’s wife and, apparently, they had a great time together. It was all a terrific way to honor the courage and sacrifice of our veterans. The large fleet of Navy ships of the George Washington Carrier Battle Group and an Amphibious Ready Group was a grand sight to behold. As the ships weighed anchor and sailed past the cemetery in majestic procession, I was never prouder to be the Secretary of the Navy and delighted that, prior to leaving the ship, I had told the crew there that I was using my secretarial authority to award the Navy Unit Commendation to the USS George Washington and all of her sailors. (See the appendix for more about the D-Day anniversary events.)
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			This was just one example of the honor and privilege I enjoyed as the seventieth Secretary of the Department of the Navy. It wasn’t all pomp and circumstance; I had more than my share of scandal and upheaval to address. But I wouldn’t have changed a thing. As a Louisiana boy of modest means, growing up to attend the US Naval Academy and eventually becoming the top civilian at the helm of that venerated institution—as well as the Navy and Marine Corps—was a dream come true. This is my story.

			As I began to write this book and reflect upon my life, one particularly poignant line stuck out to me. Phil Lader, former American ambassador to the United Kingdom in the Clinton administration and a good friend of mine, once said something in a speech that really resonated with me. “Everyone in this room is very busy and has a lot of balls in the air. Three of those balls are crystal, and if you break one of those, you have a big problem. They are your family, your friends, and your faith. Be sure and nourish them. If so, they will be there for you when you need them.” I believe that he is absolutely right, and as one will see in this book, they have been there for me when I needed them most.





Chapter 1

			335 Merrick Street

			New Orleans was bright and sunny on December 13, 1941, when I joined the family of William Carl and Jaunice Davenport Dalton. Those who know their history can see that I was born six days after the attack on Pearl Harbor and our nation’s entry into World War II. I sometimes joke that the Japanese heard I was coming and bombed Pearl Harbor!

			My parents named me John Howard, after my paternal grandfather, Peter John, and my maternal uncle, Howard Davenport. I was the youngest of three children. The eldest was my late sister, Margaret, who was ten years my senior, followed by my brother, William Carl, Jr., who is six years older. Looking at the difference in ages among us, I believe my parents thought they were finished having children, and then I showed up. My family showered me with love from the day I was born, and I do not recall serious fights or sibling rivalry between us.

			Though I was born in New Orleans, our family moved for my father’s work when I was three years old. He was a railroad man with the Louisiana & Arkansas Railway Company, known as the L&A (later acquired by Kansas City Southern Railway Company), and they transferred him 330 miles northwest to Shreveport. It was there, in the city that runs along the west bank of the Red River, that I would grow up.

			My father was a native of rural Stephens, Arkansas, but, through work and family, had come to call Louisiana his home. Choosing to go by his middle name, Carl, he was the eldest of eight siblings. He was a tall, handsome, and jovial man, standing about 6'1". He worked hard at his profession and was very successful for someone who lacked even a high school diploma. He loved to laugh and sometimes laughed so hard at his own jokes that the vein in the middle of his forehead was easily visible. He may have been a little too old to serve when our country joined the Second World War, and he may have had only an eighth-grade education, but he never let anything hold him back.

			While my father was the oldest of eight, my mother was the youngest of seven. She was nine years younger than her husband, whom she had married when she was eighteen, a mere one month after she graduated from high school. She was very much like my father in some respects: tall, attractive, and fun-loving. However, if you ever wanted to get on her bad side, just say something negative about one of her children!

			My parents were wonderful role models for us. Despite the difference in their ages and upbringings, my mother and father had much in common. They were kind, honest, fun-loving, salt-of-the-earth people of great faith. They both enjoyed a good party and cared deeply for those close to them, always going above and beyond to help those they cared about. Sometimes they could be strict, something most kids don’t appreciate at the time, but they taught me many good lessons. The most important of those were to love God, love your neighbor as yourself, and treat everyone with dignity and respect.
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			We moved to 335 Merrick Street in Shreveport. That was our three-bedroom family home, and I lived in that house from the day we moved from New Orleans until my service in the US Navy. Our family was active in the neighborhood, and I would play with friends my age while my parents went to house parties and joined in barbeques during the hot Louisiana summers.

			The nature of my father’s work with the L&A Railway meant that he was rarely home during the week. Normally, he would leave on Sunday night or early Monday morning and return on Friday night or early Saturday. Because of this, my mother was the queen of the castle most days. She ruled with a loving and fair hand, always making time for Margaret, William, and me but never letting us misbehave too badly.

			We didn’t typically take vacations and our family rarely left Louisiana, so we spent most of what free time we had in Shreveport. I still clearly remember going to the state fair on autumn days with friends or family to enjoy the rides and the times my mother gave me fifteen cents so I could go to the YMCA and back on the electric trolley, with enough money left over for a soft drink.

			We made annual trips to Arkansas, usually for Christmas, to see the relatives on my father’s side. During those visits I would sometimes see one of my father’s brothers, Roy Bale Dalton. I never knew my uncle well, but he would have a huge impact on my life.

			Uncle Roy was eighteen years younger than my father and had volunteered to serve during the Second World War. During the war, he had enlisted in the Navy and served in the Pacific theater, first as a seaman recruit and later as a naval aviator. Like many of his generation, he rarely spoke about his experiences, and along with the fact that we were never very close, I knew better than to pry.

			Having returned from the war with a number of medals, it was clear that he had served with great honor and distinction. I remember staring at his collection with awe, especially his Silver Star and Navy Cross—the two highest awards the Navy could bestow. In those decorations I could picture fleets of ships sailing on wide blue oceans. I imagined the adventures there, out over the horizon and wondered what serving my country would be like. While the notion that the US Navy and public service would be in my future was still many years away, my uncle Roy definitely planted that seed in my mind, whether he intended to or not.1
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			As a kid I had a paper route, and I would wake up early every day of the week, braving neighborhood dogs, to deliver newspapers to people in the area. I also used to scavenge along the sides of the streets and major roads for discarded glass soft drink bottles. I would return the used bottles to vendors for two cents each for their refilling. Luckily there were enough of them around to make this a lucrative enterprise for a young boy. I also had a job at the bowling alley of the First Presbyterian Church one night a week where I set pins for seventy-five cents per game for two games. I saved that money and frequently used part of it to take my mother for hamburgers at the Toddle House. As I matured, I would move on to more conventional jobs; but those early experiences taught me the value of being entrepreneurial and taking the initiative, skills that would serve me well later in life.

			One of the many things my parents had in common that they passed on to us was their faith. To this day, my faith in the Lord has been a constant in my life. It is something I have nurtured, something that has given me strength and comfort in my darkest moments and has helped keep my moral compass true north.

			My mother and dad were devout Christians. My dad was a Methodist, and my mother converted from Baptist to Methodist when they married. Some of my earliest memories are of my family around the table saying the blessing for every meal and prayers at bedtime.

			My Christian upbringing extended beyond our home. Every Sunday, rain or shine, our family walked about ten blocks to Noel Memorial Methodist Church, listened to the sermons, sang hymns, and took part in the church’s other activities. The church has always been a very important part of our lives.

			My father was active on the board of stewards and the men’s Bible class and also involved with the Gideons, believing Bibles should also be accessible to people in hotels whenever they needed the wisdom of the good book. He attended Gideons-hosted breakfast events on Sunday mornings, occasionally taking me along. My mother taught Sunday school and encouraged me to join the Methodist Youth Fellowship (MYF), where she was a chaperone. It was there that I took my first small steps into leadership when I was elected president of the MYF. It was mostly an administrative role: greeting those coming to Sunday school and running a general meeting before we went to our respective classes, but I learned from that responsibility.

			The church and the example my parents set at home went a long way in forming my faith in those days, but one event would more clearly define my Christian belief. I always enjoyed my time at church and the Bible lessons my parents gave to all their children, but I felt as if some small piece of knowledge was just out of reach. It wasn’t doubt; I just didn’t fully “understand.”

			Then, in 1951, the Billy Graham Crusade came to Shreveport and stayed for three weeks; preaching was offered to over two hundred thousand people during what later was called the Shreveport Revival. My father was away working on the L&A, but I went with my mother to hear one of his messages.

			The crusade had begun at the Municipal Auditorium in downtown Shreveport, but the crowds became so large that they had to relocate to the state fair stadium at the fairgrounds. (This site is now the Independence Bowl.) We were among the thousands who had flocked to hear Billy Graham. His charisma and conviction were unforgettable, and it was there, at that service, that I first felt that I understood the gospel.

			Graham closed his sermon with a prayer, inviting everyone wanting Jesus to be the Lord of their lives to raise their hand, which I did. All who raised their hands were invited to come down and approach the stage to profess their faith in God. Needing no further encouragement, I quickly made my way to the front. I was counseled by a member of Billy Graham’s crusade team, who led me in another prayer.

			When we finished, the team member turned to me and said, “Do you commit yourself to Jesus Christ and recognize him as the Lord of your life?” I agreed with no hesitation, and the volunteer, smiling, gave me a paperback copy of the Gospel of John, asking me to go home and read it.

			Every night before going to bed, my mother and I would read aloud a chapter of the Gospel of John they had given me. We probably had read parts of the Gospel of John before, both at Noel and at home, but after hearing Billy Graham, it was different somehow. On the third night, I reached John 3:16.

			For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.

			After reading that verse, my mother looked up and said, “Johnny, read that verse again.”

			That happened over seventy years ago, but I still recall the moment as clearly as if it were yesterday. My mother told me that verse was the foundation of our faith. To this day, it helps me to follow our Lord’s example and treat others—no matter who they are—with dignity and respect. Remembering that God loves us and cares for us, even during the most trying times in our lives, He can help us endure anything.

			Looking back at my childhood, I can appreciate how blessed I was growing up the way I did and with the family that I had. Mother and Dad worked hard and sacrificed for us, especially to provide us the education neither of them had the opportunity to access.

			Others were not so lucky. Like much of the south at the time, Louisiana was not an equal place, and Jim Crow was the order of the day. The civil rights movement did not pick up steam until I was at the Naval Academy, and so I grew up in a society that was, tragically, institutionally racist. I confess that at the time it seemed normal to me, and as a child I did not consciously question why people treated African Americans so badly. I can clearly recall an occasion when I was eight or nine years old when my parents, another couple, and I went to an eatery called Morrison’s Cafeteria. We had a very polite and efficient black waiter serving us, and when he brought the food, I expressed my gratitude.

			“Thank you, sir,” I said. I had been taught to treat my elders with respect, and he was, as far as I was concerned, an elder.

			The husband of the other couple sternly scolded me in front of the waiter saying, “We don’t say sir to him!”

			Looking back at it, I feel a profound mixture of embarrassment and shame at how things were. The way society discriminated against African Americans was beyond disgraceful. I never participated in the racism that then was so widespread, nor as a child could I have done anything about it. My eyes were opened wide with my education outside of Louisiana, thanks to the efforts of friends and the selfless actions of civil rights leaders like Martin Luther King, Rosa Parks, John Lewis, and others. Beginning as a young adult, I have tried to fight for equality for everyone, in my own way.

			Having been blessed with a wonderful childhood, I can’t think of anything more important. Every child wants and needs to be loved. I truly believe that a child who is cherished and reared with strong values is far more likely to be successful in life and to treat others with dignity and respect.





Chapter 2

			Classrooms and Sports Fields

			While spending time at home and church was important to me, there was a lot more to my childhood than that. Like most kids, my school was a very formative experience, and those years would go on to help define me. My mother and father both understood the value of a good education and encouraged William, Margaret, and me to study hard and always do our best.

			When I was ten years old (around the same age as when Billy Graham came to town) I ran for president of my fifth-grade class at Alexander Elementary School. Similar to the Methodist Youth Fellowship, I gave a speech to my classmates to announce my candidacy. I was nervous as the election went forward but thrilled when our teacher, Mrs. Tauzin, announced I had won. We all know that an elementary class president is small potatoes, but that experience helped show me the value of reaching out to my peers, working to earn their trust, and the basics of seeking leadership in a competitive setting.

			Meanwhile, other events closer to home marked the beginning of one of the most important aspects of my life. My brother, William, was a good athlete. It was amazing to watch him play sports, and as I got a little older, I wanted to emulate him and get involved in athletics, too. At first it was practicing in the front or backyard, throwing footballs, baseballs, or dribbling and shooting a basketball. William gave me a good grasp of the basics, and he strongly fostered my interest in them. Without his example and encouragement, I do not know if sports would have become such an important part of my life.

			William got me into football and basketball, but my enduring love for America’s pastime, baseball, came from a different source. Sometime in the late 1940s Shreveport suffered through an outbreak of polio two summers in a row. During that time, kids like me were made to take naps during the afternoons. Don’t ask me how napping was supposed to protect you from polio, but I did as I was told. Instead of whining, I found a way to distract myself. We owned a radio, and during “naptime” I would turn it on and look for an interesting program. One day, as I was dialing through stations, I found the frequency for the St. Louis Cardinals baseball team. Even though they were hundreds of miles away in Missouri, their broadcasts reached all the way down to the Gulf of Mexico. I spent hours listening to broadcasts of their games and became so involved that I would forget about the polio outbreak outside. I immensely enjoyed listening to Harry Caray because of the exciting way he covered the games, particularly when he exclaimed “Holy Cow!” whenever the Cardinals hit a home run or did something else exciting. I never needed any encouragement to “nap” on days when the Cardinals were playing.

			Because my school didn’t have a football team, I was able to play for the nearby Creswell Elementary. I played different positions on the Creswell team and, by doing so, I got a better understanding of how the sport was played and how to work as part of a team. We played a lot of games, and while we did not win the championship, we did well enough that they let me stay on and join their 85-pound team in the fifth grade. I loved playing football, and I was in my element.

			Having had a taste for leadership and sports in elementary school, I was determined to do more of both and keep pushing my boundaries. I became president of the student council at Hamilton Terrace Junior High (HT). Like before, I went out of my way to speak to my classmates who were elected as part of the student council, getting to know their thoughts and convincing them why I would be the right choice. The hard work paid off, and, when the vote came, I was comfortably elected president. Much like my presidency at Alexander, the powers of student council president were far from sweeping. But it helped me better understand the interpersonal skills I had picked up when I was younger and confirmed to me the importance of leading with confidence and compassion.

			It was at Hamilton Terrace that I began emerging into my own when it came to athletics. At Hamilton Terrace I met one of my major role models. Nicky Lester was our football coach in junior high. He was about my sister’s age and part of her wider circle of friends, so I had met him before I got to Hamilton Terrace.

			Despite his brusque, no-nonsense personality, Nicky was an absolutely terrific football coach. I had some experience as a quarterback from my Creswell days, but under coach Nicky’s watchful eye, this became my main position. Nicky even gave me a book entitled Split T Football by Bud Wilkinson, the man who coached the Oklahoma Sooners, who were the national champions. I read the book cover to cover more than once, eager to learn all I could about the tactics I could use and signals I could call.

			My three years with the Hamilton Terrace team were more than just fun and games, though it goes without saying that I was having a great deal of fun. That time was also very useful in helping refine my budding leadership skills. One of my most vivid recollections was the time that my friend Bob Hamm was going to be the team captain for a game against Broadmoor Junior High School, and the referee asked the coach if Bob would make the decisions on the field with respect to penalties. Coach Nicky Lester said, “No, my quarterback will make those decisions. He’s ninety-nine pounds of quarterback dynamite!” Coach Nicky Lester was famous around the school for those kinds of comments, though they weren’t always as good-natured as that one. Still, his confidence in my judgment and abilities meant a lot to me and filled me with pride.

			My time at Hamilton Terrace seemed to fly by, and before I knew it, I had finished with junior high and was on the way to Byrd High School. It was one of the best public schools in Louisiana, and it was also renowned for its sporting prowess. Several of its students received college athletic scholarships. Gene Newton, my brother’s classmate and another of my role models, would win a football scholarship to Tulane University. So I was excited to start there and was anxious to get onto the football field.

			Like my time at Alexander and HT, I continued to participate in school politics at Byrd. In my sophomore year I was elected to the student council and later that year ran for Sgt.-at-Arms but lost. In my junior year I was elected treasurer of the student council and served in that capacity for my senior year. As treasurer, I learned basic but important budgeting skills and discovered that I was good at working with money. This would influence my future career choices, and it was a rewarding experience.

			The student government at Byrd was more active than that at Hamilton Terrace. One of our interesting experiences was going to Jacksonville, Florida, for the Southern Student Council Convention. It was student politics 101, and we met many interesting people while we were there. What made the trip stand out even more was that we flew to Jacksonville in a private plane. The father of one of our executive council members, our secretary Jane Cunningham, was an officer at the United Gas company, and he made it possible for us to travel on the company plane to the convention. The only other time I had been on a plane was a short hop to Little Rock, Arkansas, to see a good friend, so flying in such style was exciting to say the least.

			I was also blessed with other leadership opportunities in high school. My junior year I was chosen as one of ten students to represent Byrd at Pelican Boys State during the summer before my senior year. We went to Baton Rouge along with over three hundred other students from around Louisiana to learn about politics and how the government worked. We stayed at Louisiana State University in a dormitory nicknamed “The Pentagon.” Looking back, I find this quite funny, considering where I would end up working years later. Over the next several days we did everything from having elections to running “campaigns.”

			I was elected a senator, president pro tem of the senate, and chairman of my party. My friend Bubba Rasberry, the vice president of Byrd’s student council, would be selected Outstanding Citizen of the Year at Pelican State, allowing him to participate in Boys Nation in Washington, DC. Even though it was all fiction, I think we represented Byrd very well with our charisma and ambition, and I loved the experience, especially when we took over the state capitol on the final night.

			My Christian faith continued to be an important part of my life when I was a teenager. I was not the only one who took it seriously at school, and this was particularly true in the years after Billy Graham had come to Shreveport. His crusade had inspired not just me but other people my age. At Byrd, a number of students had set up prayer and Bible study groups, and I was quick to get involved. I was selected as one of the prayer group leaders, and we would regularly meet at each other’s homes to discuss the Bible and our faith and to pray.

			We would also all come together once every two or three weeks before school for a chapel service. One of us would usually speak at those services, and I had the honor of doing so on a couple of occasions. The prayer groups were very special to me, as was the chance to explore and talk about our faith as peers. That complimented the traditional services at Noel Church nicely.

			Just because I was getting more involved in student politics and participating in faith groups did not mean I was neglecting sports, though. I was a pretty good athlete and loved it as much as ever. Not long after I started at Byrd, I set my sights on earning my way into college on a football scholarship. I was good enough at the game that the idea was not a far-fetched one, as long as I kept practicing. It would also keep the financial responsibility of paying for college off my parents, who had already done so much for me. I had seen the sacrifices my parents made to put my older brother and sister through college, and I didn’t want to place that burden on them for a third time.

			Fate, however, had other plans.

			It was early in the tenth grade, only a few months after I entered Byrd. I had tried out for and made the football team, and I was having a great time. I had continued in my quarterback role from my Hamilton Terrace days, and while I missed Nicky Lester a great deal, the coaches at Byrd were very capable. We continued playing the Split T formation, just like we had done at HT.

			One day at practice, I had the ball and was going down the line of scrimmage when it happened. Some defensive players managed to break through the line and tackle me. The impact caused me to fall badly, and I felt a terrible pain shoot through my left knee. Considering how much I played football, I was no stranger to being knocked about or taking a few licks, but I immediately knew this was different.

			The pain in my knee was absolutely awful, and I was quickly stretchered away to seek medical attention. I went to see our team doctor, Dr. Don Overdyke, a serious and somber man who inspected me and x-rayed my knee. After the results came back he let me know, in no uncertain terms, that this was a bad injury and not something I could just walk off or bounce back from. “You can forget about athletics.” He said bluntly, “When you are grown, you might be able to dance with your wife or play nine holes of golf, but you are through with athletics.”

			Dr. Overdyke’s prognosis was crushing! In just a few moments, sports, one of the biggest parts of my life, was taken away from me. I was devastated, and for a while, I didn’t know what to do with myself. Part of me refused to accept Dr. Overdyke’s assessment, and as soon as it was time to get my cast removed, I decided to ask for a second opinion.

			That time, I saw his partner, Dr. Ed McPherson. The results were better than I feared, but worse than I had hoped. After checking my knee, he explained that I could rehabilitate it through swimming. However, he hammered the final nail in the coffin when he confirmed that I could no longer play contact sports.

			I was thankful that my knee wasn’t as bad as had first been said and that I could make it better if I worked on it. But I also felt dejected, because I could no longer play the sport I loved. It was a painful lesson for me, physically and mentally, and it made clear that I wasn’t invincible. From then on, any time I went to a football game, it was only as a spectator.

			Just like that, my dreams of going to college on a football scholarship were lost forever.

			What on earth was I going to do now?





Chapter 3

			From the Red River to the Chesapeake

			For a good while after I injured my knee, I was despondent. I felt rudderless, because I could never play contact sports again, and any chance of a football scholarship evaporated. My family, faith, and friends were there for me, telling me that it was not the end of the world, but this was still perhaps the darkest time of my life up to that point.

			As bitterly disappointing as it had been, Dr. McPherson’s consultation and encouragement had offered a dim light at the end of a long tunnel. If I had any chance of rehabilitating my knee, even if it would never completely recover, I was determined to take it. Almost as soon as I was out of his office, I made my way to the YMCA swimming pool to begin the long process of rehabilitation.

			I was not a stranger to the water. At Lake Bistineau during our Fourth of July family gatherings, we often would swim in the lake as an escape from the sweltering heat. However, it had never been a passion for me in the way other forms of athletics had been. Now the road to rehabilitation led through the swimming pool, and I was going to see that journey through.

			As the weeks passed, my knee slowly began to feel much better. Eventually, I even got back into basketball, which I would play through my senior year.

			Now that I had recovered, I decided to see if I could use my newfound aquatic abilities for something more than my physical health. I landed a job as a lifeguard, first at the YMCA camp (where I was also a camp counselor) and later at the Palmetto Country Club. At the country club, a colleague and I would take turns each week serving as lifeguard and waiting on tables around the swimming pool.

			That was not the only job I had at the time. During my senior year, thanks to a good recommendation from my close friend and neighbor Bob Hamm, I was hired at Selber Brothers in the Young Executive Shop selling suits, sport coats, ties, shirts, and other attire for young men. It was a straightforward job and, from it, I learned how to improve my salesmanship skills. I also learned the importance of being properly attired, and I improved my taste in clothing. There was good money involved in the way of commissions, particularly around holiday seasons like Christmas or Thanksgiving.

			One Black Friday, the day after Thanksgiving, Leonard Selber, our boss, came to us salesmen with a challenge: there would be a twenty dollar bonus for whoever sold the most clothes that day, and we were staying open until 9:00 PM.

			As the evening wore on and we neared closing time, the contest was almost too close to call. I knew I was one of the top contenders for the bonus, but it was far from a done deal. An elegant older lady came into the store, and I happened to be nearest to the entrance in our part of the store. I approached her in as dignified a manner as I could.

			Putting on my best salesmanship skills, I politely asked her if I could be of any assistance, and she explained that she was interested in buying some sport coats for her grandsons. I was happy to oblige her, and three coats later (two for thirty-five dollars each and one for forty-five dollars) she walked out as a satisfied customer, and I left later that day with a very sweet bonus. I felt like J. Paul Getty!

			While I relished the victory and the cash, it turned out that I would see that lady again, but under very different circumstances. I discovered that she was the paternal grandmother of Margaret, my future wife and the love of my life. Now to those who do not know me, let me clarify. As I said before, I had a sister named Margaret. However, the wonderful woman I would go on to wed also shares the same name.

			Margaret was the younger sister of my friend Bucky Ogilvie, and we all went to Byrd together. I was a senior, Bucky was a junior, and Margaret was a sophomore, and I occasionally would go to their house to visit. Margaret also had a brother six years younger named Staman, with whom I would build a strong relationship several years later. I have great respect for both of her brothers. I had a steady girlfriend for most of my time in high school, but at one point we broke up, and I decided to ask Margaret out on a date.

			I arrived at their house in our family car and was greeted at the door by Margaret’s mother. I asked her what time she would like me to have Margaret home, and she answered around eleven that night. It was a nice date, but it did not lead to anything serious at the time. We would continue this for another decade, dating other people but occasionally seeing each other in a noncommittal way. Margaret and I may not have been an item during high school, but I had clearly made a good impression on her mother. I think she figured out that we were meant to be together long before we did, and she would do what she could to bring us together in the years to come!

			Even though I continued making lemonade out of the lemon life had handed me, there was one problem that no amount of swimming, lifeguarding, or working at Selber Brothers could answer. It was the elephant in the room: the question of what I was going to do after high school. I knew that I wanted to go to college, but the injury meant any chance I had of a football scholarship was completely out of consideration. There was a big question mark hanging over my future like a dark cloud.

			All this changed one day during a school assembly at Byrd when I was fifteen. We usually had a whole-school assembly once a week in the main auditorium, where the principal or other teachers would make announcements. Sometimes there would also be guest speakers, who would come in and talk about a variety of subjects.

			The guest speaker that day was Dr. W. B. Worley, the chairman of the Building and Grounds Committee of the Caddo Parish School Board. He was an intelligent and accomplished man, who was more inspirational than any other speaker we had had so far. He talked about a number of topics but finally caught my attention when he spoke about the United States Naval Academy. He said that he wanted his son to go there because, in his opinion, it was “the best overall education a young man could receive.” He said that he would be proud if any of his children had the opportunity to go there.

			A lightbulb switched on in my head. I thought back to my Uncle Roy, his service in the Navy and his medals, and suddenly all of the pieces started falling into place. “Aha, that’s what I’ll do!” I thought. It felt like divine providence, and from that moment forward, the Naval Academy became my new goal. It gave me an objective that I could strive toward and a renewed sense of direction that I had been missing since my injury. I left that assembly full of energy and determination. I knew what I wanted to do and where I wanted to go to college.

			That did not mean things were going to be easy, but nothing meaningful ever is. Applying to enter the United States Naval Academy was similar to trying to get into West Point––and just as difficult. You needed excellent grades, proven leadership skills, a track record of taking the initiative, and you had to be physically fit. I checked most of those boxes, now that my leg had healed, including the strong grades. My Achilles’ Heel (or perhaps more accurately, my Achilles’ Knee) was arguably my SAT scores, which, while respectable, were not highly competitive.

			The biggest challenge would be receiving the principal appointment from my congressman. Without it, I would not be seriously considered, no matter how athletic I was or how good my grades were. On his own initiative, my brother, William, wrote a letter to our congressman, a man by the name of Overton Brooks, asking for an application. It was the first time either of us had written to someone as important as a congressman, and I was excited and very grateful when Will wrote the letter. All I could do was wait and hope that I would be admitted.

			The reply I got back was not a no, but it definitely took the wind out of my sails. I was assigned the position of first alternate, which was a fancy way of saying that if their first choice backed out or otherwise became unavailable, then the opening would go to me. Needless to say, that was not the response I had hoped for!

			By that time, I was running out of options. No football scholarship, no placement at the Naval Academy, and graduation was fast approaching. Again, I felt both like I had failed and that I did not have a clear plan or objective to focus on. With the support of my family, my faith, and friends, I am relieved to say that I didn’t wallow in that sad place for long.

			After talking it over with my parents, I decided that I should apply to Louisiana State University. At the time, a diploma was sufficient for admission. It was in-state, and it was a fine college. It also had the added bonus of being in Baton Rouge, LA, which was less than four hours away from Shreveport, so I could visit home regularly. Realizing that I had nothing to lose and everything to gain, I applied, and to my excitement, I got a letter weeks later that confirmed my admission. Even if it had not been my first choice, at least I knew what I was going to do next.

			After I had been accepted at LSU but before graduation from Byrd, I was invited by a fraternity at LSU to a rush party. As I drove down to Baton Rouge to attend the party, I made a stop in Alexandria, LA, to visit with my sister, Margaret. I remember my brother-in-law, Bob Ratelle, coming to my room to visit with me and telling me how sorry he was that I had not been admitted to the Naval Academy. He consoled me and said that if I really wanted to go there, I should apply again next year.

			Going to college was something of a culture shock for me, as I am sure anyone leaving home for the first time can attest. It took me a couple weeks to get acclimated, to meet new people and learn my way around the green parks and red-roofed buildings of the campus. After that settling in period, though, I began to enjoy my time at LSU. I may have only been a freshman, but I was determined to seize this opportunity by the horns and get the most out of it that I possibly could.

			This may not come as a surprise by now, but I was not content with going with the flow. I wanted to take the initiative, succeed, and make an impression. My political aspirations had not dimmed from my days at Alexander, Hamilton Terrace, or Byrd, and when opportunities came to run for president of my fraternity pledge class and to represent the freshman class in the student government, I seized them. Running for those elected positions at college was definitely a change in gear from the days at high school, but I was still able to draw on those skills and run both campaigns successfully. I enjoyed being in a position of responsibility, speaking on behalf of my classmates so that their voices were heard, and leading. But I also understood the responsibility of it and did my best to see that they were represented in the manner they deserved.

			The ethics of hard work and determination that my parents had taught me also paid dividends at LSU. After who knows how many nights writing papers and long hours at the library poring over books, I earned my way into Phi Eta Sigma. It was, and is, a prestigious freshman honor society that required nearly perfect grades to be selected. I was elected president of my pledge class at Kappa Sigma fraternity and separately elected to represent the freshman class to the Student Government Association, which made me feel good about my first year in college.

			Now, while I worked with great diligence and grit to earn those things, I still looked for chances to unwind and have fun. I played on the fraternity touch football team against other fraternities, and I attended as many college football games as I could. LSU was also renowned as a party school—and for good reason! There were raucous parties, usually at fraternity houses, seemingly every week. The music was great, people danced, the drinks flowed, and good times were had by all.

			However, despite the great time I was having at Louisiana State, my thoughts often drifted back to the Naval Academy. Even though I had not managed to get in the first time, the dream had not died, and as time passed at LSU, I endeavored to try again. Most of my friends and family were supportive and encouraged me to chase my dream, but I do remember one fraternity brother at LSU, Jim Thompson, questioning me and telling me that I was crazy to do it. He had spent two years at the Naval Academy and transferred to LSU to finish his undergraduate degree and go to law school there. “You’ll be a nobody at the Academy, and you’ve got a great thing going here. Why give it up?” he said.

			Even though I disagreed with him, I could understand his perspective. It was true that things were going well, but in my mind, I was not throwing anything away. If anything, I was trading up. I had no regrets about going to LSU; I learned a great deal, and I had matured a lot as a person. It prepared me in ways that my previous experiences had not. In hindsight, I think it was a critical step in my life’s journey. Had I had been admitted to the Naval Academy at seventeen years old, I do not know whether I would have been ready for it.

			The second time I applied I felt more prepared, submitting the application in good time and with a fresh set of very good grades and accomplishments from my freshman year. My chances looked better than before, but success was far from guaranteed. This time, however, I would be blessed with a stroke of luck.

			Our next-door neighbor on Merrick Street was a woman by the name of Clara Clancy, known affectionately in the neighborhood as Miss Clara. She was a kind and friendly woman who lived alone for as long as I had known her. She worked at Glenwood Drug store, a small café and pharmacy across the street from Byrd High School. It was a nice if unremarkable place, but it suddenly became relevant to me for one very important reason.

			Miss Clara told me that Overton Brooks, our Member of Congress, would go to Glenwood Drug every day for breakfast whenever the Congress was in recess and he was back in Shreveport. Without the principal appointment from him, my chances of a Naval Academy education were less than slim. This time, I would approach him directly.

			And that is exactly what I did! One morning when he was back in town, I marched over to Glenwood Drug after a tip from Miss Clara that the congressman would be there. Sure enough, as I walked in the drug store, I saw him sitting at a table, sipping a cup of coffee and reading the newspaper. This was my best shot, and I would not get a chance like this again. I was nervous but knew that I had to take advantage of it.

			I do not recall exactly what was said when I sat down with him; it is a bit of a blur. However, I know I explained my situation to him, what I had done, and why I thought I was the best qualified for the principal appointment. It was a not a long conversation, and truth be told, I suspect I caught him off guard. I think he was probably accustomed to scheduled appointments in the comfort of his office. I told him what I had accomplished at LSU, and that if he gave me his principal appointment, he would not regret it. Toward the end of our conversation, he seemed impressed with me and agreed to give me the principal appointment. I could not believe it; it was too good to be true!

			When the congressman left, I went over to Miss Clara and thanked her profusely. She had been the one to tip the scales for me, and I would be grateful to her forever after that day. After that I ran home as fast as I could and barged into the living room to tell my mother. I was not at the Naval Academy yet, but I was much closer.

			It took time for everything to fall into place, and I was itching with impatience. Finally, I received the acceptance letter from the Naval Academy. All that hard work had paid off, and I felt a sense of accomplishment and gratitude that is still difficult to describe. My family was overjoyed. Not only because I had been accepted into such a prestigious institution, but also because they knew it had been my dream, and they were happy and proud to see me realize it.

			Even though I was keen to get to the Academy, leaving LSU was an emotional experience. I had many good friends there, especially my fraternity brothers Clint Pierson and Tommy Watts and my roommate, Tommy Lolley.

			I made a final stop on the Fourth of July at the old family stomping grounds at Uncle Howard’s Lake Bistineau camp to see everyone on my mother’s side of the family. Finally, the time came for me to leave, and for only the third time in my life, I boarded a plane. A good number of my high school classmates from Byrd came to see me off at the airport. I was touched and grateful by this outpouring of support and teared up when the plane took off for Atlanta. It was Senator Russell Long from Louisiana who once said, “When I die, I don’t know whether I’m going to heaven or to hell, but I know I will change planes in Atlanta.” It was certainly true for me as I made a connection there to our nation’s capital. I had planned to take a bus to Annapolis when I arrived in DC, but as luck would have it, I ran into four others who were also on their way to the Naval Academy.

			Together we realized that it would be cheaper and faster if we all pitched in for a taxi. So, we all bundled into a cab, which with five athletic young men and their bags was a tight squeeze! It felt like both the longest and shortest ride of my life, but finally, we reached the beautiful Yard of the Naval Academy.

			We were taken to Bancroft Hall, and I was introduced to my Plebe Summer roommates. I think we flipped a coin to see who got the single rack (bed), and I won. Things were off to a good start!

			I was not sure what to expect, but I was excited and eager to begin the journey.
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