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PRAISE FOR


VECTORS


“As a member of the Senate Armed Services Committee, representing a state that is Navy proud, I observed Secretary Thomas Modly’s patriotic service to his country. From Annapolis plebe to Secretary, Vectors tracks Modly’s devotion and leadership under difficult times at home, abroad, and within the Pentagon. He is candid about the challenges we face as a nation and the way tough politics can alter and warp best intent and efforts. He’s also candid about his own successes and missteps, refreshingly so in a world of PR and spin. Vectors is a pinpoint picture of a moment in time offering leadership lessons transcending the moment. And it shows the Tom Modly I came to know—earnest, curious, doing his best amidst the din, striving to always improve.”


Tim Kaine


United States Senator, Virginia




“Vectors is a masterpiece! Compelling, entertaining, and passionate. In this powerful book former Navy Secretary Modly uses stories to expose the pivotal importance of character in life’s decisions. A tenure marked by triumphs and heartbreaks, his book celebrates heroes encountered along his journey … heroes who give us hope that the nation and the Navy will conquer their inevitable challenges.”


Honorable Barbara Barrett


Former Secretary of the Air Force and U.S. Ambassador to Finland




“Vectors brilliantly chronicles the leadership challenges and adversity faced by Secretary Thomas Modly as he was unexpectedly thrust into the spotlight to lead the Navy. Among many of the courageous decisions he details in this book, Secretary Modly describes the naming of a nuclear aircraft carrier (CVN-81) for Mess Attendant Doris (Dorie) Miller, an African American World War II hero who was awarded the Navy Cross for Gallantry at Pearl Harbor. This bold decision shattered Navy tradition and will forever honor enlisted Sailors and the achievements of African Americans in the naval service.”


Julius S. Caesar


Rear Admiral, United States Navy (Retired)




“Vectors is one man’s heartfelt voyage across the often treacherous seas of government in the modern era. Honest and self-critical, Secretary Modly reinforces leadership lessons that apply to anyone seeking to inspire and motivate organizations to better prepare themselves for the uncertainties of the future. Those lessons apply equally to private and public sector executives who are committed to actively ‘leading from the front’ to drive greater alignment on purpose and mission.”


Debra Crew


Chief Operating Officer, Diageo, plc; Former CEO & President, Reynolds American




“In Vectors, Secretary Modly provides an insider’s view of the institutional, cultural, and political factors that impede organizational agility in the Navy and government in general. Building agility in large, complex organizations requires a holistic approach including flexible resource allocation; setting and sticking with strategic priorities; free information flow to create a shared context; a culture that combines empowerment with accountability and tolerates failure; a capable cadre of distributed leaders; and a sustained, change-minded focus from senior leadership. Vectors shines a light on the intervention points—including procurement, officer training, and prioritization—that can, and must, be leveraged to enhance the Navy’s agility in coming decades.”


Donald Sull, PhD


Co-Founder CULTURE-X, Senior Lecturer and Director Strategic Agility Project, MIT Sloan School of Management




“Vectors describes Secretary Modly’s personal journey from the United States Naval Academy to the top civilian leadership post of the Navy, with many interim stops along the way. I always enjoyed reading his weekly Vectors, each of which had a special meaning, intended to reach down to the very deckplates of the United States Navy. Secretary Modly’s depiction of events is honest, forthright, and self-deprecating, and he offers ten pieces of valuable advice to future leaders and policy makers. I was particularly struck by Number 6: ‘When emotions are raw, particularly your own, empathize more, and lecture less …’ Great advice for those granted the privilege of leading others in war, peace, business, government, and life in general.”


James Foggo


Admiral, United States Navy (Retired), Former Commander of Naval Forces Europe/Africa and Commander of Allied Joint Forces Command, Naples, Italy




“Secretary Modly’s candid description of the challenges facing the Department of the Navy in this century should not be ignored. The requirement to change and adapt to create a more agile defense ecosystem is undeniable. Despite the COVID-enhanced controversy surrounding his departure, his frequent communications with the entire Department through his SECNAV Vectors and his commitment to creating enhanced educational opportunities for our Sailors and Marines as outlined in this book will be his enduring legacy.”


Glenn Walters


General, United States Marine Corps (Retired), President, The Citadel, Former Assistant Commandant United States Marine Corps
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This book is dedicated to the Sailors and Marines who protect the nation we love—and to all the people who love them.









ACKNOWLEDGMENTS:


A simple list of names is not adequate to recognize those who con-tributed positively to the journey detailed in these pages. I learned something unique and special from so many. Therefore, the people listed below are annotated with a simple word that captures their unique contribution to my experience and growth. I am grateful for each person on this list. There are many more whose names do not appear, but who were as valuable to me as friends, colleagues, and mentors. I apologize for any omission in this regard.


Steve Deal—PASSION


Bob Love—FAITHFULNESS


Johnny Jaramillo—DIGNITY


Ronald Hughes—POSITIVITY


Sheldon Serrano—EARNESTNESS


Miguel Ramirez—DISCRETION


Derrick Ingle—TRUTH


Andria Slough—COMPASSION


Jodi Greene—DEDICATION


Alaleh Jenkins—FORTITUDE


Robin Tomlin—ALTRUISM


George Kovatch—COLLEGIALITY


Dennis Wisnosky—WISDOM


Aaron Weis—COMPETENCE


Jason Reynolds—PATIENCE


Andy Haeuptle—STEADINESS


Ann Gebhards—DILIGENCE


Andy Weeden—KINDNESS


Glenn and Gale Walters—AUTHENTICITY


Bill Moran—CLASS


Brad Cooper—CANDOR


Harlan Ullmann—UNCONVENTIONALITY


John Allen—INSIGHT


Barbara Barrett—COMPOSURE


Paul Brinkley—VISION


Lora Muchmore—SACRIFICE


Jerry Hendrix—KNOWLEDGE


James Mattis—PURPOSE


Tim Kaine—PERSPECTIVE


Christopher Lehman—PATRIOTISM


Bernie Kosar—RESILIENCE


Gus Pagonis—FOCUS


Christopher De Felippo—ARTISTRY


Gordon England—LEADERSHIP


Emory Crowder—HUMILITY


Mark Reuss, Rosy Glover, and NCIS Protective Services Team—DUTY


US Naval Academy Class of 1983—LOYALTY


Robyn, Noelle, Zachary, Natalie, and Dorian Modly—LOVE


Extra special acknowledgment to Christopher De Felippo, whose artistic vision helped bring this story to life through his illustrations.


Christopher De Felippo is an award-winning artist who works at Microsoft Corporation as an illustrator and a leading “creative guy.” He is currently Microsoft’s “chief storyteller” for the company’s federal business. Chris’s artistic roots were formed and honed at Marvel Comics and Disney. He now spends his free time at Digital Noir Studio. More information can be found at https://www.digitalnoirstudio.com/.









PREFACE:


In late November of 2019 I was elevated to the position of acting secretary of the Navy when Secretary Richard Spencer was abruptly dismissed. It was a role I knew I would only hold temporarily. President Trump’s decision to nominate Ambassador Kenneth Braithwaite as the next secretary placed me in the awkward position of either simply keeping the seat warm until the ambassador’s confirmation or taking on the role aggressively with whatever time I had left. I chose the latter.


This book chronicles my path to that strange moment in history, my five months on the job, and the activist role I assumed to push the Navy and Marine Corps to adopt new thinking and approaches to the maritime security challenges of this century. The book also discusses the facts and controversy surrounding my decision to relieve Captain Brett Crozier of command of the USS Theodore Roosevelt—a decision that ignited a political and social media firestorm and ultimately led to my resignation. I place this decision in the context of the challenges of working complex issues that required long-term solutions, courage, and commitments. I also try to capture the challenges of duty within the midst of a political environment complicated by both the Trump administration’s unique and often dysfunctional management style, and the fervent widespread opposition to it in the media and the “blue” side of Congress.


This book is organized around the SECNAV Vectors I wrote to the department every Friday—a direct audience of nearly one million people. I called these messages “Vectors” because they signified a direction and magnitude. A Vector is not stagnant. It prescribes a vision of where one needs to go and how fast one needs to get there. For a short period of time, I provided these messages to the entire Department of the Navy, along with many others in the broad ecosystem of people with an interest in the direction of our Navy and Marine Corps. This book tells the story of very real circumstances that occurred each week to shape each Vector, what each one intended to evoke, and why they all matter.


During my tenure I wrote nineteen of these Vectors, each one focused on informing, inspiring, and aligning the department on common principles about the future of naval service and the common bonds that tied it together as a Navy and Marine Corps team. Vector 19 was titled “Vector Final.” It was written to accompany my resignation. It was a final challenge from me to the entire department. It was, along with the eighteen others, a challenge I hoped would help aspiring leaders better understand how and why they must adapt and change to be better prepared for an unpredictable future.


In this book, I am honest, even about my own missteps and mistakes. The book has heroes and villains. The heroes are real people. The villains are behaviors and characteristics that stifle creative thinking and promote dysfunction. Together they define the battle lines of true organizational change. This story frames leadership lessons that will serve others well, particularly young people seeking positions that demand character and conviction. These lessons demonstrate the enduring value of service over self, mission over popularity, candor over optics, courage over fear, integrity over cleverness, agility over stagnation, redemption over vilification, nation over partisanship, and, most significantly, “acting” over “pretending.”





Too many seekers


Too few beacons


But through the fog


We’ll keep on beaming


—ECHO AND THE BUNNYMEN
(“THE GAME”)









PROLOGUE:


THROUGH THE FOG


THE IDES OF NOVEMBER


At approximately 1:00 a.m. on the morning of November 9, 2016, my phone started buzzing. I was in Montego Bay, Jamaica, participating in a regional economic development conference hosted by Pricewaterhouse Coopers (PwC). I was there representing the PwC Global Government practice as their Global Defense Network Leader. I went to bed fairly early that night after a team dinner while most of my colleagues stayed glued to the televisions in the hotel bar. The TVs were broadcasting the evolving results of the US Presidential election. As my phone continued to buzz, I fumbled, looking for my phone and glasses. Once in hand I saw several messages from friends and family across the United States. One read simply, “Congratulations, your party just destroyed the country.”


I assumed that what this alarmist message meant was that Donald Trump had won the election. I’d convinced myself earlier that this was a highly unlikely outcome. The previous Friday I had been in Austin, Texas, visiting a small startup focused on developing artificial intelligence applications. They were quite proud of a particular algorithm they had developed to measure public sentiment. They said this algorithm had been the only one to predict the Brexit vote earlier that year in the UK. They indicated that it was now predicting a 98 percent probability that former secretary of state Hillary Clinton would win the US Presidential election in less than five days. I wasn’t surprised by this. I also believed that a Trump victory was a long shot. Nonetheless, I was also very convinced that public sentiment and satisfaction with the effectiveness of large institutions (banks, business, government bureaucracies) had turned broadly negative. Brexit could have been just one of many coming electoral surprises. After reading a few texts that expressed surprise (both delight and disdain) about the evening’s events, I grudgingly turned on the TV and realized that most of the major networks had called the election for Donald Trump. Although Secretary Clinton had not yet conceded, the race was essentially over. It was odd to wade through the media’s reaction to this news. It was a mix of shock and dismay from most major outlets. Fox News, however, was near celebratory. The reactions suggested that a very different presidency was on the horizon, one in which there would be no media honeymoon for the victor and very little respect or grace given to them by him.


I had never been politically active. I had never participated in a campaign for political office for myself or anyone else. Frankly, I was too busy with my own job, which entailed extensive international travel, and my own family, which with four children was time consuming with sports, activities, college prep, etc. Nonetheless, over the course of my life, I had come to believe very strongly in the traditional, conservative governing principles that dominated the political philosophies of the nation’s founding. I believed that our system of checks and balances, to include the protection of a free press and freedom of expression, were sufficient to keep any one person, or any one party, from truly “destroying” the country, as that one text suggested. I did not support the candidacy of Secretary Clinton, mostly because of her policy positions but also due to my personal aversion to family-based political succession. As much as I admired the Bush family, I did not support Jeb Bush for the same reason. We have incredible talent in this country, and I preferred to see candidates emerge who have credentials beyond what their spouses, parents, or grandparents achieved in politics. That may be unfair, but I have always believed it was more in keeping with the founding principles of the country—a distrust of political royalty in favor of individual sovereignty. In my view this aversion allows for a greater diversity of ideas and experiences to rise up in our nation’s political hierarchy. It is what makes our nation unique—and great.
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BEACONS


Despite my lack of direct political involvement, I did have a strong interest in politics and government as a citizen and a student. I had had only a few political heroes. The three most significant of those were Presidents John F. Kennedy and Ronald Reagan, and one other politician most people have never heard of: former US representative Larry Hogan Sr. Hogan was the first Republican member of Congress to publicly renounce President Nixon and vote for his impeachment in 1974. I admired Kennedy’s and Reagan’s ability to capture a common shared memory of what is good about this country, with a view toward an even better future. These abilities from a President were unique in my lifetime. They both governed with moderate to conservative principles with respect to tax and progrowth policies, along with their strong support for a robust, well-funded national security policy. They also believed in the promise of America and the importance of its role in the world as both a beacon of hope to other nations and as a bulwark against tyranny and oppression rooted in totalitarian communist ideologies.


In addition to my policy alignments with them, and perhaps even more importantly, both Presidents Kennedy and Reagan had charming communication skills that exuded a positive, confident, and cheerful approach to politics that elevated the spirits and the optimism of the entire nation. The value of this optimistic quality in these two Presidents cannot be overstated. I believe it is a critical characteristic for any President who aspires to leave a lasting and transcendent legacy. This type of political skill is important but rare.


Not every politician can have the charisma of a JFK or a Reagan. However, there is one characteristic that is even more valuable than political charm. That is political courage. This is the type of courage that Representative Larry Hogan Sr. embodied. I may have never known about Larry except for the fact that my cousin Ilona married him in 1973. Because she did, as a thirteen-year-old kid in Cleveland, Ohio, I was glued to the Watergate impeachment proceedings during the summer of 1974. During those proceedings Larry, as a member of the House Judiciary Committee, made a stand and chose principle over partisanship. He courageously voted to recommend the impeachment of President Nixon. This single act all but killed his political career in the Republican Party in his home state of Maryland. His quest for the Republican nomination for governorship was cut short as the party turned on him and nominated a far less qualified candidate. I know this brought him great sadness but no regrets. He stood on principle. His son, Larry Jr., later became the governor of Maryland and is one of the most popular governors in the United States today. It was a fitting redemption for the father, who, prior to his passing in 2017, was able to see his son inaugurated in person in Annapolis. Redemption is real and something in which I strongly believe.


In addition to Larry’s courage and prominence in the Watergate impeachment process, he was also a staunch anticommunist who took very strong stands against the Soviet-based oppression of Eastern European nations. This endeared him to me and others in my extended family because both of my parents were immigrants from two of these countries: Hungary (my father) and Yugoslavia (my mother). The political and social oppression my parents experienced after World War II led them both to escape from these countries for the opportunities that were blossoming in the United States in the postwar era. Both came to America and started with nothing other than their own ambition and the warmth and generosity of the people who sponsored them and helped give them a start here. They lived humble and productive lives in which they pursued and achieved excellence in science, medicine, and academics. Their success would have been impossible had they stayed captive behind the Iron Curtain. They raised five children and sacrificed immensely to buy a home in the best, and most diverse, public school district in Cleveland, Ohio (Shaker Heights). They did this so that my siblings and I could enjoy the long-term benefits of a rigorous education in an inclusive public school environment. My father was always very proud to say that we bought the cheapest house in Shaker Heights. This was true, but it wasn’t the house that mattered. It was the schools that that house allowed us to attend that made all the difference in our lives.
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FAITH OF MY FATHER


My father also spoke frequently to me about his appreciation for what this country and our military provided for him. These thoughts were indelibly impressed upon me at an early age and motivated me to apply to the US Naval Academy. It was not an easy road for me at Annapolis. There were many moments in the first two years when I questioned whether it was the right place for me. But over time the friendships I developed there and the common sense of mission and patriotism that we all held became my foundation. I graduated in 1983 and served on active duty until 1990, but it was those four years at Annapolis that honed my understanding of the greatness of our country and my appreciation for the people in the Navy and Marine Corps team that protect it. I was honored and humbled to be a part of it, to wear the same uniform, to take the same oath, and to march on those same parade fields. It wasn’t fun, but it was something far better than that—it was important.


I have visited Hungary only four times. The changes the country has experienced in my lifetime have been dramatic. On my last visit in 2016 I stood in a square in Budapest not far away from where my father grew up. In plain view from that square is one of the most beautiful and ornate buildings in Europe, the Hungarian Parliament. When I first saw this building in 1970, its top spire was adorned with a red communist star. Today, that symbol of authoritarianism and oppression is gone. In stark contrast, in direct sight of the spire stands a bronze statue of President Ronald Reagan. The personal significance of this is profound. I joined the Navy in 1979 when Hungary was still firmly entrenched behind the Iron Curtain—and when the Department of the Navy was at an inflection point. I served as an active duty officer in the Navy when President Reagan and the American people fully committed to rebuilding our military in order to push back against the Soviet Union and protect our interests around the globe. The fact that a statue of an American President now stands in that square is a testament to what our ideals, values, and our resolve through military strength can produce. I believed in the United States and its power to transform the world by upholding these ideals, but I also believed that they needed to be protected by a strong and ethical military. I am proud to have served in one myself: the US Navy. I stand firm in promoting its enduring relevance as a force for good around the world.
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THE GAME


In addition to a profound appreciation for the greatness and uniqueness of the United States, there were other lessons I learned from my parents that are equally valuable. These include a sense of fairness, empathy for those less fortunate than yourself, a fervent passion to advance the role and empowerment of women, a love of nature and a desire to protect it, a desire and a duty to improve society and not accept the status quo. I believe these values are in the hearts of most Americans, and that this is what drives our passion for justice, equality, freedom, and prosperity for all our citizens.


However, something about the 2016 election, and the emergence of Donald Trump, seemed to sharpen our differences and change the nature of how Americans began feeling about each other. This extended beyond politics to our feelings about our country and our sense of community. I sensed at that moment that we had crossed the Rubicon into something new—something that would not be good for the nation in the long run. Wasn’t this just one election? Could one election truly “destroy” the country? I never thought it could, so I wrote off such comments as unfounded hysteria fueled by profound disappointment over the election results.


When studying for my master’s degree in government at Georgetown University, I had the great privilege of taking a course on American political theory taught by Dr. Richard Stevens. Dr. Stevens was a brilliant lecturer and academic, steeped in knowledge of the nation’s founding and of the timeless observations by Plato and Aristotle on political theory. During that course I came to understand the purposeful nature with which our nation’s founding documents were conceived. Dr. Stevens taught the course through a meticulous analysis of The Federalist Papers. I had never been exposed to anything like this in my academic life. It deepened my understanding of why our system is so unique and so deeply rooted in years of human history and political evolution. It was the reason why I believed that the American system of government had the potential to be so enduring. I thought it could be undone only from within.


Our founders had a profound understanding of human nature and the nature of governance. These were not whimsical people who set out to develop a utopian society. Rather, they were realists who constructed a system with respect for both majority and minority views. They created a system of checks and balances that would not allow what that text I received on election night had suggested—that a single person or party could destroy the country. But they also believed that a system of self-governance required that the nation elect people of virtue, or at least enough of them to counter the avarice of those who might fall short in this regard.


On election night in 2016, I had no idea where on that scale of virtue President-Elect Donald Trump fell. Prior to him running for President, I knew very little about him other than the occasional celebrity appearances I would catch by accident on TV. I had not read his book, nor had I ever seen his TV show, The Apprentice. He had undoubtedly made inflammatory and insensitive statements during his campaign. I was not blind to these, but unfortunately politics had always been a dirty business fueled by well-funded smear campaigns and disrespectful rhetoric. His opponent, Secretary Clinton, had also made highly disparaging remarks about Trump and his supporters. Those comments fueled serious questions about the level of respect she had for nearly half the people in the country whom she was seeking to lead.




“But something seemed significantly different in this campaign. The words were harsher.”




This was the game. This was Presidential politics. Perhaps the worst of it had always been airbrushed out of the national consciousness in order to focus on higher goals and aspirations for the nation. But something seemed significantly different in this campaign. The words were harsher. The vitriol and judgments were more pronounced—so much so that even reasonable, well-intentioned, educated, and sensitive people were clearly convinced that Donald Trump was both devoid of virtue and irredeemable. This view was shared by half the country, half of Congress, and most of the liberal news media personalities and publications that opposed his election. Those suspicions were not being faked by Trump’s opponents; they were most assuredly sincerely held beliefs. But now the person whom they openly loathed and ridiculed had been elected President. This did not bode well for healing divisions or creating a sense of comity around the governing of our nation to achieve common goals. It was merely an ugly prelude to the next four years.


At the time of the 2016 election, the Navy was already reeling. Years of budget cuts caused by the Budget Control Act enacted under President Obama had placed serious strains on the Navy budget. In order for the Navy to maintain the operational pace, the maintenance and overall material condition of our warships had taken a serious hit. Additionally, the Service had been embroiled in a major breach of ethical standards colloquially referred to as the “Fat Leonard Scandal.” The scandal involved the unlawful payment of favors to naval personnel by a contractor named Leonard Glenn Francis. Francis (a.k.a. “Fat Leonard”) paid bribes in exchange for lucrative contracts as a single shore services providers to Navy ships in the Pacific Command. The investigation took years and had stymied the promotions, and even ended the careers, of a significant number of experienced naval officers. In addition to the ethical stain left by this scandal, the Navy had been harshly criticized for significant cost overruns on new programs. Of particular note in this regard was the USS Ford—the first in the next generation of aircraft carriers. The Ford had been expected to cost around $9 billion but had exceeded that number by several billion. Senator John McCain was particularly critical of the Navy in this regard and made his feelings known in public hearings on the matter. A further embarrassment to the Navy occurred in early 2016 when two patrol boats were seized in the Arabian Gulf after inadvertently drifting into Iranian waters. The images of Navy Sailors surrendering to the Iranian naval forces was exploited by the Iranians to humiliate the United States. It was an embarrassing episode for the Navy. Politicians took advantage of the incident to further criticize the Obama administration’s management of national security and the Navy. They conjectured that our naval forces had been neutered of their war-fighting ethos by an administration focused on the wrong priorities. It was not a great moment for the Navy, but in 2017 it was about to get worse.





Come gather ’round people


wherever you roam


And admit that the waters


around you have grown


And accept it that soon


you’ll be drenched to the bone


And if your breath to you is worth savin’


Then you better start swimmin’


or you’ll sink like a stone


For the times, they are a-changin.


—BOB DYLAN
(“THE TIMES THEY ARE A-CHANGIN’”)






CHAPTER 1:


THE WATERS AROUND ME


YOU CAN’T FIX GOVERNMENT


After the 2016 election, I had zero interest in serving in the Trump administration. I had previously served as the deputy under secretary of defense (financial management) during the George W. Bush administration. I enjoyed my previous tour in government, but my work and the decisions during my tenure were largely apolitical. They focused on broad reform of the business operations of the department. These reforms garnered near simultaneous bipartisan agreement on both the urgent need for change along with disgust with the general lack of progress over the previous decade. I shared both sentiments.


Addressing this management problem was Secretary Donald Rumsfeld’s primary goal when he entered office. He saw a future for the department in which rapid decision-making, flexible and agile forces, and reduced bureaucracy were going to be necessary to address the security challenges posed by unpredictability. He referred to such unpredictable events as the “known unknowns” and the “unknown unknowns.” He was right in recognizing that the department was not well prepared to deal with either of them. Ironically, Secretary Rumsfeld’s earnest efforts were disrupted when a major unpredictable event occurred on his watch on September 11, 2001. It was precisely the type of unpredictable event that he had been predicting. Understandably, the terrorist attacks on that day realigned the focus of the secretary and the department onto matters of war, as opposed to matters of institutional reform.


Prior to 9/11, the defense department’s leadership was concerned about how it could continue to defend the nation with what most expected would be an extended “peace dividend”—a gradual retreat from its $300-billion-a-year budget to something significantly less. After 9/11, the department was flush with cash. The sense of urgency, that “burning platform” that can be a powerful motivator for change, evaporated as the Global War on Terror ramped up nearly every single budget line across DoD. Nonetheless, I was appointed to my job to keep the pressure up on the business-reform efforts. The initial focus of these efforts was from a financial management perspective, but it later evolved to include the entire business enterprise. It was during this work that I had the great fortune of meeting and teaming up with Paul Brinkley. Paul was the first person brought into DoD under a new hiring authority granted by Congress termed “Highly Qualified Expert (HQE).” He was, and is, an extremely talented executive who came to the Pentagon from Silicon Valley with nothing more than intellectual curiosity, successful business experience, and a deep patriotic desire to serve his country. It was a gift to meet him and to work with him for as long as I did. I learned a lot from Paul about technology and systems, but his enduring influence on me was his passionate commitment to problem-solving. Paul never saw a problem that could not be solved through extreme focus and energy. He never rested, like an athlete who understood the game clock was ticking down its final seconds in every moment. He was “creatively impatient,” a trait that I came to understand was essential to being effective in a large bureaucracy.


Secretary Rumsfeld ultimately passed on his own leadership of the reform efforts to his very able deputy secretary of defense Gordon England. Gordon had previously served as secretary of the Navy and the deputy secretary of the Department of Homeland Security, but his value to the department was his years as a private sector executive in the defense industry. Gordon understood DoD, but he also understood how to lead large, complex enterprises. He was a godsend to our efforts, and Paul and I recognized this immediately. At our suggestion, Gordon appointed Paul and me to colead the business transformation efforts as coequals—with one (me) driving the financial management objectives and the other (Paul) driving the acquisition and supply chain. These two business functions represented the biggest obstacles, and potential enablers, of true and lasting change in the business operations of the department. We convinced the President to appoint Paul to the same political level that I held (deputy under secretary of defense). We did this to ensure neither of the organizations we were tasked with corralling in this effort would be able to use any rank disparity between Paul and me against each other in the way that the very rank-conscious Pentagon often did. We had to be equals, and we expected our organizations to work together in the same way.


For over two years, Paul and I worked together extremely closely and made significant progress in the business-transformation mission. In the fall of 2005, the department received its first positive report from the General Accountability Office (GAO) on the progress being made in this area. We have a lot of people to thank for this, to include the many people we handpicked from the Pentagon bureaucracy along with others whom we convinced to join us from the private sector. These executives did what we asked them to do: left their egos in a box at home before they came to work in order to help us build a team that could have the morale and drive to accelerate transformation progress in the near term. They all made tremendous contributions. Within several months we created a brand-new defense agency, the Business Transformation Agency (BTA), to act as a permanent change agent in the department tasked with the responsibility to modernize business operations across the enterprise. Most agencies take years to debate and establish. For the BTA it took about three months from concept to instantiation in the law. This was a bureaucratic record, and it demonstrated that in fact things could happen quickly, even in the government, if the political will and the institutional leadership were aligned at the top.


Despite the progress we made, for much of my time in the Department of Defense from 2002 to 2007, I heard a common refrain from senior DoD officials: “Tom, you can’t fix government.” I could never understand why anyone would serve in government with the belief that its problems and inadequacies were unfixable. The times were changing too quickly to accept a defeatist attitude like that. We needed our government institutions to keep pace with the rapidly changing times—to move faster and more effectively than during the Cold War. My experience with the BTA suggested they could. Seemingly intractable problems could in fact be fixed. I carried that lesson with me as I joined PricewaterhouseCoopers in the spring of 2007. I eventually became the firm’s Global Defense Network Leader, where I was responsible for helping to grow the firm’s government defense practices across the PwC global network of firms. The job took me all over the world, and I started to develop thought leadership frameworks about the importance of agility for large organizations, particularly government ones. I believed agility was the critical organizational characteristic required to remain relevant in the rapidly changing world in which we were all living. I would also advise senior defense leaders about some of the lessons I had learned during my tenure at DoD with respect to large-scale change/transformation initiatives. Over time I developed this list of the most important of these lessons:


•Criticality of senior-level leadership and engagement


•Importance of definable plans with milestones and measurements at reasonable intervals


•Recognition that failures are part of a process of continuous improvement


•Understanding that failures, if managed properly, actually afford an opportunity to adjust and correct, rather than scrap and start over


•Absolute requirement for transparency, honesty, and humility


•Absolute requirement to have the right people with the right skills in the right jobs, and the necessity of looking outside the existing organization to find them


•Need to find, elevate, and encourage change agents


•Requirement for consistent and continuous communications


I was enjoying my work at PwC and had little desire or expectation that I would ever go back to work for the US government. Having served in the Office of the Secretary of Defense before, I had developed a bit of a “been there, done that” attitude about it. Although the work at DoD was exhilarating in its significance to the country, it was also exhausting. I valued the opportunities to share my lessons with other public sector organizations facing the same difficulties. I did not have a gnawing desire to return to one myself.


LIFE IS SHORT


In the spring of 2017, I began hearing around town that the Trump administration was having a hard time filling several key positions in the government due to the lack of qualified candidates. Many eligible conservative candidates had alienated themselves from the President during the campaign by signing the letters later referred to as “Never Trump” letters, vowing not to support him as the nominee, or by publicly criticizing the President’s substance and style. On a whim I decided to add my resume to the online database that the White House Personnel Office had established to find candidates simply to see if anything interesting might turn up. I figured it was a long shot because I had zero connections to anyone in the Trump campaign and had never been active in politics. After my resume was in the system, I received a call from Mike Duffey, a former colleague whom I’d met during my previous tenure at DoD. Mike had been put in charge of the Presidential personnel process at DoD. He asked if I had any interest in returning to government.


I was pretty blunt with Mike and told him that my only interest was in either the secretary of the Navy, under secretary of the Navy, or under secretary of the Air Force positions. I knew the secretary of the Navy position was unlikely as those positions were generally handed to big campaign contributors or people with a long association in politics. The Service under secretary positions, however, were far more in my wheelhouse. In 2010 Congress had mandated that the under secretaries of each of three military departments (Army, Navy, and Air Force) would also serve as the chief management officers (CMOs) of their respective departments and be responsible for driving business management reforms to include the financial audit and supply chain, human resources, and information technology modernization. The Service CMOs were given broad latitude and authority to drive this transformation. I understood this mission. I was confident I could hit the ground running in such a position. Mike agreed and submitted my interest to Secretary of Defense James Mattis. By the time my interview with Secretary Mattis arrived, the President had already decided to appoint Matt Donovan as Air Force under secretary. Matt was a great choice. A veteran Air Force F-15 pilot with deep Capitol Hill experience, Matt was a perfect fit for the Air Force under secretary job. He had a humble and understated nature, and I gained a great deal of respect for him over the next several years. Secretary Mattis had his eyes on me for the Navy. Clearly, given my active duty Navy time and my previous work on business transformation at the OSD level, it was a more natural fit. It made sense.


I arrived in the Pentagon parking lot about thirty minutes early for my interview with Secretary Mattis and sat in my car contemplating whether I really wanted to take this position if offered. I had a very good job with PwC. I was well compensated, and other than the extensive international travel, I had been able to maintain a pretty good work-life balance. My wife, Robyn, and I lived in Annapolis, which on any given day could range from a forty-five-minute to a two-hour commute to the Pentagon. I knew that if I took a job in the Pentagon again, I would have to rent an apartment close by at my own expense in order to make the commute manageable. The pay cut would also be severe, but having served before, this was no surprise. For many, this was a severe disincentive to applying for jobs in the administration, but this time it was exacerbated by the uncertainty over how President Trump might manage the executive branch, and by the hostility that the media and the Democrats were already expressing against him. It did not promise to be an administration distinguished by collaboration across the aisle or by unbiased reporting by the Fourth Estate (the media). Rather, it was more likely to become a long and bitter twenty-four-seven TV show with characters, and caricatures, dominating the discourse as opposed to the real substance the nation deserved.


As I waited for the time of my interview to arrive, I glanced at my phone and saw that I had an email from a Naval Academy classmate announcing the tragic and sudden death of one of our classmates, Scott Brooks. Scott and I had attended flight school together and had seen each other periodically over the years. Scott struck me as one of the healthiest guys I knew, so his death from complications related to a severe virus was a shock to me and to our entire class. I sat and thought about what I had been pondering the previous twenty-five minutes—whether to accept the position of under secretary of the Navy if offered. The news about Scott’s death settled the question for me. I understood that opportunities to serve the country in such a senior position as this were extremely rare. If I were offered the job, there was a duty to respond and to make the most of it. I also recognized that life was short and that pay cuts and the inconveniences that come with public service at senior levels are trivial when balanced against the opportunity for making the kind of lasting positive impact that such service provides. As I walked up the long steps to the Pentagon entrance, I knew that if offered the job, I would accept it. It was, and I did.


TRAGEDY


The time that passed from when I first met with Secretary Mattis until my Senate confirmation hearing was over seven months. The nomination process was painstakingly slow in almost all respects. Some of this was the Senate’s fault in terms of priorities and periods of recess, and some was the fault of the process itself. The requirements for full vetting, divestiture of financial holdings that may present conflicts of interest while in office, and the FBI background check took an inordinately long time and ensured that most first-term nominees would never get the opportunity to serve for a full four years of a Presidential term. In the meantime, Richard Spencer, a former Marine and executive with extensive Wall Street experience, had been nominated and confirmed as the secretary of the Navy. Secretary Spencer was at the helm of the Department of the Navy without a confirmed under secretary for most of 2017. It was a rough initiation for him.


On June 17, 2017, tragedy struck. The USS Fitzgerald (DDG-62), one of our most powerful warships, collided with a large merchant vessel, the ACX Crystal , in the Western Pacific just off the mainland of Japan. The collision was devastating. Seven Sailors drowned after being trapped in their berthing compartments. The commanding officer of the ship was also seriously injured, as his cabin was destroyed in the collision. This was a very bad news story for the Navy. Speculation ran rampant that our crews were either unprepared, overworked, or both. Investigations began immediately to determine the cause of the accident. Most observers of the Navy were baffled about how simple navigational and ship-handling competencies appeared to be lacking aboard the ship. Had there been warning signs, the Navy either ignored them or deferred to the wishes of the Geographic Combatant Commanders (GCCs) to keep ships at sea and operating. The Navy simply supplied the ships and manpower to those GCCs. They were responsible for deploying them as they saw fit. Regardless of cause, in the moment, the Fitzgerald tragedy was a gut punch to the Navy. Two months later, it happened again.


On August 21, the USS John S. McCain (DDG-56) collided with the merchant vessel Alnic MC in a heavily transited area in the South China Sea not far off the coast of Singapore. Ten Sailors lost their lives. The parallels to the Fitzgerald collision just two months earlier were striking. Poor seamanship and ship handling, along with a lack of situational awareness within a busy merchant sea lane at night, had led to tragedy once again. In addition to the Fitzgerald investigation, the Navy opened another one to determine the causes and culpabilities in the McCain incident. Additionally, the Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral John Richardson, launched a formal review of both incidents, which he called the CR (Comprehensive Review). Secretary Spencer, however, trusted his own instincts and decided instead to commission his own study, which he called the SRR (Strategic Readiness Review). He clearly did not trust the Navy to be self-reflective enough to determine the root causes of the incidents or to make the right series of recommendations. Rather, he went outside the Navy chain of command to find credible “outsiders” to lead and participate in the review.


Both groups studied the issues in parallel and came to some of the same conclusions. Both believed that the Navy, particularly in the Seventh Fleet, was overtaxed, overtired, undertrained, and operating with nonstandard or nonworking bridge equipment that confused Sailors and led to both collisions. The solutions were not as simple, but the Navy took them seriously and implemented a task force to implement the over one hundred recommendations made by the two studies. I would later be responsible for cochairing this effort as the under secretary with the Vice Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral Bill Moran. The two incidents were an early trial by fire for Secretary Spencer, and I believe he did the right thing by looking outside the department for answers. This may have rankled the uniformed leadership of the Navy, but his recognition of the value of outsider views was well placed. The Navy needed it.


FROM BUDAPEST TO WASHINGTON


My Senate confirmation hearing took place nearly three months after the USS McCain tragedy. As I mentioned, there were multiple administrative reasons for this, and these delays did not impact only me. Other political nominees across the government were delayed in getting their hearings as well. Throughout this process I never once met with President Trump and actually spent more time meeting with various members of the Senate Armed Services Committee. This committee is responsible for vetting nominees and forwarding their names for confirmation to the full Senate. By the day of my hearing, I felt as if I was very well prepared. I had written my own opening statement. I used it as an opportunity to explain why this opportunity mattered so much to me. In it I described my father’s escape from communist Hungary in 1948 and how the United States had provided him with refuge and a place to start a new life. I stated that this was only possible because of strong American resolve backed up by institutions like the US military. Those American institutions stood firm against the oppression behind the Iron Curtain and eventually led to the demise of the Soviet Union. I referenced the statue of Ronald Reagan that now stands in Freedom Plaza in Budapest, in stark contrast to the huge Soviet red star that had adorned the Hungarian Parliament building when I first visiting Hungary in 1970 and again in 1978.


‘My father’s escape from communist Hungary … was only possible because of strong American resolve backed up by institutions like the US military.”


I wrote those heartfelt sentiments to explain my motives to the people who would be asked to vote on my nomination, but I also wrote it for my father, who would be watching on TV and hopefully coming to an even greater appreciation for the wonders of this country and how it accepts, welcomes, and provides a path for success for those from so many others. This is a unique quality shared by no other country on earth. It is worth defending, and I was honored to be asked to contribute again to that defense.


Unfortunately, my father never saw me deliver those remarks. He had been hospitalized a few days earlier with congestive heart failure, and on the morning before my hearing, Robyn woke me and said, “Tom, your father just passed away.” I was filled with sadness and loss, but the news also reinforced the determination I had to make the most of this appointment. For whatever reason of fate or chance, I had before me an opportunity to make a positive impact on the Navy I loved and had been associated with for over forty years. That Navy had helped win the Cold War and facilitated a new democratic society for my father’s homeland. I was confirmed on November 17, 2017. It was like jumping on a roller coaster in full motion—one that never stopped. I knew full well that at some point on the ride, I would have to jump off. Whether that jumping-off point would be at the apex or the trough of the ride, or with the car going up or down, was unknown to me. It didn’t matter. What mattered to me was the mission and the limited amount of time I would have to fulfill it. So I rented an apartment in DC and went to work.
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Let the good times roll


Let them knock you around


Let the good times roll


Let them make you a clown.


—THE CARS (“GOOD TIMES ROLL”)






CHAPTER 2:


GOOD TIMES


“YOU ARE HERE TO DEFEND THE NATION”


I was sworn in officially on December 4, 2017. It was a small ceremony in Secretary Spencer’s office attended by a limited number of senior naval officers and civilian staff. I was asked to give brief remarks, and I mentioned something my father always told me, as his passing was still very fresh in my mind. He used to tell me that there was nothing more important than your last name and that I needed to protect and bring honor to it. I said that while I agreed with my father, once I joined the Navy, my name became Midshipman Thomas Modly, US Navy. I explained that I believed “Navy” was now the last name that I should once again protect and honor. It was a privilege to have the opportunity to prioritize that “last name” again. It was something that I believed in strongly and that I hoped would guide every decision I would make in office.


Just a week later, I heard something else that put my priorities into even sharper focus. I was asked to attend Secretary of Defense Mattis’s principals meeting in the place of Secretary Spencer, who was on travel. Assembled were all of the most senior officials in the Pentagon. I was seated next to Secretary of the Army Mark Esper on my right and Secretary of the Air Force Heather Wilson on my left. Secretary Mattis opened with a few general comments, and then, as tradition and protocol dictated, he went around the room for updates. He started to his left with Secretary Esper. Representing the Department of the Navy, I was second up but really did not have much to report. As he continued around the table, he finally came to Rob Hood, the assistant secretary of defense for Legislative Affairs. Rob was also a veteran of the George W. Bush administration and a friend. As he would do daily in these forums, Rob proceeded to update Secretary Mattis and the assembled team about current happenings on Capitol Hill that may be of interest to the Pentagon leadership. On this day, however, Rob started by referencing the special election that was being held in Alabama to fill the seat of Senator Jeff Sessions. Sessions was an early Trump supporter and had been appointed by the President to serve as the US attorney general. The campaign to replace him was controversial and nasty, and it garnered significant national media attention. Rob began to explain that not much was happening on the Hill that week because everyone’s attention was focused on the Alabama special election. Every indication was that the seat might shift from Republican to Democrat for the first time in nearly twenty years. Secretary Mattis stopped Rob midsentence, slapped his hand on the table, and said slowly and deliberately, “And nobody at this table cares.” He continued, “You are here to defend the nation.” It was a strong signal from the secretary that his expectation was that we would be focused on the mission of the department: the safety of the nation and the people we ask to defend it. It was a sentiment with which I agreed wholeheartedly. It left an indelible impression on me about what the secretary expected from his team. We were there to defend the nation, not a party or a person. The nation. Our nation.
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NEVER, EVER GIVE UP THE SHIP (AND ALWAYS BEAT ARMY!)


Although my official swearing in took place in the secretary of the Navy’s office in front of a very small audience, Secretary Spencer was gracious enough to offer me the opportunity to do a more formal ceremony later to which I could invite family and friends. I decided to hold the ceremony at Memorial Hall at the Naval Academy. The historical and personal significance of the site were obvious. I spent four years at the Naval Academy, and it had a profound influence upon my understanding of the naval service and our country. The ceremony was held one month after I had actually started work as the under secretary, but for me that was an advantage because it allowed me some time to better comprehend the challenges before the department. I was more prepared to craft remarks that outlined the priorities that would set a clear marker for what I wanted to accomplish in the job.


I was overwhelmed by the number of people who turned out for the ceremony. In addition to my immediate family and other close relatives from in and around Annapolis, a significant number of classmates and friends from the Naval Academy were in attendance, along with some mentors from my time in the government and colleagues from PwC. It was a bitter cold day in Annapolis. It was so cold I wasn’t sure Robyn would even get out of the car to walk to Memorial Hall. Her aversion to cold weather was legendary and not to be trifled with! The benediction was performed by Captain Dave Oravec, a reserve Navy chaplain, who was the full-time pastor of St. Martin’s Lutheran Church in Annapolis. When my father and mother moved to a retirement community in Annapolis several years prior, my father chose St. Martin’s as his church. He and Pastor Dave became very close. I wasn’t even aware that Dave was a Navy chaplain until many years after I first met him. My dad bonded immediately with him because he was Slovak and a Lutheran like my mom. My sisters and I all loved Dave because he was a constant source of strength, faith, and comfort to my parents as they progressed from this world and into the Lord’s arms in the next. Dave was at my father’s bedside shortly before he passed away just a few months before. It was a gesture of great significance that he was able to participate in my swearing in, and it reminded me of the strong role of faith in the history of our Navy.


For me the swearing-in ceremony was surreal. In all the years I’d spent walking through and past Memorial Hall as a midshipman, I’d never imagined that I would be there thirty-plus years later being sworn in as the Navy’s under secretary. It just wasn’t something that I thought would ever happen, nor was it a position to which I’d realistically aspired at this stage in my life. I understood the political world in Washington well enough to know that most often positions like these went to the politically connected or to people who had ensconced themselves in think tanks or congressional staffs, waiting for a new administration to come knocking. I never engaged in that process. Still, I knew that the moment would have historical significance on some level, and so I carefully crafted what I intended to say in my remarks. I understood that the audience was broader than the friends and supporters who turned out that day. I wanted to make a statement that I wasn’t there for the pomp and circumstance but rather to have an impact on the future of the Navy and Marine Corps.


“The speech defined the challenges we faced as a nation and specifically as a Navy and Marine Corps team.”


The speech defined the challenges we faced as a nation and specifically as a Navy and Marine Corps team. I hoped that it would demonstrate, most especially to the Department of the Navy, that I was a serious person who loved our country and our naval service. I had an emotional commitment to both. I also wanted to make it clear that I was going to support the President’s and the secretary of the Navy’s objectives of rebuilding our naval forces after years of decline due to shortsighted annual budget decisions. It was also a very personal speech that paid a tribute to my classmates and the profound impact the academy had on my life. I concluded with a reference to Bancroft Hall, the dormitory where we all lived for four years as midshipmen:


It was here that everything I ever needed to know about the US naval service came together into one big, holistic picture. Most everything I learned in my classrooms, and in Nimitz Hall, and in the chapel, and on the parade fields, and the athletic fields and gyms was reinforced here in Bancroft Hall surrounded by some of the finest young people this nation has to offer, who eventually became cherished friends. It was here that I learned about leadership, and integrity, and honor, and military history, and commitment, and struggle, and spirit, and comradery, and perhaps most important ofall to me—creativity and the power of a sense of humor. All of these things were on display on a daily basis—none to perfection, but always with an implicit understanding of the value in seeking it. And in this crucible I was exposed to peoplefrom every part of this country of different races and ethnicities, and accents, and passions, and strengths, and weaknesses, but all of them committed to the same ultimate goal—all pledging their lives to protect and defend the same document. It was, and is, a remarkable thing that happens here. It is a unique and precious reflection of the character of our country, and it is a microcosm of the qualities that define our US Navy and Marine Corps.


In closing I would like to leave you with a message that is mostly directed to anyone in this hall who has served a full career in the Navy or Marine Corps, but most especially to my classmates from the class of 1983 and the late, yet extremely great, Thirty-Sixth Company. My own tenure as an active duty officer in the Navy was short, but to those of you here who dedicated a career to the naval service after leaving this yard with me in May 1983, you have my greatest respect, admiration, and thanks for your dedicated service. To each of you, I think President John F. Kennedy said it best when he said,


“I can imagine no more rewarding a career. And any person who may be asked in this century what he did to make his life worthwhile, I think he or she can respond with a good deal of pride and satisfaction by saying: ‘I served in the United States Navy.’”


To my classmates, I want you to know that it is my great honor to represent you, as I have this very unique and humbling opportunity to serve in the Navy again. You have my commitment that as long as I have the privilege to serve as our Navy’s under secretary …


I will never, ever give up the ship.


HOPE AND A PRAYER


It was a long speech, probably somewhat unusual for a swearing-in ceremony. Still, this was the most significant political office I had ever thought I would hold. These thoughts were on my heart. I was stirred to communicate them by my connection to the place that had had such a significant impact on my development as a young person. The Naval Academy was a life-defining experience for me, and to have the honor to be sworn in as the Navy’s under secretary in that same place made the moment more serious and meaningful. It was also strange to think that unlike many of my classmates who stayed on active duty and eventually made admiral, I was the one being elevated to such a senior position in their Navy. I had served only seven years after the Academy and decided to leave active duty to attend business school and pursue a private sector career. Many of my classmates, and others who were at the Academy at the same time as us, were now senior officers in the Navy and Marine Corps. They made it “through the screens” of promotion boards after years of deployments, in war and otherwise. I especially wanted them to know that I was serious and that I was there to do something to help them with their mission. I knew that these words needed to be backed up with actions. I owed it to them to put my full heart into this job. It was my greatest hope that I would not let any of them down.


Sometime prior to being sworn in, I attended the Sunday-morning service at the Naval Academy Chapel in Annapolis. Robyn and I had been married in the chapel nearly thirty years before. It had significance to us beyond that which I gained during my time as a midshipman. During the service, I was fixated on the Midshipman’s Prayer. I had read it many times in the past, as it was published in each week’s bulletin as the closing prayer at the end of each service. It had never before struck me with such significance. I knew that God was speaking to me through the prayer and that I would need those words as this new journey began for me. I also knew that I would need his strength and wisdom to guide me as I stepped into this new role. I read the words over and over again during the service and hoped I could memorize them, as we had to do with so many other famous quotes and phrases during our plebe year at the Academy:


Almighty God, whose way is in the sea, whose paths are in the great waters, whose command is over all and whose love never faileth; let me be aware of Thy presence and obedient to Thy will. Keep me true to my best self, guarding me against dishonesty in purpose and in deed, and helping me so to live that I can stand unashamed and unafraid before my shipmates, my loved ones, and Thee. Protect those in whose love I live. Give me the will to do my best and to accept my share of responsibilities with a strong heart and a cheerful mind Make me considerate of those entrusted to my leadership and faithful to the duties my country has entrusted in me. Let my uniform remind me daily of the traditions of the service of which I am a part. If I am inclined to doubt, steady my faith; if I am tempted, make me strong to resist; if I should miss the mark, give me courage to try again. Guide me with the light of truth and give me strength to faithfully serve Thee, now and always. Amen.


I took the bulletin home and cut out that prayer and taped it to my laptop at work. That prayer would be under my right hand for every email, speech, memo, or letter I wrote in the Pentagon for the next two and a half years. I would try to read it each morning to gain perspective on my duty and purpose. Sometimes I read it several times a day. It kept me grounded. The prayer is short and simple, but it speaks to so many of us who chose to dedicate some portion of our lives to the naval service. It was my guidepost, and I relied on those words more times than I can count.





Everyone around, love them, love them


Put it in your hands, take it, take it


There’s no time to cry, happy, happy


Put it in your heart


Where tomorrow shines.


—REM (“SHINY HAPPY PEOPLE”)






CHAPTER 3:


SHINY HAPPY PEOPLE


THE UNDER AND MUSCRAT


Upon taking the oath of office, I came to be referred to as “the Under.” “The Under” is the abbreviated name given to the Under Secretaries of the Navy, Army, and Air Force. It is mostly used informally to identify the Under Secretaries in settings in which calling someone “Mr. or Mrs. Secretary” could cause some confusion given the number of assistant secretaries, deputy assistant secretaries, and the like who might be in the room at any one given time. I really liked the nickname. It made it clear that I was not the sole person in charge of the department, and it also informalized how people could address me in a more collegial and colloquial way. I felt as though it broke the ice in a way that the salutation “Mr. Secretary” did not.


Several of my Naval Academy classmates decided to take the “Under” nickname to the next level and were determined to give Robyn an official acronym code name as well, since she would be participating with me in various official events. After multiple alcohol-enhanced discussions, they playfully decided that the proper name for Robyn would be “Muscrat”—a nonsensical acronym that attempted to capture her role as “Mrs. Under Secretary of the Navy.” It was a fairly forced acronym construct, but it stuck. In advance of my swearing in ceremony in Memorial Hall, two of my close friends and academy classmates were determined to create a flag to both honor and spoof Robyn. The flag resembled my four-star under secretary of the Navy flag. The flag of the under secretary is the scarlet color of the Marine Corps, and it is adorned with an anchor in the center and four stars, one in each corner of the flag. This flag was required to be flown over any military installation whenever the under secretary of the Navy was present as the most senior official. For the Muscrat, my friends had a special flag fabricated that substituted the anchor with a silkscreened photo of three muskrats. They folded the flag carefully and placed it on her seat next to mine at the front of Memorial Hall just prior to the ceremony’s commencement. When we entered the hall and were seated next to Secretary Spencer and his wife, Polly, Robyn picked up the flag and clutched it closely, assuming it was the under secretary of the Navy flag. She held it for most of the ceremony, with great reverence. After the ceremony, the flag was revealed—to both her delight and dismay!


From that point forward, Robyn was referred to as the “Muscrat” or as “Madame Muscrat,” as my senior military aide, Commander Andria Slough, liked to call her. For the next two and a half years, Robyn performed magnificently in her role as a de facto ambassador of the US Navy across the globe. She traveled with me to Navy and Marine Corps installations in the United States and abroad, met with foreign dignitaries, and attended embassy receptions in Washington. During these trips, she always made time to meet with the spouses and families of our military members to help better understand and communicate their challenges to me and others in the senior leadership in the department. She meticulously studied for each interchange, committing to memory the names of the children of ambassadors, their hobbies and interests, and the diplomatic paths that had brought them to Washington.


Robyn also made strong connections with the spouses of the visiting defense and naval attaches from around the world who found themselves away from home among the diplomatic community in DC. She thrived in this role, and she brought great honor to the United States through her compassion and commitment to connect with our Sailors, Marines, and friends and allies. Her active involvement also created an incredibly close familial bond with my immediate staff, whom she loves and with whom she continues to maintain contact. She always reminded me that service was first and foremost about relationships. Strong interpersonal relationships needed to be relied upon in both the grind of everyday life in the Pentagon and if necessary during a crisis. She would be proven right over and over, but most especially when my time in office came to an end. It was through those relationships that service had meaning, because it was only through them that I could hope to lead, and more importantly, to inspire.


“Strong interpersonal relationships needed to be relied upon in both the grind of everyday life in the Pentagon and if necessary during a crisis.”


AGILITAS ET RATIO 


During my swearing-in remarks, I gave a preview of two significant themes on which I intended to focus while in office. The first of these themes was “Agility and Accountability,” or in Latin, Agilitas Et Ratio. As the Navy’s under secretary, I was also by law its CMO, responsible for all the business operations in the department. I was determined to drive greater agility and accountability into these operations through improved business processes, modernized information technology and management, human capital reform, and supply chain modern-ization. An overarching enabler of these efforts would be steps toward true financial transparency of the department’s financial statements to ensure accountability for the use of taxpayers’ dollars across all departmental programs. The department’s track record on this financial management objective, and on the financial audit of its books, had been abysmal. Its inability to audit was a by-product of antiquated business processes and disconnected business systems that were completely inadequate for managing a modern enterprise of that size.


During my confirmation hearing, the first question I received from Senator John McCain was prefaced with a rambling litany of all the problems the Navy had experienced with cost overruns on programs, lack of accountability, and poor performance of weapons systems. He concluded his time with the question, “So when, Mr. Modly, is the Department of the Navy going to finally get an audit?” It was an unanswerable question—and one largely unrelated to the rant that had preceded it. The financial audit is merely a mechanism organizations use to ensure they understand how assets are identified, verified, and measured accurately on their balance sheets. The audit is like a report card. The other things Senator McCain mentioned were not simply audit related. They were rooted in far larger dysfunctional management practices, years of compounded budget-driven com-promises, and frankly, Congress’s own ineptitude in its budgeting and oversight responsibilities. That being said, for anyone who had spent any time in DoD financial management in the course of his or her respective careers, the dirty little secret was that it was highly unlikely that the Department of the Navy, or the Department of Defense, would ever be able to achieve the type of“clean,” unqualified financial audit opinion that is required by every major publicly traded corporation. They simply did not have the financial management discipline or data systems to support such an effort. Additionally, except for some brief interludes when business-oriented leaders were in place in senior positions, they simply did not have the senior-level engagement necessary to drive the organization to make the financial audit a priority.


In addition to the emphasis on financial auditability, the organizational performance characteristic that I cared about the most was “agility.” As I described earlier, during my previous ten years at PwC, I had become a major proponent of this characteristic as the single defining quality that determined the success of organizations in rapidly changing and unpredictable environments. I had become a fan of the work of Professor Don Sull of MIT on the topic of agile organizations. Don and I were classmates and section mates at Harvard Business School. Don took his brilliance into the academic realm as opposed to pursuing a career purely in commerce. Don’s research demonstrated that agility wins. Companies that were able to develop and nurture this characteristic were most able to weather the storm of market disruptions that threatened their businesses. These disruptions had become far more frequent and destructive as the Information Age advanced, but it was the companies that were most agile that were the most able to survive, and thrive.


Don’s academic work on agility inspired me to think about how those characteristics might be just as valuable to defense organizations, all of which needed to adapt to an uncertain future characterized by both more capable and unpredictable adversaries and less predictable (and mostly shrinking) defense budgets. While at PwC I wrote a thought leadership piece called “Agile Defense.” It identified five “agile” qualities that I felt were necessary for defense organizations to embrace in order to meet the challenges of the future. They were as follows:


•VELOCITY—the ability to react and respond rapidly


•VISIBILITY—the ability to have transparency of information across the enterprise


•ADAPTABILITY—the ability to be flexible, adjust, and change as circumstances require


•COLLABORATION—the ability to work and cooperate across organizational boundaries


•INNOVATION—the ability to experiment, try, fail, and iterate continuously


When speaking of these five qualities, I often said that the list was not comprehensive. It was just a list that I had come to believe in through experience. In truth, to quote Jeff Bridges from the film The Big Lebowski , the agility list was “just, like, my opinion, man.” Nonetheless, I believed strongly that those five qualities were valuable aspirations for any defense organization seeking to break free of its own entrenched organizational inertia. Once I was sworn in as the under secretary and started to observe the organization at work, I thought of three more qualities that applied, especially to the Department of the Navy, and I added them to my list:


•HUMILITY—the ability to operate and lead free of pride or arrogance


•TRUST—the ability to believe in the character and truth of people at all levels of the organization
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