USS Nimitz CVN 68 Change of Command 1994
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Bremerton is a Navy town, no doubt about it.  Over the years BYC has had and continues to have numerous interfaces with our Navy commands.  The story I am about to tell you documents one such event that occurred waay back in the summer of 1994 when I was your newly elected Commodore.

Prior to 1994, BYC's Change of Watch was in September.  I was the first Commodore to be installed (by Past Commodore Paul Earsley) in May.  This was done primarily to line up our administrative year with our fiscal year.  Be that as it may, a surprising and apparently unique event occurred which I would have missed had it not been for the aforementioned change in our schedule.

In July I received in the mail and invitation to attend the Change of Command ceremonies for the USS Nimitz CVN68 to be held in August and an RSVP was requested.  A preaddressed response card and envelope was included.

At the time I was working for a small Navy Detachment (as it was called and no longer exists) that focused on aircraft carrier maintenance planning and our Chief Engineer was none other the Capt. Mike Knight; the very same guy who founded BYC's Youth Sailing Program.

So at the time I'm thinking why would the Commodore of a local yacht club be invited to such a major event?  After all, these ships are considered major assets by the Navy.  I was curious and asked Mike if he had a hand in this.  "No sir" he said casually and went on to offer that the ship was just very community minded.  OK.

 So I signed on and returned the RSVP card.  In short order I received my instructions and a parking pass.  More on that later.  At some point here I should mention that Jytte was not in the picture yet but that's another story.

I worked with a number of Navy folks and began to ask some questions on protocol.  I would be wearing our open collared summer white uniform which had shoulder boards with three gold stars just as you see today.  Believe it or not, this uniform affectation (shoulder boards) was started by me at my Installation and patterned after my counterpart at TYC, PC Paul Hunter.  At that same Installation ceremony, I presented PC Art Morken (my OOD) with the first set of PC shoulder boards as part of the fun.  But I digress.

The protocol was to salute the Ensign, salute the ship's OOD on the Quarterdeck and request permission to lay aboard and reverse this sequence when leaving.   I would be treated like a visiting, foreign military officer as they would have no idea who or what a Commodore of a yacht club was.  Wrong!

At the time of the ceremony, I was cruising South Sound so I made arrangements for PC Don Floyd (my Rear Commodore at the time) to pick me up at Fox Island YC and return me after the event. 

It was a beautiful August day as I drove up to the Naval Ave. Gate of PSNS in my convertible with the top down, showed them my parking pass, rendered several salutes and was directed to a near-by parking lot to await a bus that would carry me to the ship which was moored at Pier Bravo, just outside the Controlled Industrial Area (CIA).   Shortly a Petty Officer showed up, rendered a smart salute and asked to see my parking pass.  

After a brief review, he informed me that they had made an error and that I had reserved parking on pier Bravo and there would be additional personnel to direct me.  I saluted the young man, thanked him , got back in the car and headed toward Pier Bravo wondering if this could all be correct.  Would the next mistake correction return me to the parking lot to wait for the bus?  At each turn there was a Navy Petty Officer rendering a salute and directing me onward to the ship.

Finally I was on Pier Bravo heading slowly for the gangway.  This time I was met by a LCDR who politely directed me to my reserved parking spot immediately adjacent to the ship's brow on my left not 5 ft. away.  The LCDR saluted and greeted me by name!  At this point I simply had to ask if I was in the right place explaining that I was just the Commodore of a local yacht club. ( I had taken note that the vehicles for the two star and the three star Admirals were parked across the pier from me ).

"Yessir Mr. Wheeler" he said and escorted me up the gangway where I executed my protocol training and was handed off to another LCDR who escorted me to elevator # 3 (located aft on the port side) and up I went to the flight deck and into the sunshine along with about 100 other folks. 

I could see right away that the flight deck had been converted to an auditorium set up with a speakers podium and rows of chairs with an aisle down the middle.  I was then escorted to my reserved seat on the aisle, in the third row just behind the Shipyard Commander with the ship's Commanding Officer, his relief and the Air Wing Commander in the front row if memory serves.

A series of stirring speeches with the occasional touch of humor followed and punctuated by a 21 gun salute!  At the end of all this pomp we were dismissed and offered refreshments under canopies on the flight deck set up for that purpose.  Then back down on elevator # 3, over to the Quarterdeck rendering salutes to the OOD and the Ensign as instructed and down to the car.

I backed out carefully as the pier was a mass of people and very slowly drove out passing the Mayor and I don't know how many other City and Shipyard dignitaries on the way.  My goodness.  "Somewhere in my awful childhood I must have done something right" flitted through my head.  After numerous other salutes by the traffic directors, I exited PSNS, met up with RC Floyd who returned me to Fox Island YC, all the time with my head spinning.

To this day I have yet to hear of any other YC Commodore being offered the opportunity to attend a Change of Command of this magnitude, much less be treated as a VIP.  It was a very heady experience and is now a piece of BYC's written History.

Thanks for listening.

Respectfully;  PC Bob Wheeler

