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Sir:

I read the article by Captain Light entitled “The Navy’s Moral Compass” [Naval 
War College Review, Summer 2012] with great interest. The Navy has tied per-
sonal conduct to the careers of commanding officers as a matter of public con-
cern. I am writing to provide some insight into how the behaviour of “immoral 
and dissolute” commanding officers has a troubling ripple effect into the civilian 
world the Navy is charged to protect and not plunder.

Recently, I was formally engaged to a commanding officer as part of a three 
year relationship that included his entire command at sea. I relocated to Guam 
because he repeatedly asked me to, against my objections. He told me he had 
orders to go there after his command. A few days after I arrived on island to 
begin my new job and on the night before his Change of Command ceremony, 
he e-mailed me that he was in love with someone else and cut off all contact. He, 
of course, did not ever go to Guam. I later discovered that he was deceiving yet 
another woman, who lived elsewhere, during the same three years. He was also 
planning to marry her after his command ended until, in her words, “he pulled 
a cowardly breakup.” One may try to dismiss this because a sailor has “a girl in 
every port” but who can actually respect a commanding officer who shanghaied 
the girl and sent her to a remote port while he stayed ashore for a desk job?

I was badly shattered and very confused. Nonetheless, I understood that a man 
entrusted with national security matters had not suffered from a momentary 
lapse of judgement or a minor lapse in character and courage. He had led a fun-
damentally dishonest and secretive life every day for at least three years. I quickly 
informed his chain of command and the DOD Inspector General about his taw-
dry behavior. I received only one response. “In your now mixed experience with 
the Navy, I want to assure you that your efforts on behalf of the crew and families 
of BOATNAME are much appreciated. I’m grateful for your contribution.”

I had interrupted my twenty year career as a research scientist to find myself 
abruptly isolated, thousands of miles from anyone I had ever known, and without 
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any of my possessions only because a commanding officer in the U.S. Navy was 
so cowardly that it strains credulity. The least of my concerns was appreciation 
for my efforts on behalf of some people I had only casually known because they 
were also associated with a boat.

Recently, I found that he is back in a leadership position. After concerns were 
again expressed to the Navy and, after a few questions from them, they respond-
ed, “There is no current evidence to question the fitness or ability of —— . . .” 
After ignoring this, the word “current” was a nice touch.

First, the proportion of commanding officers with questionable conduct is 
small but is probably higher than 3%. There is no reason to believe that I am the 
only civilian who has raised concerns that the Navy decided not to address.

To my surprise, his actions had grave consequences for my personal security. 
I suspect other civilians have faced this but also suspect that this particular issue 
is rarely acknowledged in your community. Because the Navy was not willing to 
question the veracity of its senior officer, no civilian system would either. The 
most inconsequential of the personal problems I faced was that I was not able to 
recover some of my belongings (that he had stored in his name before my move) 
because there was no way to find out why they went missing. He did not acknowl-
edge my requests for assistance. The police and courts were unwilling to believe 
that the possessions were mine if he, an officer, would not assist.

One reason that personal conduct is a matter of public concern is because 
unstable personal situations, in any sailor’s life, can lead to distractions that could 
become harmful to the entire command, especially one confined at sea. Com-
manding officers are expected to serve as a role model. Although he kept his 
“double/triple” life hidden from the women whom he placed at risk, he led them 
in view of his wardroom and crew.

A commanding officer at sea has little scrutiny and so there are few restraints 
placed upon his behavior other than his conscience. Sailors who report to him 
and form the allegiances that arise from time at sea cannot be expected to be the 
only source of information regarding his conduct.

My former fiancé repeatedly described to me how he screened all e-mails to 
the boat for specific situations that might create distractions for a sailor and, 
consequently, the command. Those situations included monitoring potentially 
explosive relationship issues such as multiple relationships. If a sailor’s unstable 
life could lead to distracting drama that is harmful for the command, then the 
CO’s does as well. An obvious suggestion is for his sailormail to also be screened 
by a superior officer. This would quickly eliminate any issue that sets a poor ex-
ample or has the potential to distract the command.

Clearly, the Navy has long argued that honorable personal conduct is an es-
sential quality in a commanding officer. I do not have the expertise to know 
what qualities go into being an excellent commanding officer but the subject 
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is a matter of public concern and deserves a thoughtful, honest and consistent 
statement from the Navy. Like any well-educated citizen, I have read classics that 
explore this topic (e.g., the Stoics or Sun Tzu). There is a solid argument that a 
fine warrior is not purely a paragon of virtue because other qualities are essential. 
For lack of a better word, the “sinister” could be exactly what is required. My 
understanding of my former fiancé suggests that a “yin/yang” dynamic is inked 
into his nature. I acknowledge that he is likely quite good at commanding a boat 
even if I do not think much of him as a man.

Requiring PCOs to sign an agreement that they will avoid “immoral and dis-
solute behavior” is very odd to the public when many of us just call that “being 
an adult” and, for those of you in the military, the UCMJ already has the “conduct 
unbecoming . . .” clause. Something is amiss if the normal rules are not enough to 
rein in these few senior officers in the Navy.

Furthermore, in the civilian world, someone who behaved this way on a daily 
basis over years would have been quickly flagged for numerous security clear-
ance violations. Simply speaking, dishonesty is unacceptable and “double lives” 
involving sex are all the more so because they trigger additional lies born out of 
cowardice and shame. These lead to the potential for duress. If the Navy cannot 
take these issues seriously with its line officers in command, why would anyone 
else take them seriously? yet, we cannot all count on having our indiscretions 
ignored until they are no longer “current.”

Finally, the claim that COs are models of virtue is a potential risk to the Navy’s 
reputation because it places private citizens in jeopardy. Hypothetically speaking, 
claims of moral superiority are the perfect cloak to veil a predator. If the prey 
complains, those same claims can be used to give the predator safe harbor. This 
is clearly not an adequate defense of the citizenry but instead it is one from which 
a private individual needs protection.

I will close with a final suggestion. Because the Navy has repeatedly an-
nounced that it is concerned about the behavior of some of its COs, it would be 
helpful for the Navy to provide practical guidance to citizens on how concerns 
should be broached. This should include assurance that concerns are considered 
in an impartial way free of the Navy’s understandably biased interest in protecting 
the individual senior officer and its own reputation. Such bias brings a significant 
cost to a civilian who, while acting out of her own desire to protect the public 
good, faces the intimidating command structure of the U.S. Navy after she has 
been badly weakened by one of its officers.

DR. ELISE A. RALPH
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