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	MIAMI -- As he stood in the Miami sunshine in his crisply pressed dress canvas, the normally talkative master chief smiled and shook his head.

"I'm a little embarrassed. I kinda wanted to keep this a quiet little ceremony, you know?" he said nonchalantly, as he watched officers and enlisted pour out of their offices to stand in front of the Coast Guard Cutter Sitkinak, each dressed up and smiling, calling greetings to the master chief.

When a man signs on again 38 years after his first enlistment, and for the last time, nothing is quiet or little.

Followed by Seventh District Commander Rear Adm. Harvey E. Johnson, Jr., Master Chief Roger "Buck" Ward stepped aboard the Sitkinak, still not fully believing how much attention his last enlistment drew.

"I asked one of the lieutenants to reenlist me, and she told me she was too junior," said Group Miami's command master chief. "So jokingly, I said, "Well, if we're goin' by seniority, only the admiral would be able to enlist me!' But I don't know, I guess word got to the XO, and somehow it got to the admiral, and next thing you know, the admiral's coming down."

Ward's spent more time in the Coast Guard than out of it. But he's used to the military lifestyle and has come to love it. "I'd probably be dead or in jail if I wasn't in the Coast Guard," said Ward with a grin. "I found a home here in the Coast Guard."

Thirty-five years of service can make a man grow up fast. Spending time on the retired Coast Guard Cutter Minnetonka in the Vietnam War, being a crewman rescuing men from the sea, and watching his daughter advance to E-5 in the Air Force, bearing his same leadership qualities, makes him realize he's seen a lot. And that makes time fly.

"I used to be the youngest guy," said Ward with a reminiscing smile. "Now I'm the oldest." 

He's a vanishing breed, come from the time when lessons were hard learned and remembered forever, when not everyone had volunteered to join the Armed Forces, and when they still smashed your crows into your chest the first day you earned them.

Ward is a throwback to the "Old Guard," but not the Old Guard to which most 25-year-old Coasties would refer, but maybe those 25-year-olds' father's references to Old Guard. Maybe even farther back than that, even before many of the Coasties to whom he provides guidance were even born.

The man's walk makes Coast Guardsmen in his path straighten up and look sharp. Although he stands only 5 feet 6 inches, he looks taller. One can almost see the experience he has behind him in his tanned-to-leather skin, the machinery cog and propeller tattoos on his arms, his no-nonsense bearing, and the mischievous look in his eyes. 

The 56-year-old master chief reported to Group Miami in late August of 2002 as the assistant engineering officer, and as the command master chief, he has since been instrumental in solving enlisted issues and giving guidance on command problems. He maintains an informal newsletter to the group units, and provides support to spouses and children of the Coast Guard Cutter Baranof, deployed to the Middle East.

"He's definitely our go-to guy," said Cmdr. Jeff Robertson, deputy commander of Group Miami. "His own personal motto, "maintain a level,' provides a great example for both new Coasties and even our seasoned crews to follow."

Capt. Mark Kerski, former commander of Group Miami, presented Ward with a locally produced certificate for being the "Ancient Boot" Feb. 10, 2003, after a staff junior officer heard him say how long ago he'd enlisted. Headquarters records were checked, and it was discovered that no one currently serving on active duty in the Coast Guard held an earlier enlistment date.

His leadership and guidance are remembered well, even at his former units.

The machinery technician master chief received a lasting tribute at Camp Lejeune, N.C., when the Coast Guard barracks there were named in his honor. The former commandant of the Marine Corps, Gen. James L. Jones and Coast Guard Commandant Adm. Tom Collins recognized his pioneering leadership efforts at a ribbon-cutting ceremony, held early in August 2002.

In 1998, when his six-person port security unit training detachment was moved to Camp Lejeune, Ward automatically assumed the informal duties of liaison between the senior enlisted among the Marines and the Coast Guard. It was difficult to gain the trust of the Marines, but Ward did his best, even volunteering for long physical fitness runs, to gain respect for the Coast Guard. The working relationships and friendships that ensued were crucial to the acceptance of the Coast Guard on board Camp Lejeune.

The six-person detachment is now the 100-person Special Missions Training Center, with much thanks to Ward for his leadership and people skills.

"Master Chief Ward is truly a role model for any senior enlisted member from any service," said Lt. Arthur Gomez, executive officer of the Special Missions Training Center in Camp Lejeune. "He's a teacher, a mentor and a well-respected sea dog."

Former commanding officer of the SMTC, Cmdr. Fred White said, "Ward is a legend, an absolute legend as far as I'm concerned. He's one of the top two leaders I've met in the Coast Guard, if not the top. He has an uncanny ability to see the big picture, and for that, he was not only loved by us, but he was well respected by the Marine Corps."

"It was his reputation, his presence that gave us the ability to integrate the unit with the Marines and turn it into one of the premiere training centers in the Coast Guard," said White. "He was my most trusted advisor, and with the support of the Marines behind him, became a great force multiplier."

"His ties [with the senior-enlisted Marines] were the main reason why the unit did as well as it did," said Gomez.

Ward said he misses running with the Marines, but he uses his experience with them to counsel the Coast Guardsmen here on both their attitudes and uniforms. Ward's normal operational dress uniform is a perfect reflection of that, and he claims one can tell a lot by the shine on a man's shoes.

His commanding officer, Capt. James Maes of Group Miami, said, "Miami can get pretty busy with operations, but he brings us back to basics on customs, courtesies and proper uniforms. Master Chief is a living history of the Coast Guard, and he mentors folks with his life experiences and common sense. He embodies military protocol and traditions."

His charisma is inspiring, and the crowd of people attending his re-enlistment were evidence of that. As he settles into the last year of his last tour of assignment, Ward is thoroughly enjoying himself, although his modesty never lets him attribute any good qualities to anyone other than his Coast Guardsmen.

"There's nothing better than our young people," said Ward. "You have to get in good with your people, get below decks and work with them, come on deck and show them. Come down, shake their hand, say good morning; doesn't matter officer or enlisted, just taking the time to get to know people makes all the difference."

Now it's down to the wire, and Ward stands before the admiral, both their right hands raised, a gathering crowd behind them, smiling. In his gruff voice, Ward swears to serve and honor his country for the last time. The crowd applauds, and Ward, not used to the attention, smiles sheepishly.

The admiral used the master chief's speechlessness to address the crowd. "You don't see Master Chief Ward only talking with the chiefs and officers," said Johnson, "You see him talking to the SA's and SN's and the firemen and the third class petty officers. I don't see Master Chief Ward as yesterday's Coast Guard," the admiral continued. "I see him as tomorrow's Coast Guard." 

Ward's no-nonsense slogan shows his take-charge, but concerned demeanor. One that's carried him through his 35 years in the Coast Guard, and one that those he's inspired will pass on to those who will follow.

"Take care of your business, people! Out!"



