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PROMOTION 

NAVAL AIR FACILITY ATSUGI,  Japan – September  1 ,  2012 was not  

the f i rs t  t ime Bobby Savanh raised his  r ight  hand and swore to  support  

and defend the Const i tut ion of  the  United States of  America.    

The f i rs t  t ime was in  1988,  as  a  junior  a t  Madison High School ,  

in  Port land,  Oregon.  That  oath,  more than 24 years  ago,  had earned him 

a spot  in  the U.S.  Navy’s  Delayed Entry Program, and eventual ly  

ent i t led him to a t tend Navy Basic  Training in  June,  1989,  wearing the 

rank and assuming the authori ty  of  an Airman Recrui t .    

By comparison,  the oath he swore ear l ier  this  month at  Naval  Air  

Faci l i ty  Atsugi ,  Japan,  ent i t led him to wear  the rank and assume the 

authori ty  of  a  Commander .  

But  for  Savanh,  the s i tuat ions were not  so different .  Each was a  

promise to  serve,  and each was a  s tep along a  personal  path;  and while  

the journey from Airman Recrui t  to  Commander  had been long and 

eventful ,  so  had the journey that  had brought  him to take that  f i rs t  oath 

as  a  high school  s tudent  a lmost  two and a  half  decades before .    



Savanh wasn’t  or iginal ly  f rom Port land,  Oregon,  or  even the 

United States .  At  the t ime he enl is ted in  the Delayed Entry Program, he 

had only been s tudying Engl ish for  about  seven years ,  and only 

speaking i t  comfortably for  about  three.  

Savanh was born in  1971 in  a  small  vi l lage in  Laos,  cal led Ban 

Nong Kome.  Even in  this age of  instant  information,  l i t t le  to  nothing 

can be found about  his  hometown on the Internet .  But  Savanh 

remembers  wel l  his  chi ldhood there .    

“My family,  l ike  most  people  f rom the vi l lage was farmers ,”  

Savanh said.  “I t ’s  subsis tence farming.  You were real ly  only t rying to  

grow enough to  feed your  own family,  and i f  you were lucky to  have 

some extra ,  you would take i t  to  the market .”    

For  the people  of  Ban Nong Kome,  the nearest  market  was in  

Savannakhet ,  a  10-mile  walk in  humid temperatures  ranging from 88-95 

degrees .    

Meanwhile ,  the  uncul t ivated area around the vi l lage was lush 

with vegetat ion,  requir ing even chi ldren to carry machetes to  navigate  

through the dense growth.    

“I  have a  scar  on my head from a machete ,”  Savanh said,  smil ing 

at  the  memory.  A far-s ighted chi ldhood fr iend misjudged his  dis tance 

from Savanh while  the two were out  for  a  walk.  

But  the Savanh family was not  destined to  s tay in  Nong Kome.   

The only landlocked country in  South-East  Asia ,  Laos is  a  nat ion with 

many neighbors .  Both emigrat ion and immigrat ion have been common 



for  centur ies ,  but  the 1970s saw an unprecedented outpouring of  

refugees  f rom Laos.    

Cont inuous antagonism between opposing pol i t ical  groups 

fol lowing the Indochinese War,  fear  of  violence and many other  factors  

contr ibuted to  make hundreds of  thousands of  people  seek sanctuary in  

Thai land and other  countr ies  during that  decade.    

The Savanh family joined that  s t ream of  refugees;  but  sanctuary 

was not  a  guarantee.    

“I t  was a  real  r isk ,”  Savanh said  of  his  family’s  decis ion to  leave 

for  Thai land in  1979.  “If  you were caught  on the Laos s ide t rying to  

cross  the Mekong r iver  into Thai land,  or  i f  you were sent  back to  Laos 

by Thai land af ter  you got  there ,  you would be in  ser ious t rouble .  But  

we were lucky enough to  make i t  to  a  refugee camp and be al lowed to  

s tay.”  

Once at  the  camp,  famil ies  wai ted to  be offered a  country to  

which they could emigrate .    

“At  the refugee camp,  the major i ty  of  the refugees aspired to  go 

to  the United States ,”  Savanh remembered.  “However ,  i t  doesn ' t  a lways 

work out  that  way due to  t iming and other  var iables .  For  example,  my 

uncle  and his  family immigrated to  France about  30 years  ago and my 

wife 's  s is ter- in- law and her  family immigrated to  Japan and have been 

l iving here  for  over  20 years  now. A protracted stay in  a  refugee camp 

environment  breaks a  person down.  So,  they go to  France or  Japan or  

decide to  s tay and rol l  the  dice and may have to  re turn to  Laos and may 

face persecut ion.”  



But in  that  a tmosphere of  uncer tainty,  the Savanh family’s  luck 

held out .  After  about  a  year  in  the refugee camp,  they were offered a  

sponsor  in  the United States .    

“A family selected to  immigrate  to  the United States  has a  

sponsor ,”  Savanh explained.   “Our family 's  sponsor  just  happened to  be 

f rom Port land.  I f  our  sponsor  had been from somewhere e lse ,  we 

would 've s tar ted our  new home somewhere else .”    

But  as  chance dictated,  young Savanh found himself  in  Port land 

in  la te  1980,  in  an environment  drast ical ly  different  than anything he 

had known to that  point .   

 “When we arr ived in  Port land I  was nine years  old,”  he said.   “I  

s tar ted fourth grade without  knowing a  s ingle  word of  Engl ish.”  

Port land does have a  s ignif icant  Asian community,  but  Laot ian 

immigrants  make up only about  0 .1  percent  of  the U.S.  populat ion.   

Savanh and his  fami ly were not  without  a  support  network;  but  

they knew the path to  success  required t rue integrat ion into their  new 

country,  so Savanh set  about  immersing himself  in  his  new cul ture .    

“Star t ing the 4th grade not  knowing any Engl ish was qui te  

chal lenging,”  Savanh remembers .  “However ,  the  teachers  were a l l  very 

pat ient  and al l  Engl ish as  a  Second Language (ESL) s tudents  spend 

some t ime in  an ESL class  to t ry  and bols ter  up our  ski l l .  I  th ink i t ' s  

because I  was s t i l l  re la t ively young I  was able  to learn Engl ish fa i r ly 

quickly,  most ly  through interact ion with Engl ish-speaking fr iends.  My 

Engl ish speaking comprehension wasn' t  very good unt i l  I  was in  the 8th 



grade,  and my reading comprehension didn ' t  catch up for  another  couple  

years .”  

Savanh was determined not  to  give up,  and,  while  a t tending the 

Port land Rose Fest ival  one year ,  found a  new goal  to  work towards.    

“During the fest ival ,  U.S.  Navy ships  are  present ,”  Savanh 

explained.  “To me,  these ships  were the highl ights  of  Rose Fest ival .  

Because of  being visual ly  exposed to these cool  ships  over  the  years ,  I  

joined the Navy under  the delayed entry program af ter  my junior  year  

of  high school  and went  to  boot  camp June 15,  1989 -  10 days af ter  

graduat ing from Madison High School .”  

Boot  camp was a  chal lenge,  in  spi te  of  a l l  Savanh had been 

through get t ing there .  Previously,  whether  using a  machete  to  hack his  

way through underbrush,  wai t ing in  a  refugee camp for  an uncertain 

future ,  or  s t ruggl ing to  learn a  new language in  a  foreign land,  he had 

always been with his  family.    

In  basic  t ra ining,  the  Navy asked him to accomplish a  chal lenge 

without  them for  the f i rs t  t ime,  relying only on himself  and the support  

of  his  leaders  and shipmates .  But  change was one thing Savanh had 

grown accustomed to ,  and he soon added U.S.  Navy Basic  Training to  

his  l is t  of  obstacles  overcome.  

In  spi te  of  his  ear ly a t t ract ion to surface ships ,  Savanh became an 

Aviat ion Machinis t ’s  Mate ,  af ter  reading the job descr ipt ion of  how 

they inspect ,  adjust ,  tes t ,  repair  and overhaul  a i rcraf t  engines  and 

propel lers .    

“I t  sounded real ly  cool  to  me,”  Savanh said.   “I  was r ight!”    



And the opportuni t ies  to  do cool  things kept  coming for  the hard-

working Airman,  thanks in  a  large par t  to  leaders  and mentors  who kept  

an eye on him.  

“(Aviat ion Machinis t ’s  Mate)  Chief  Eddie  Espinueva encouraged 

me to  apply for  a  two year  Navy program that  used to  exis t  to  a l low 

enl is ted Sai lors  to  a t tend col lege to  earn a  degree,”  said Savanh.  “I  

fol lowed his  advice,  was selected,  and earned a  BA from Univers i ty  of  

Washington within the two years .  To achieve that ,  I  had to  take up to  

24 credi ts  per  quarter .  After  complet ing col lege,  I  reported to  VA-196,  

and my Divis ion Off icer ,  Lieutenant  Junior  Grade Greg Smith,  a  former  

Chief  who became an A-6 Intruder  pi lot  under  the Naval  Aviat ion Cadet  

(NAVCAD) program, encouraged me to  apply for  commiss ioning.  Those 

two mil i tary professionals  were important  role  models  for  me,  as  they 

took t ime to  guide a  young AD2 Savanh in  direct ions I  didn ' t  know 

exis ted.”  

And Savanh appreciates  that  his  adopted country has  given him a 

chance to  serve,  and to  par t ic ipate  in  the  nat ion i tse l f  in  a  way that  

c ivi l ian employment  doesn’t  offer .    

“From a Laot ian-American community perspect ive,  service  to  

one 's  country is  highly revered and honored regardless  of  what  service 

or  rank,”  Savanh explained.  “The same reverence is  general ly  not  

afforded to  those in  c ivi l ian jobs.  In  a  sense,  the Laot ian community 

view Laot ian-American servicemen and women as  representat ives  of  the 

whole  community and wil l  ra l ly  support  behind them.”   



That  support  was evident  on September  1 ,  2012,  when Savanh yet  

again ra ised his  r ight  hand at  Naval  Air  Faci l i ty  Atsugi  and swore to  

uphold and defend the Const i tut ion of  the United States  of  America.    

Many Laot ian-American and Laot ian-Japanese fr iends and family 

at tended his  promotion ceremony,  including Savanh’s  s is ter- in- law,  

who had immigrated to  Japan two decades ago.    

I f  our  past  makes us  who we are ,  Savanh’s  taught  him the value 

of  perseverance,  f lexibi l i ty ,  and taking care  of  each other .  

“Bobby is  dr iven by a  passion to  improve himself  as  an Off icer ,  a  

leader ,  and as  a  fa ther ,”  said Rear Adm. Matthew Carter ,  Commander ,  

Fleet  Air  Forward,  for  whom Savanh works.  “I t ’s  apparent  that  he 

thinks about  the bigger  picture  - -  his  Sai lors ,  mission,  family --  before  

thinking of  himself .  He is  a  role  model  not  only for  other  Sai lors  that  

come from Laos,  but  for  a l l  of  us  due to  the obstacles  he overcame in  

l i fe  on the way to  being promoted to  Commander  in  the U.S.  Navy.”  

Though Savanh’s  journey has  taken him thousands of  miles  away 

from the t iny farming vi l lage of  his  bir th ,  he s t i l l  feels  a  connect ion 

and a  desire  to  serve as  a  role  model  for  the chi ldren who l ive in  Nong 

Kome today.    

Inspired by a  book by former Microsoft  execut ive John Wood,  

who qui t  his  job to  devote  his  l i fe  to  helping small  vi l lages  around the 

world,  Savanh decided he wanted to  give back to  his  home town in a  

s imilar  way.  

“A fr iend of  mine is  going back to  Laos to  vis i t  soon,”  Savanh 

explained.  “I  asked him to go to  the elementary school  I  a t tended and 



quiet ly  look around,  to  see i f  he can f ind out  what  they need without  

drawing too much at tent ion.  A l i t t le  bi t  of  money goes a  long way 

there ,  so maybe I  can help them out .  I  can’ t  do as  much as  Mr.  Wood,  

but  i f  I  can do a  l i t t le ,  then I  want  to  help.”  
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