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NORFOLK, Va. — Rear Adm. Mark S. Boensel has emphasized the importance 
of good leadership and respect during his 33-year tenure in the Navy. While reflecting on 
some of the accomplishments of his career, he humbly summed up his legacy. 

“The best legacy I can leave is that I helped people get better and will be able to 
make the institution better after I’m gone,” he said. “I hope that I’ve been able to do that. 
Maybe inspired a few people to do well and then they’ll add value to the institution in the 
future.” 

Boensel started his career in the Naval Academy, fresh out of high school. 
“I came in right out of high school and we were just at the tail-end of Vietnam. 

The atmosphere – the public atmosphere – regarding the military at that time was not 
particularly good,” he recalled. “The treatment that folks in the military were getting at 
that time wasn’t really great. It’s a vast difference from how the military is generally 
treated and the respect they are given now.” 

His naval career is an example of how determination can open a pathway to 
success. He wasn’t sure of what service he wanted to join, but knew he wanted to fly 
planes. His original thought was that the Air Force would be the service to help him 
achieve that goal. 

“I made applications to all the service academies and to the ROTC (Reserve 
Officers’ Training Corps),” said Boensel. “The one service academy that I did not get a 
nomination and an appointment to was the Air Force Academy.” 

He didn’t let that discourage him. 
“I said OK, so of the other service academies that I had received appointments to 

– Navy, West Point and the Coast Guard – ‘Which one will give me the best chance to 
fly?’ … I chose the Navy. And I think I chose wisely.” 

Flying changed Boensel’s perspective and his career. 
“I felt good about getting my wings, that was something I wanted to do – I wanted 

to fly – that’s kind of why I started down this road,” he said. “At that time I could never 
have realistically envisioned making flag (commissioned officer) … I was happy to get 
my wings and go to my squadron and do well, and the next thing you say, ‘Gee whiz, I 
screened for command … because, ‘How cool would it be to be in charge?’”  

Boensel said that being selected as a flag officer was a huge honor for him, but 
one of his proudest moments was becoming an honorary chief. 

“The Chief’s Mess down in NAS (Naval Air Station) Jacksonville surprised me 
one afternoon and honored me by making me an honorary chief,” he explained. “It was 
something that they didn’t have to do … but those chiefs, those hard working, ‘heart and 
soul Navy professionals’ said hey, this guy gets it and we want him to be part of our club, 
part of our mess. I think that was about as good as you can get.” 

During his naval career, many events helped to shape the Armed Forces that we 
know today. Events such as post-Vietnam restructuring, the inclusion of female Sailors at 
the Naval Academy, the cold war and the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Iran hostage crisis, 
as well as numerous wars.   



“We were in the middle of the cold war when I came in and I can remember a lot 
of times when we were on deployment, we were chasing Soviet submarines and they 
were chasing us around and hoping that no one was going to shoot at each other,” he 
recalled. “Since then, the Berlin Wall has fallen, the geopolitical dynamic has completely 
changed.” 

His stellar career has not been without some challenges. 
“My hardest challenge as admiral was to not go back and be a captain,” he said. “I 

tell all my CO’s, “I love your job, I wish I had your job, but it’s not my job anymore … 
it’s your job! … That’s the biggest challenge for me, to allow people to do their work 
without me getting in their way, and frankly, they do their job in a spectacular way and 
maybe a little different than I would do it, but that’s OK. They’re doing really well. I feel 
good about being able to support them and get them the support they need to do their job 
well.” 

Boensel offered some advice for Sailors and civilians alike to get the most out of 
the “Navy Experience.” 

“I think part of it is having the right attitude and getting the most out of the 
experience,” he explained. “I don’t think you learn very much from not being challenged. 
I think the challenges are what mature you, what stretch you and what makes you more 
capable. It’s pretty easy to lead and manage when things are good and you have 
everything that you could absolutely ever wish for. The hard part is when things aren’t as 
good and things are scarce. That’s when your talent and skill is put to the test. I would 
say, don’t shy away from those opportunities to go and broaden yourself and stretch your 
capability. That’s what is going to make you grow.” 

When asked of what he will miss the most of his time in the Navy, he said simply, 
“the people.” 

“Until you sit and reflect on the quality of people that you have the privilege to 
work with every day, the kind of dedication that they have for what they do, the kind of 
unselfishness that they have for doing it, the ethical underpinning that they have with 
regard to integrity and personal honor, doing the right thing regardless of consequence – 
those are pretty special things,” he said. “I have great hopes that I will see that in my next 
career and I will be very pleasantly surprised if I see it at nearly the extent that I’ve 
known in the Navy.”  

Boensel said that his time in the Navy afforded him the opportunity to see the 
world. 

“I’ve gotten to see a lot of things and gone to a lot of places I never thought I’d 
get to go, do a lot of things I never thought I’d get to do,” he said. “The old recruiting 
theme about, ‘Join the Navy and see the world’ … I can attest, I did join the Navy and 
I’ve seen the world. I’ve seen parts of the world that I never thought I would have seen – 
some parts I’m not necessarily ready to go back to – but it was interesting to at least see 
them one time. It’s really been great. I’ve met incredible people and I’ve not only met 
incredible people, I’ve been privileged to work with incredible people.” 

After retirement from the Navy, Boensel has plans to move to Jacksonville, Fla., 
but he doesn’t have plans to stop working any time soon. 

“I’m not sure I can just retire, retire. I’ve got to be doing something. I’m not sure 
what work I’m going to be doing there, but I’m looking forward to doing it,” he said. 



“I’ve got some good years and some energy left and I’m going to try to put it to good 
use.” 

A change of command ceremony will be September 22, 2011 at Vista Point 
onboard Naval Station Norfolk. Boensel will be turning over command to Rear Adm. 
Townsend G. Alexander, who most recently served as Commander, Navy Region 
Southeast. 

For more news from Commander, Navy Region Mid-Atlantic, visit 
www.navy.mil/local/cnrma. 


