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With admiration to all those who live a life of character. And with encouragement to all of us who fall short but continue to try.



I THINK, THEREFORE I AM.
—René Descartes



INTRODUCTION: THE LAST FULL MEASURE
IN THE END, CHARACTER IS THE ONLY METRIC THAT MATTERS.
—
If I’m ultimately buried at Arlington National Cemetery, my grave, by regulation—and just like my father’s—will be marked with a 13” × 42” × 4” white marble headstone upon which a maximum of eleven lines of text will record my name, dates of birth and death, military service, final rank, and perhaps the wars in which I served. On the other side will be my wife’s name and the dates of her life.
Those lines are not much to record the essence of who we were, but they aren’t intended to. That reality, more difficult to define, cannot be recorded in dates, accomplishments, or even perceived successes and failures. It is found in our character—the most accurate, and last full measure, of who we choose to be. Every other metric is superfluous. So, this is a book about character, but one necessarily constructed of my convictions.
Character, the appropriate destination of our life’s journey, is not a trait inherited at birth or a gift from a learned mentor. It does not automatically come from education, position, or experience. Character, instead, is a choice. It is built upon the convictions, or deeply held beliefs, that we embrace and the discipline we muster to live up to them. Despite its deeply human nature, it is curiously mathematical:
Character = Convictions × Discipline
Meaning, if we lack either substantive convictions or discipline, the resulting product—our character—lacks all value. It is as simple and as thunderously consequential as that.
This book is a late-in-the-game exploration of my personal search for character. Conducted over a lifetime, the process was less intentional than I wish it had been. But through a fascinating, and sometimes tumultuous, military career, and all of life before and after, I’ve reached a set of convictions that serve as the load-bearing pillars of who I am. And to the extent of my personal discipline to live up to them, they define my character.
Candidly, neither my convictions nor my character are all that they could be, or even all that I wish they were. But they remain a work in progress that can still improve, and they benefit from my attention. When I remember to challenge my thoughts or actions against the standards of the character I aspire to, I am better for it.
Writing a book like this was an opportunity to consider, and often reconsider, my experiences, beliefs, and conclusions. I’ve used stories and reflections to identify and examine the character I seek, the convictions I’ve reached, and the discipline it takes to give those convictions substance. I encourage you, the reader, to do the same.
I’ll relate what I think about a wide range of subjects, some very personal and others quite public. I’ll tell you frankly what I think about the issue at hand, and hopefully you’ll understand how and why I reached the conclusion I did. But remember that these are my convictions, not yours. Think through them for yourself, decide what you believe and why. If you feel strongly enough, advocate for your beliefs, and in extreme cases, fight and die for them. That’s the point.
This book is divided into three parts, each composed of reflections on various topics in life:
Part 1 | Conviction: What we believe, and how we enforce those beliefs, form the foundation of our character.
Part 2 | Discipline: Our ability to follow through on our stated beliefs provides the sinew to connect our convictions to the character they are meant to uphold.
Part 3 | Character: The essential structure of our lives is what we are willing to tolerate—and what we are not.
Each reflection is designed to be thought-provoking but not prescriptive. It is unlikely that you and I will agree on every point. I hope we don’t. But by reading them, you’ll see what I find important enough to think about, the convictions I’ve reached over a lifetime, and the implications they have had on my character and my life. My questions and conclusions are primarily meant for me, but if they help you decide what is worthy of deeper reflection in your own life and what values and ideas warrant conviction, I’ll consider that a success.
My only hope is that you find this of value. My only request is that you think about what you believe and who you decide to be.



  PART 1

Conviction
—
CONVICTIONS ARE THE MAINSPRINGS OF ACTION, THE DRIVING POWERS OF LIFE. WHAT A MAN LIVES ARE HIS CONVICTIONS.
—Bishop Francis Kelley, former military chaplain



A TIME TO CONTEMPLATE
REACHING OUR CONVICTIONS DEMANDS DEEP REFLECTION.
—
The general stood erect, his uniform covering his aging but lean frame. An all-night plane ride had left him drowsy, but commanding in combat for six of the previous seven years had produced a deeper exhaustion, one that penetrated every organ and joint, pressing into the corners of the man’s soul.
He was waiting to meet the president—a few minutes in a room near the Oval Office to reflect on fifty-five years of life, the last thirty-eight of which were spent in uniform. It was a difficult moment in a career and life that had known many others.
By tradition, the general’s accomplishments were reflected on his uniform: four stars on each shoulder, badges and ribbons, a stack of gold-colored bars on the sleeve recording wartime deployment. To some, the colorful “résumé” might have summarized the soldier, but no rank, title, or uniform can do that. The soldier, and the man, are in the uniform, not pinned or sewn upon it.
The general entered the White House’s inner sanctum and, in a brief professional conversation with the president, offered to resign. It was accepted, and a lifetime of military service ended in a moment. Outwardly, the man who left the White House that June morning was the same who had entered it less than an hour before, although his life would never be as it had been.
Of course, I was the general in the room that day. My resignation, a result of a controversy fueled by an article in a magazine I’d rarely read, appeared to change everything. After almost four decades, I was no longer a commander, no longer a soldier, and—for the brief length of modern news cycles—was a publicly disgraced figure. It was an entirely unexpected inflection point in a life that had always recognized the potential of sudden death, but never of humiliating failure.
I’d long believed that life, particularly a soldier’s life, was supposed to include a moment—the moment—when talent, training, and experience are severely tested. If the result aligned with my hopes, I would emerge with my potential realized and a lifetime’s effort would be proved well invested. Or I could go down in flames satisfied that I had done my best—a hero’s defeat.
Up to that pivotal day in the White House, I’d seen movie versions of life’s defining moment but never experienced it myself. Despite a life of considerable drama, I’d never faced the kind of searing test that I thought would lead to monumental success or failure. But this moment was disappointingly different from any outcome I’d ever envisioned. It not only changed my job and profession, it also challenged my identity. Predictably, in the years since, I’ve spent considerable time reliving the event itself, recalculating what led to it, and fantasizing different outcomes. But that process never goes anywhere of value and doesn’t continue for long. And I soon realized that for all that was now so suddenly different, more remained the same.
Over the years that followed, it became clear that the experience had neither destroyed nor defined me. Even a painfully dramatic moment in the Oval Office could not change who I was. It competed with too many other moments in my life, and I possessed the same talents, limitations, and values as before. The experience did, however, produce an impetus for reflection. In my attempts to understand who I was and the character of the person I sought to be, it caused me to think deeply, and often differently, to understand what I thought and what I believed—my convictions—about things that matter.
Socrates said the unexamined life is not worth living. I’m unqualified to declare the famous philosopher wrong, but I think we risk interpreting him too narrowly. Focusing exclusively on our lives—our hopes, dreams, successes, and failures—leaves too much unconsidered. Socrates, I believe, was suggesting we examine our world more broadly, more thoughtfully. And we should decide what we believe.
For most of life, we are assessed by our actions, inviting others to judge us by what we do. It’s only logical. Actions can be observed, measured, and evaluated, while thoughts and convictions are difficult to know. And while we accept that behaviors can be coerced, controlled, even used to deceive, they are ultimately the most accurate representation of our character. We can claim to be one thing, but in the end, we are what we do.
Our convictions matter because they are the foundation upon which our character rests and they drive our behavior. If matched with the personal discipline to live up to them, our most admirable convictions have extraordinary power to elevate our character and thus our actions.
But where our actual convictions are less worthy or unsupported by the will to adhere to them, the person we are sinks to a lower level. We can attempt to conceal or misrepresent it, and some people do that successfully, but the reality remains. What we do and the character we embody reflect the convictions we choose to hold and uphold.
For example, we can loudly proclaim our strong belief in a value like justice, but if our actions instead reflect opportunism or greed, we’ve revealed our true convictions.
Yet despite their importance, it can be strangely difficult to understand our personal convictions, and to judge our own character. We can be comfortably confident of what we believe and what we’d do, and then be surprised, and either elated or disappointed, by our own actions. Not knowing our own character causes us painful uncertainty.
The sudden and dramatic ending of my military career was an inflection point, forcing me to think deeply about who I was, what I believed, and who I wanted to be. Up to that point, I would have judged myself a thoughtful person. But the abrupt conclusion to a life of military service caused me to reconsider everything I’d taken for granted.
The experience erased my earlier confidence, replacing it with a deeper curiosity. I wanted to better understand the person I’d theoretically known the longest, which was me. If you’re expecting the next paragraph to be an account of giving away my worldly possessions, traveling to Tibet, and seeking a path to total consciousness, you will be disappointed. My journey has been nothing of the sort. In fact, much of my life has been familiar but still surprising.
The son and grandson of professional soldiers, I had a well-trodden path to West Point, to the Army, and ultimately to war. I married a soldier’s daughter, and our life together was challenging but not unusual. Each step had been taken by others before us, but never did it feel that way to my wife and me. I only grew up once, only spent four years at West Point, only experienced each step and phase as it was happening. What wasn’t new was still new to me.
In the years following my service, I wrote my memoirs, started a business, taught leadership at Yale, and built new friendships—most magically with three granddaughters who arrived in this post-military phase of life. I made mistakes and drew lessons along the way. But my major takeaway at nearly seventy years old is conclusive. I wish I’d thought more, been more contemplative about my convictions, and been more deliberate about the person I sought to be.
As I began, it was apparent I had much to contemplate. Character, concepts, values—what should I care about? Who was worthy of my respect, and who was not? With both the blessings and limitations of a fresh start, I not only started to think more but began to think more deeply, as well.
It became clear that my old answers no longer fit the questions I was asking of myself now. Ideas I’d confidently owned for decades became less containable. As Mark Twain was supposed to have mused: “What gets us into trouble is not what we don’t know. It’s what we know for sure that just ain’t so.”
We often describe the act of deep thinking as introspection, but I believe even my most sincere effort to assess myself would be flawed. My blind spots, hubris, and insecurities would doom both my judgment and my willingness to candidly share what I’d concluded. To be circumspect is to look around, to consider all angles, to seek to understand something more holistically, like beholding a diamond. As you turn it, watching the light refract through each facet, you see shapes and colors you’d have otherwise missed had you seen it from another angle. The refraction tells us much about the diamond itself. This became my approach.
This prod to circumspection in the pursuit of better defining my convictions was unsought and unexpected. But it has proven a valuable, if sometimes painful, impetus for contemplation. In the reflections that follow, you’ll see where my journey has taken me thus far. And I’d invite you to take your own.



THE SEARCH FOR CONVICTION
WE MUST BE WILLING TO LEVERAGE THE WISDOM OF OTHERS.
—
Famous philosophers such as Heraclitus, Nietzsche, and Descartes have always intimidated me. They still do. While I fixate on mundane thoughts, they pose questions and posit ideas that address the larger issues of existence. Next to them, I feel small, inadequate, and stupid.
But I am reminded that none of these ever paid my bills or made the crucial decisions in my life. In the critical moments of combat, I never once wondered what Plato or Diogenes would do. They were figures and ideas for quiet moments of reading or reflection but not very practical. In my junior high school, they would have been bullied and had their lunch money stolen.
As I age, though, I’m more generous to the great thinkers. I’ve realized that more than a map to navigate the world, they provide a framework to think about what things are, how they relate, and the basis upon which we can engage life itself. Correctly leveraged, their advice and thoughts challenge our minds to consider subjects that matter. We don’t need to quote Locke or Hume as demonstrations of our academic prowess. Reading the work of these thinkers can quietly lead us to a level of thinking that unlocks deeper wisdom.
At its best, philosophy pursues critical, rational explorations of key questions in our lives and world, such as ethics, logic, beauty, and justice. Because philosophy seeks universal truths that can be broadly applied, it often feels abstract and unrealistic. But rightly considered, it is anything but.
Just as a novice at basketball learns the objectives, equipment, rules, and strategies of the game, doing the same for life is only logical. Understanding who and what we desire to be as people would seem the obvious first step in any life. And yet, we so often neglect the discipline.
The popularity and power of philosophy wax and wane with the times. Europe emerged from the Dark Ages around 1000 CE, ending roughly five hundred years of intellectual regression from the earlier Greek and Roman societies. But it wasn’t until the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, ushering in the Enlightenment, that a critical mass of thoughtful philosophers emerged to stimulate deeper thinking.
This new age competed, sometimes violently, with the dogma of organized religion and other cultural habits. It also challenged accepted wisdom and undermined existing institutions. It rarely provided perfect answers but posed needed questions and “put the ball in play” on previously stagnant issues.
Belatedly, I’ve reengaged with the philosophers I gave short shrift to during school. I’m still bored with discussions of Aristotle’s hylomorphism, or forms of matter, and many of the other more arcane aspects of philosophy. But at their best, our thoughtful ancestors explore questions of virtue, character, and justice I continue to find inspiring and instructive.
Like America’s Founding Fathers, these philosophers were keenly aware of the gap between the conduct humankind sought and what they saw on a daily basis. And they set out to define and encourage the best within us all.
We’re long overdue for another Enlightenment. There is no shortage of brilliant minds already tabling subjects for reappraisal, but it shouldn’t be a conversation by elites, for elites. It should be conducted in forums and language that invite us all. And it must be matched with attitudes that allow for movement. Otherwise it’s just talk.
A seaworthy ship, fully outfitted with sails but moored tightly to a dock, will not take to sea with the strongest of winds. Instead, battered but unable to move, it will tear itself apart. As individuals and societies, we must free the hulls of our minds or risk the worst. A little philosophy would do us all a world of good.



A LIFE OF CONVICTION
DEFINING AND LIVING OUR CONVICTIONS REQUIRES DELIBERATE FOCUS.
—
On the evening of November 9, 2005, a suicide bomber detonated an explosive vest during a wedding reception in the Philadelphia Ballroom of the Radisson SAS Hotel in Amman, Jordan. That same night, the Grand Hyatt Hotel was also struck. The evening’s toll was fifty-seven killed and 115 injured, all innocent civilians. I monitored the attacks from my headquarters outside Balad, Iraq, knowing the attackers represented Abu Musab al-Zarqawi’s al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) movement.
On a dispassionate level, I judged Zarqawi had made a strategic mistake, one that would further coalesce opposition to his organization. But life isn’t dispassionate, and my comrades and I renewed our commitment to destroy AQI while the bombers themselves showed their conviction by killing themselves in the operation. Strong belief, whether well reasoned or not, is a powerful force.
For most of my life, I’ve believed in God. I am now less sure than I once was, but the habit of accepting the concept I was taught as a child is strong enough that I reflexively accept the idea of a deity. Similarly, in July 1972 when I entered West Point, I embraced the Academy values of “Duty, Honor, Country” partly because I believed in them but also because I felt that I was supposed to believe in them. It took years before I truly interpreted what the words meant to me personally. There are many things in life we are told to accept despite having little or no evidence for them, and these things tend to constitute our beliefs. Some are silly superstitions or fears of goblins in the night, and others are more substantive.
When I believe my “tribe” is the best or that my nation is exceptional among the others, this implies that my community members and I are better than everyone else and therefore more worthy and deserving. This may be true, but it may not be. Yet, we believe it anyway. Beliefs shape our perceptions, our biases, and often our behavior. They can form a foundation of selfless service or a launchpad for evil.
In war, it is valuable when soldiers, including generals, believe in what they are doing. The willingness to fight, kill, or die for a cause is vastly greater when those involved believe in why they are fighting, and in those they serve alongside. There’s a place for skeptical, hard-bitten warriors and impartial mercenaries, but advantage always lies with the side that has captured the belief of those most deeply involved.
Creating that belief in the force is the first objective of any wartime leader, but it is best built on solid ground. When belief is broken, it is difficult to rebuild, particularly if it rests on unchallenged or blind faith. Causes, and leaders, rarely survive being revealed as fakes.
Conviction rests at an even higher level than what we believe. It addresses the ideas, values, and actions we’ve pondered, challenged, and chosen to adopt. However, this can still produce ignorant, biased, and misguided conclusions.
The process isn’t foolproof. Mindless masses chanting absurd slogans while opportunistic populists incite the frenzy are an old sight. Having conviction, even sharing it with others, doesn’t guarantee that you’re right. Care is needed. But that doesn’t make conviction wrong. It simply illustrates the importance of how we come to such a place.
Over time, I’ve realized how important conviction is to me, how it increasingly guides my life. In my search for conviction, I’m not seeking hidden or original truths. I don’t need to be special. I simply seek things I can believe in, like friends who prove steadfast or daily habits that make me healthier and happier. Increasingly, I seek ideas, ethics, and values I should believe in, not because they make me anything more than I am now, but because they make me better.
In those special moments, I find myself considering ideas I once thought pretentious. Justice, mortality, character, and responsibility rank high, but I also think about less towering concepts. I find myself comparing the standards I seek, not just with what I will do but with what I have already done. It can be an uncomfortable scorecard but feels unavoidable. I don’t seek to deny the life I’ve lived; it’s only now that I feel able to understand and assess it.
Arguably, at my age there’s little reason to look hard for anything, except maybe for one of my granddaughters’ stuffed animals, invariably missing at bedtime. But I look still. I’m uncomfortable simply believing, but I want to have things to believe in.
The result is that I am caught in the middle: I can be neither thoughtlessly faithful nor adrift from firm positions. I need to believe—and need to believe in my beliefs. I seek conviction. Maybe we all do.



FAITH
BLIND BELIEF IS SEDUCTIVE BUT DANGEROUS.
—
My soldier father was raised Catholic and my mother Presbyterian, but for their six children they selected an Episcopalian church to attend, probably because it was a comfortable compromise and not far from home. We attended service and Sunday school, but I was never deeply faithful. By the time my mother died when I was sixteen, church and religion were even less important.
Still, when I attended a Catholic high school for my senior year, then had mandatory chapel for the first year at West Point (until the courts declared it unconstitutional to impose religion on cadets), I was exposed to and educated on a range of religious concepts. I was never adamantly opposed nor very inspired, so faith remained an accepted but minor part of my life. When I met and married Annie, whose family were devout Catholics, it rose in importance, and I remained respectful but mostly ambivalent about religious belief.
The decades that followed reinforced my thinking. My older brother, a combat infantry officer in Vietnam, later entered the seminary and spent the final two decades of his thirty-one-year career in uniform as an army chaplain, ultimately serving at West Point. Scott, who combined his strong faith with the disarming demeanor of a simple infantryman, was deeply respected in the Army. But he and I were, and are, very different.
While I was in the service, conversations that strayed into religion invariably became awkward for me. People who knew Scott assumed I shared his feelings, and I would smile then quickly change the subject. I adopted a curious attitude, developing close relationships with chaplains of units I served in and learning to value their contributions to soldiers of every rank.
The best military clergy I met inspired young service members through their overt dedication to their faith, but almost all made their organizations better. Faith was an enabler and did not compete with the simple concepts summarized in West Point’s motto of “Duty, Honor, Country.”
Of course, I was aware of more extreme examples.
For two centuries, Christian Crusaders waged brutal campaigns to wrest control of the Holy Land, including the city of Jerusalem, from Muslims. More recently, I watched Sunni and Shia butcher one another in modern Iraq. All this and more reinforced my natural skepticism of any self-righteous or judgmental positions derived from religious faith.
Most people reflect the religion they are born into, so killing some other person who happens to have been born into another faith always felt absurd to me. And yet, as I inevitably encountered unspeakable atrocities in war, it was all too apparent that religion, like nationalism, was frequently leveraged to justify the unjustifiable.
More recently, I recoil at what I perceive as religious hypocrisy. Watching church leaders conceal sexual abuse and gold-plated corruption or supporting politicians and movements that undercut the values they purport to embrace is more than disappointing. It is dispiriting. Martin Luther railed against the purchase of indulgences by the wealthy, and his namesake Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. scolded moderate religious leaders for accepting inequality as the norm. I often feel I should do the same.
Faith, as I interpret it, involves the choice to believe. That belief can be reflected in quiet adherence to admirable values, which seems to reflect the majority approach. Or it can manifest as inflexible intolerance for the beliefs of others. The presumption that my beliefs are right because I’ve chosen to adopt them is dangerous, because throughout life I’ve learned I can be wrong (and often am).
I’ve come to conclude that faith, like leadership, is an incredibly powerful force. It can motivate people to towering acts of selflessness, sacrifice, and courage, but it can just as effectively motivate them to frightening inhumanity.
For centuries, various interpretations of faith have helped sovereigns and their elites control populations. Slaveholders in America saw its value in manipulating enslaved people. Christianity offered a useful construct that promised a people deprived of their freedom, and often their dignity, reasons to believe in a better life in the hereafter. Indirectly, it argued for stoic tolerance of the intolerable. None of this makes religion evil or wrong any more than effective leadership is bad, but we must understand and respect the inherent power contained in such beliefs.
One definition of faith is the belief in something that can be neither proven nor seen. I’ve chosen to accept ideas about character, my nation, my family, and other things—many of which I’ve experienced incompletely or secondhand. But I can force myself to think about them, to challenge my understanding of these notions and do intellectual due diligence when I have the courage to do so. In other words, faith is an ever-evolving business that requires regular thought if it’s going to stand up to the daily vicissitudes of life.
My relationship with what I believe is complicated. Sometimes, I wish it were not. I often yearn for the clarity of simple beliefs and unshaken faith. I’ve found that ideas as foundational as the Golden Rule and as thoughtful as Marcus Aurelius’s Meditations provide firm moorings, but few things are as simple as I’d like them to be.
Instead of simple faith, I’m left to search with a cautious skepticism for things to believe in. There are many. From people to organizations to ideas, I continue to discover reassuring reinforcement of the desire to believe. But I accept no belief or claim to truth automatically or unconditionally. Each must reflect and maintain the underlying reasons I can and should choose to believe in them. And that is more than enough reason to keep looking.



“THEY”
WE LEARN TO HATE THE FACELESS PEOPLE WE FEAR.
—
On January 6, 2021, Americans stormed the US Capitol, fighting fellow Americans, with the objective of stopping yet other countrymen from completing the process of electing a president. Rhetoric, in person and online, trumpeted the need to stop “them” from stealing an election. In response, the day was proclaimed an insurrection, evoking mental images of ragged Confederate soldiers capturing American democracy’s most sacred site. Any American raised to love their nation, who accepted either premise, might be stirred to action.
Modern technology and a legion of media, professional and amateur, caught it all. Video recorded sights, sounds, faces, and the disturbing energy of the day. And after a brief interlude of sanity in which most politicians decried the events, things returned to normal. Opposing accounts varied dramatically, and opportunist politicians, pundits, and organizers leveraged the emotion to denounce the faceless enemy threatening our well-being. They, it was explained, are an existential threat to be feared, defeated, and ultimately destroyed.
Most of us don’t know Them, but we know to fear and hate them. We know because we’ve been told to. And it represents a dangerous dynamic that must be controlled before we kill—or are killed.
Our fears begin early in life and run deep. My three granddaughters have never been physically endangered, but each struggles to fall asleep, even with their parents and grandparents close by. As was the case for their father and me, the unknowns of darkness and demons lurking in their imaginations hold them in terror’s grip.
Whenever I sense their fear, I remember the story of a fourteenth-century English nursemaid who used a lullaby to comfort a young child: Hush yea, hush yea, dinae fret yea, the Black Douglas will nae get yea.
At the time, the English had every reason to dread the appearance of the man known as the Black Douglas. In the eyes of his countrymen, however, Sir James Douglas (1286–1330 CE) was a respected patriot. One of Scotland’s most famous soldiers and an archenemy of her English occupiers, Sir James was so trusted by Robert the Bruce that after the king’s death he was selected to carry the sovereign’s heart to the Holy Land on a Crusade.
Whom we fear is largely a question of perspective. Throughout history, and in our own lives, we fear people and ideas we don’t know, most often because we don’t know them. The idea of many individuals and groups is worse than the reality of them. But it is the idea, not reality, that drives us to sharpen our emotions and gird our loins for battle.
This can be a useful dynamic. Fear of barbarians at the gate, communists behind the Iron Curtain, even traitors in our midst can all mobilize internal unity and serve as a call to action for the collective. The specter of calamity—whether enslavement by a foe, the threat of starvation, or even the loss of wealth and status—coalesces groups and nations into union. Fear is a useful tool.
But the converse of this dynamic—fomenting fear for political or other purposes—is problematic on several levels. Stoking the apprehension of individuals or groups causes us to oversimplify descriptions and assessments, leading complex situations into binary judgments. Our enemies become the enemy, a subtle but substantive difference. Freed of comparison to us, the people we fear are generically, and entirely, assessed as wrong. Which usually categorizes them as inherently dangerous. Too dangerous to trust, too evil to empathize with. They, by our reflexive judgment and definition, are the enemy.
But who are They? And who decided They are bad?
Usually, we don’t decide who the enemy is—we are told. Often lacking personal experience upon which to judge, we are influenced by leaders, formal and informal, who leverage their position, power, and organs of communication to inform and convince us of the threat, those who constitute the danger, and the importance of rallying against them. We must, we are lectured, do something about Them.
The process is most effective when the object of our fear, which typically transitions into resentment and hatred, is someone we don’t know. In Germany in the 1930s, Rwanda in the 1990s, and Iraq in the 2000s, neighbors and friends were progressively demonized. But it is easier to stoke fears of less familiar people, like Viking raiders or Comanche warriors, and those passions can be extrapolated more broadly to justify fear and counterattacks to protect our families and communities. They, we agree, need to be destroyed.
Less extreme cases can be more insidious and more dangerous. Ambitious politicians or influence peddlers refer obliquely to unnamed or poorly defined groups as They who are trying to appropriate wealth or seize power from us. Because They are left ill-defined, the audience can elastically fit the crime to any group they choose, which proves difficult for fact-checkers or the opposition to hold the allegation to account. In other words, it’s a useful tactic to rile people up without making them use their brains too much.
Movies often show us how easy it is to hate a faceless, inhuman enemy. In the 1990s, a movie adaptation of Robert Heinlein’s Starship Troopers depicted heroic “mobile infantry” killing evil buglike aliens. It was easy to choose a side. No one likes bugs, after all, particularly those intent on eliminating all of humanity. We all cheered when the humans blew the giant insects to smithereens.
More recently, a spate of apocalyptic zombie movies and TV shows enjoys the same advantage: no one has moral qualms about killing the undead. They’re no longer human, so what’s the harm? In every war, each side seeks to do the same: dehumanize the foe so that destroying them is easier. I can easily kill one of Them without thinking twice. But killing someone I know, a person I see as a fellow human being—one of us—is a lot harder.
With some exceptions, I believe most of the group that assaulted Capitol Hill on that day believed they were doing the right thing. I don’t agree with their decision or actions, but the real wrongdoing, in my mind, lies with those who stayed on the sidelines, maintaining an ability to feign innocence while sending the equivalent of young soldiers into the fight. It is wrong, but not difficult, to mobilize people toward violence when an enemy has been identified. “We must defeat them” is a simple clarion call.
Few concepts are as powerful or as fraught with danger as the idea of They. When we generalize, hyperbolize, and leverage the emotional commitment we’ve created with such binaries, we carry huge responsibilities for what we’ve sown. It may be that life is an inevitable game of us versus them, but we have some control over who we cast for each side.



THE MATTER OF PERSPECTIVE
WE ALL REFLECT THE LIFE JOURNEY WE’VE TAKEN.
—
Sitting across from a Pashtun elder, let alone a roomful of them, is an unnerving experience. Craggy, weathered faces with impressive beards topped off with large turbans spoke of lives harder than anything I’d known. I couldn’t speak their language, nor they mine, and their Pashtunwali tribal culture approached life differently from what I’d known. In many ways, we were worlds apart from each other.
We were seated on the floor in a mud-walled room in Helmand province in southern Afghanistan with about forty elders. Next to me, United States Senator Carl Levin had just posed a question to the group. President Hamid Karzai had been reelected in a contentious contest with allegations of fraud, and Levin challenged the group, saying he’d seen every vote in the district going to Karzai. “How,” he asked in a lawyerly tone, “could that be democracy?”
The group listened to the translation and began talking excitedly among themselves. I didn’t think we’d be harmed, but I guessed we’d insulted them mightily—and these were serious men. After a moment, a single man arose, as intimidating as the others but speaking in measured tones. The man explained to Senator Levin that they understood the election and its importance and discussed among themselves which candidate would be best for the district. Once decided, they wanted to avoid splitting their vote, and all adhered to that judgment. “How,” the elder asked, “was that not what democracy was about?”
Any object viewed from a single perspective is two-dimensional. Our mind, empowered by previous experience, often completes the mental image, but the reality is that all we really know is our own unique angle on a situation. Everything else is informed guesswork.
Afghanistan writ large, as well as the Pashtun elders I described, were representative of the limitations of perspective. Although vastly different from those elders, or from al-Qaeda suicide bombers in Iraq, I knew that had we exchanged positions from birth, their views and perspective would be mine, and vice versa. At the end of the day, we are all just products of our own environments. It’s the journey that defines each of our approaches to life.
The challenge of vastly different perspectives is not new. History records countless efforts to reshape the culture and perspectives of single individuals and sometimes entire nations. Christian missionaries, Islamic forced conversion of conquered peoples, and efforts to force Native Americans into white-dominated society are all examples. The effort works as often as it doesn’t. And it is always a painful process.
Contending with starkly different cultures is difficult and requires more than merely being open-minded. Talk about diverse societies where a wide range of cultures and perspectives are respected and celebrated is great, but the reality is more challenging than it sounds. Issues like treatment of women can run counter to law and societal tolerance, and simple issues like language differences or approaches to justice become significant impediments.
On a personal level, perspective demands thoughtfulness. I hear people pronounce the evil of Confederate soldiers during the Civil War, but I believe that with the same life journey, most would have done the same. I know slavery was evil, and I believe the Southerners were wrong, but I also believe the power of perspective was the dominant force in society at that time.
I feel the same about the people who stormed the Capitol on January 6. Regardless of my views, I believe that with the same life journey and sources of information, I might well share their perspective. And if this is true, what do we do with it?
We must consider our nation’s predicament, and it is serious. Unlike cases in which opposing nations or groups are struggling over land or resources and a compromise could theoretically be negotiated, we must contend with the reality of very different perspectives. There is little shared view of reality or of right and wrong. When each side is passionate about the righteousness of its cause, the two are dangerous combatants.
Two potential results of the conflict come to mind: the perspectives of one or more groups change, or as a diverse society, we accept a spectrum of views. Both solutions sound easier than they are but could be a way forward. A third, more frightening option emerges: one group triumphs. That specter is disturbing to consider. America’s two-party system, while frustrating and imperfect, ensures a constant and critical pull to the political center. Perspectives can change over time, but they typically require economic or other factors to drive them. In the interim, we must hold things together.
It would be good to start by listening to and respecting opposing groups, but we should probably settle for not demonizing the opposition. In an era in which the most extreme vitriol is politically rewarded, this is a tall order. As long as we accept that dynamic as it is, there is little possibility we can fix it.



DITCHING THE REARVIEW MIRROR
LIFE LIES AHEAD, NOT BEHIND US.
—
I’ve long joked that my wife lives life the way she drives: with no use for the rearview mirror. It’s true. Driving with Annie is an adventure that my son, daughter-in-law, and I all laugh about, but more important, this describes her approach to the world, and it’s one that works very well.
Annie worries about little stuff. She agonizes over an upcoming talk she must give, whether she should commit to something she’s been invited to, and packing for an upcoming trip. It’s all the stuff that doesn’t really matter. (I have been subjected to judging eight different outfits for a single event, always reminding her, unconvincingly, that nobody ever looks at her shoes.)
But for the big things in life, she is more instinctual. As a young girl, even though Annie adored her soldier father, she promised herself not to marry one, then changed her mind as she and I got closer.
Early in our marriage, my wife took on the role of Army spouse with apparent ease, navigating the tricky issues that often arise in such a position. When I was very senior in rank, Annie blossomed into a person who maintained her fiercely independent identity while being the senior spouse of a unit deployed for years on end, sending our dead and wounded home to their families while the units remained in the fight. Like many other military spouses, she stepped into that position of informal leadership with real courage.
In the immediate aftermath of President Barack Obama accepting my resignation in June 2010, Annie’s personality and strength shone. As we pivoted our life suddenly and completely, she looked ahead and encouraged me to do the same. Instead of dwelling on disrupted plans or our shaken confidence, she looked to what was next. She had no interest in relitigating the past, and her example reminded me not to do so, either. It was not about what had been but what could be.
Moving toward something new is harder when you’re encumbered by emotional baggage. Grudges or memories of slights and disappointments are heavy burdens to carry. I’m not able to forgive or forget as easily as I should, but I’ve learned from Annie not to think too much about these things. It takes as much energy to hate as it does to love, and I’ve found ignoring to be a workable solution in most cases.
To be sure, this sounds easier than it is. Annie isn’t Pollyanna’s younger sister, and the tendency and temptation to gaze back is enticing for anyone, but it never helps. The only person who really fixates on what happened to you—is you. Most will listen with feigned interest and sympathy, but their minds are most certainly wandering as you talk. It might have been painful and unfair, but everyone else has their own life to live and worry about. And you’re best to get on with yours.
Focusing on the future isn’t complicated. It begins with assessing what’s possible, and the danger here lies in self-limiting. Fearing failure is entirely appropriate if you’re free-climbing El Capitan—the cost is extreme. But a business that falters, a political campaign that loses, or a goal that’s never attained rarely causes death or destitution. And not embarking on the adventure automatically ensures that success is impossible.
The key is to navigate from where you are, not from where you wish you were. If getting somewhere in your business or life requires that you move, you must get on with it. Looking back doesn’t help.



GRANDDAUGHTERS
KNOWING WHAT MATTERS IS WHAT MATTERS MOST.
—
As a grandfather, I consider it my right and responsibility to dispense hard-earned wisdom, whether it’s requested or not. So, recently I explained to my youngest granddaughter that, in my youth, vending machines took only coins; paper bills, credit cards, and phones could not be used. It was a valuable perspective for her to possess, I reasoned.
The precocious four-year-old thought momentarily, then responded firmly, “Well, Granddaddy, now you can.”
I have three granddaughters: Emmylou, Elsie, and Daisy. They’re all blond, all very different, and they all live next door. So, unless we’re traveling, we see them every day. Because we had only one child—our son—these are our only grandchildren. Their proximity allows a different relationship than either Annie or I had with our grandparents, and it provides an unexpected but welcome fabric to this phase of our lives.
Most days begin with Annie driving the two older girls to school while their mother walks the youngest to her preschool near our home. Periodically, I walk over with Annie to get the girls, and one or more is usually still at the table finishing breakfast, while a second is dodging their mom’s efforts to brush her hair, and the third engages Annie and me on what she wants to do after school or that coming weekend. It’s chaotic, funny, and perfect.
I next see them a bit after five p.m. If I’m in my home office or working out, I’ll hear the front door open, small voices stirring, and then they’ll often come find me wherever I am. They announce their need for a snack and desire to either watch something on TV, play out back, or work on one of their “projects,” which are often innovative contraptions constructed of items in my garage I’d have preferred left where I’d carefully placed them—but it’s fine.
My relationship with each girl is as different as the girls themselves.
The oldest, Emmylou, is constantly inquisitive, seeking to understand how things are and why that’s the case. With her I watch YouTube videos on everything from the Loch Ness Monster to sea otters, and we both learn a lot.
Elsie, the middle child, is very much her own person. If asked, or pressured, by her sisters or other kids to do something, she judges whether she wants to do it and firmly communicates her decision. When asked a question she can’t answer, she isn’t at all uncomfortable simply stating she doesn’t know.
The youngest, Daisy, is a force of nature. She debates us freely on any subject, often surfacing surprising knowledge and awareness. As soon as she could walk, she was happy to pull or push me to where she wanted me, all the while smiling. That one will bear watching.
I suspect everyone’s grandkids are like mine. Just as bright, every bit as gorgeous, and destined for greatness. Statistically, most will prove to be nothing of the sort. The reality of average is that most kids won’t deviate far above the norm, yours and mine included. A few will drop far below and end up with painful or tragic lives. But they’re our grandchildren, and we’ll love them regardless of their fate.
So, for me, what does that mean?
First, they’re not my kids. They have parents. Because I’m not responsible for the majority of daily tasks associated with raising children, my vote, if I choose to cast one, is very small and can be resented. I’ve found it best not to even develop opinions on aspects of child-rearing that aren’t in my lane. If I’d been that great a father, my son would be a perfect parent from my example. In other words, I’ve already done all I can, for better or worse, and it’s up to him and his wife now.
Second, there are some things I do feel responsible for. Those things that we can do to help shape experiences and opportunities for the girls aren’t optional for me. They feel like obligations. I don’t set out to spoil my granddaughters (although I do), but if they need anything for their education, health, or safety, I feel that I should step up—and I do. Rationalizing that we already do more than many grandparents is silly; when we’re needed, we must do whatever we can. That is the role of any responsible adult in the life of a child.
Finally, it’s helpful to remember what offspring are for. Through millennia of history, children were essential: as additional hands to work the farm, as heirs to continue the royal dynasty, and as future owners of family property and businesses. They quite literally were the future.
Arguably, most of those requirements have shrunk or gone away. Couples don’t have children because they must anymore; they do it because they choose to. Parenting and, indirectly, grandparenting are choices we made, not realities thrust upon us. I don’t know any child who asked to be conceived or was able to select their biological parents—it doesn’t work like that. They’re here because we caused them to be. They’re our guests to the party, and we should treat them like it.
So, back to the question of what children are for.
For many, it feels like something we should do. Sometimes we hope the choice to raise children will strengthen a marriage; other times, it simply looks like having kids is fun. Of course, it is fun, but it’s as much work as it is fun (although grandparenting is more weighted toward the fun side of the spectrum).
In the end, however, we have children because if we don’t, our species will disappear. And if not us, then who will do it? I find that reason alone to be compelling to keep up this process of bringing children into existence and launching them out into the world.
Now, I’ve reasoned us to a place where grandparenting is just a step away from saving humankind from extinction. Sometimes that feels like a stretch, but ultimately, I think it’s true. Just try to remember it when the little buggers trash your house, forget to say thank you, or ride on the back of a motorcycle with a convicted felon named Spike.



LIFE IN THE ALLEY
COMMUNITY IS NOT A PLACE, IT’S A DECISION.
—
In 2007, when I was four years into a five-year tour commanding counterterrorist forces against al-Qaeda, my wife bought a house for us to retire to. I’d never given serious thought to post-military life, but Annie had, and, a few years later, we moved into a townhouse in Old Town Alexandria, Virginia. It’s comfortable and convenient. My office is a three-block walk, and my son, daughter-in-law, and three granddaughters live within fifty feet of us. So, from a family standpoint, it’s perfect.
But beyond being a home, our house is part of a small development, a collection of about twenty houses backing onto two alleys that intersect directly behind our garage. Happily, but unexpectedly, we are at the center of a tiny neighborhood in a larger city that has grown into a special community.
It didn’t happen overnight, nothing was planned, and yet informal relationships emerged and matured, giving a sense of membership and responsibility to neighbors who became acquaintances—and then friends. Parents watching kids play spoke with people walking dogs, and connections were formed. Residents moved in and later moved on, with each new neighbor welcomed into the group.
A few personalities were essential, becoming the organizers and connectors that brought less social, more introverted souls into the mix. Email rosters were distributed, occasional social events coordinated, and what was absent on too many streets in too many towns began to feel natural and expected.
Conversations in the alley evolved from superficial pleasantries to more substantive discussions. During election night in 2020, we all gathered at socially responsible distances due to COVID-19 to watch the returns. Annie and I entertain a lot, and the neighbors have an open invitation to any gathering we’re hosting (my theory is that they will never complain about the parties if they are routinely complicit in them).
Practical advantages to the shared space have also become apparent. Packages left on porches are picked up and held until your return. Garage doors left open or suspicious activities around your home don’t go unnoticed. There’s a loss of the anonymity you find in most city life, but, for me, this is a welcome sense of family.
But while the growth of community appeared organic, the reality was different. Building bonds took time and effort—and was often inconvenient. Small talk was frequently boring, but it was essential. Occasionally, it helped to do more. One neighbor’s father passed away, and I attended the funeral in Arlington. I’d never met the man, who was a military veteran, but being there for his daughter and son-in-law strengthened our friendship. Similarly, in the summer of 2023, two other neighbors, who are natural connectors, got married in southern France, and a number of us made the trek to participate in the celebration, which was especially fun. I relearned the lesson that attending a wedding or funeral is a seemingly small gesture that helps friendly interactions grow into deeper friendships.
The lesson is that gardens don’t grow without committed effort, and communities are nothing more than recalcitrant gardens. In short, you harvest what you plant, water, feed, and protect. To invest in a community is a choice—a good one.
Life in the alley is simple but meaningful. Truth be told, we drink a lot of beer and wine together, criticize politicians, and laugh about the kids who have grown comfortable with a group of adults they know will protect them, even if they don’t know their names.
Grown children visit and have become connected. This life feels like the small towns many of us read about in books and saw in old movies but have rarely experienced in real life. And yet, it is real. In many ways, it feels like neighborhoods as they are supposed to be: quiet, connected, and communal.



NAVIGATING WORK AND LIFE
LIFE ISN’T A SET OF DISCONNECTED PIECES. IT IS THE JOINED PARTS OF ALL WE DO.
—
During my career, the Army was more than a job—it was a life choice. For most assignments, Annie, our son, Sam, and I lived on the base in army housing. Our colleagues at work, neighbors at home, and fellow parents on our kid’s sports teams were all army people. Even in peacetime, we worked hard. The hours were long and separations frequent, but everyone shared almost the same experience, so there were kindred spirits all around.
It was a somewhat cloistered life. What travel we could afford was typically to visit our retired military parents, and broadening experiences were usually facilitated by army assignments. But years in Newport, Rhode Island; Boston, Massachusetts; New York City, New York; and bases outside Savannah, Georgia, and Seattle, Washington, seemed to provide enough variety to keep us learning new things. My career was more an enabling than limiting factor.
I never viewed my job as something separate from the rest of life. It was a large part of my identity, and Annie’s role, particularly when I was in command, was essential. From the beginning, my wife accepted that I wanted to be as good a soldier as I was capable of being, and that meant I would work harder than was required. The implicit deal we struck was that her only competitor was the Army. When I wasn’t working, I didn’t have any substantive hobbies (hunting, fishing, boating, or the like), so time away from the unit was devoted to her and to our only child.
Because many of my assignments were in command of units, responsibility for the welfare of soldiers and their families was front and center. I remember one late night that Annie and I spent with a young soldier and his wife after a mobile home fire had killed their infant child. It was impossible to isolate our lives from our responsibilities, and we never tried to do so. Work-life balance didn’t mean seeking equilibrium between opposing desires; it more closely resembled the yin and yang in which two parts of the whole made one complete.
This approach clearly isn’t right for everyone. There are jobs I can imagine would have been difficult to tolerate, much less love, as I did the Army. Many people seek to wall off an entire lifestyle and persona, preventing work from infecting their nonwork lives. I can’t say that’s wrong, but I do believe it wouldn’t have been right for me. My closest friends are people who served, sweated, and sometimes bled alongside me. Laughter over beers comes from stories of times together, and because Annie was so much a part of that life, she can laugh with us and often does.
Today, much is written and said, particularly among young people, about a spirited resistance to jobs dominating our lives. They speak of pushing back against the tyranny of work or the pursuit of money to allow opportunities for leisure, travel, and family. The debate is silly to enter and impossible to win. There’s no right answer.
I’m sometimes asked what part work should play in our lives, and that depends on what outcome we’re seeking. But I would advocate for viewing life holistically and letting the different pieces fit together. For me, work is a major part of who I am and my sense of purpose. I can’t do or be that without commitment.
For those fortunate enough to have them (and many don’t), life involves choices. The currency we expend—not only our time, but more accurately, our energy, emotion, and attention—is finite, with the actual amounts unknown to us. We make trade-offs, hoping to produce enough of what we value.
My experience was that I was happiest when I found satisfaction in every part of my life, work, family, and leisure. But it’s a highly personal equation, ultimately a choice for which there is no right or wrong answer. No social media advice or wisdom fits each person perfectly. The key is finding what’s right for you and understanding the cost.



GETTYSBURG
THE DANGER OF WAR LIES IN ITS GENUINE GLORY.
—
Keep it impossibly simple. Filter out the complexities of slavery, states’ rights, cotton, iron, immigrants, and Abraham Lincoln. Focus only on two armies composed largely of citizen volunteers now turned hardened soldiers, led by officers being sorted by competence in a ruthlessly Darwinist process. The stresses are predictable and the effects obvious. And at Gettysburg, they lock in a deadly embrace in which more than fifty thousand are killed or wounded.
Now, consider pivotal moments: an outnumbered cavalry division making a tenacious stand, units forced marching directly into confused combat, leaders falling, iconic commanders struggling with once-in-a-war decisions, and common soldiers risking their lives for the uncertain future of a nation.
Suddenly, the battle is no longer North against South or right versus wrong. It is soldier facing soldier, American killing American. It is at once tragic and inspirational—and anything but trivial.
As time passed, after Lincoln spoke on the grounds of the new cemetery, after countless veteran reunions, and the fields grew thick with statues and monuments, the battle took on a softer glow: still terrible, but now magnificently so. There was something almost bewitching to the place.
Countless books record what happened there, some in excruciating detail. And to this day, actions and decisions are endlessly scrutinized, judged, and debated.
For seventy-five years after the battle, veterans gathered on the field, joined in 1938 by President Franklin D. Roosevelt. Annually, thousands of still-curious and patriotic citizens make the pilgrimage to the battlefield to understand and honor what took place. I first visited Gettysburg in 1966 with my father. He had recently returned from Vietnam and took me with him as he coordinated his brother-in-law’s funeral at the national cemetery at the battlefield, the same one used as the location for Lincoln’s famous address.
I didn’t return until 1999, when I took the officers of the Ranger Regiment there for a leader’s conference. Since that time, I’ve been back maybe a hundred times, more than any other destination I can think of. I took my Yale students there each year and still take the rising seniors of the Yale football team. On open weekends, Annie and I sometimes make the short drive up for a night away. It is both comfortably familiar and enduringly impactful.
For me, Gettysburg is both a place and an idea. Whenever I visit, I head out each morning for an early run or walk to traverse different parts of the field. It is always as the dawn emerges, before visitors arrive. The hillsides, orchards, and fence lines that were violent in July 1863 and are still chaotic on tourist-rich days now are peacefully quiet. I can think. I walk the ground and envision the fenced fields, the rocky slopes, the dominating ridgelines. The soldier in me appreciates the terrain, the distances, and the obvious difficulties. At the exact locations where leaders made critical decisions and soldiers made huge sacrifices, all that happened feels real and relevant—even now.
All that those soldiers did, many of whom were West Pointers like me, is inspiring. But the pastoral beauty, adorned with marble monuments and a neatly painted cannon, threatens to lull us into forgetting that, in July 1863, more than 150,000 Americans tried to rip out the guts of their enemy’s army, ranks composed of fellow Americans who shared a common history, language, and Constitution.
Historical places and the narrative associated with them carry huge significance. Although they can be simplified to the point of being inaccurate representations of history, their new interpretation assumes the value of fact. Future generations can assume the hatred of years past or more soaring ideals. Regardless, physical touchpoints like Gettysburg serve as fulcrums around which the psyche of a nation rises, falls, twists, and turns. It is tempting to reduce the meaning of such experiences to one or more simple concepts, but reality should intervene.
In December 2009, immediately after testifying to Congress about the additional forces I had requested for Afghanistan, Annie and I had a night before I redeployed, and we went to Gettysburg. We arrived in the late afternoon, and before dinner, accompanied by a colleague, I did an early evening run from the town circle along Cemetery Ridge, perhaps the most famous terrain in American military history. Snow was falling, and I thought deeply about the implications of the additional soldiers I had requested, who would soon be headed to war.
Afghanistan was not the Civil War, and I didn’t confuse anything I did with the leaders’ actions at Gettysburg. But for the soldiers and their families, the risks were real and the differences irrelevant. The soldiers who would patrol in Kunar province were the historical descendants of those who had held Little Round Top.
By July 2021, the majority of the soldiers I’d led in Afghanistan had moved on to new phases of their lives—jobs and families—some with debilitating wounds. They watched from afar, most with a range of conflicting emotions, as their Taliban foes upended all we had tried to do. I suspect many former Union soldiers, proud of keeping the nation whole, had similar feelings after 1877 when Southern whites reestablished near-absolute control over the former slaves a war had been waged to set free.
We must remember Gettysburg and why it happened. We survey the battlefield, recoil at the casualty figures, and we like to believe it couldn’t happen again, that Americans couldn’t identify other Americans as enemies to be not just defeated but destroyed. The veneer of unity and civilization we take for granted is too familiar to feel fragile. Yet, North and South tore at each other less than a century after uniting to create a nation. Founding Fathers were not long dead, and our unique republic was not yet taken for granted by a population ignorant of its history. Of course it could happen again.
We must also remember Gettysburg and what happened. The madness that consumes every battlefield lurks close by. War has a seductive excitement and perceived simplicity that argues for action. And for three violent days, the heroism, leadership, and selfless sacrifice displayed were absolutely real and truly monumental.
As I discovered in Iraq and Afghanistan, war elicits towering courage and commitment that is humbling to behold. In combat’s terror, there is a simple purity of duty that stands in seeming contradiction to destruction and death. In perhaps the worst of humankind’s habits, war can display the best in those called to fight. We should celebrate the best but remember the worst.
In the days and weeks after the armies moved on from Pennsylvania, every church and suitable building in the small farming town remained crowded with the wounded. Corpses bloated in the summer heat were hastily buried. With the passage of time, reality becomes memories. The awe-inspiring deeds performed by common Americans on famous battlefields shine with genuine luster and tend to eclipse the darker aspects of those experiences. The courage, sacrifice, and leadership experienced in war make the most recent conflict feel less pointlessly tragic—and the next one, perhaps, a little more palatable.
Gettysburg, Omaha Beach, the Ia Drang valley, and other, often nameless battlefields have no single message to impart. From differing perspectives, they present different shapes, hues, and lessons for the future. They can never be simplified, only studied and hopefully understood.
How we think about what happened before us, even long ago, still matters.



DIGITAL LEADERSHIP
VIRTUAL WORK REQUIRES NEW COMMUNICATION SKILLS TO ACCOMPLISH TRADITIONAL OUTCOMES.
—
Leaders learn from experience that when we interact with our teams, we must consider a range of factors: demographics, time of day and day of week, recent and upcoming events, what’s on the news, and a host of other considerations.
While serving in the military, I learned to speak with soldiers differently if it was cold and rainy (and they were shivering), or comfortably warm. Similarly, how I addressed the collection of mostly young men varied depending on whether I wanted to inspire, admonish, or reassure. Communication is always about context.
Beginning in about 2003, however, I had to develop a new skill, one I call “digital leadership.” Now most of us are called to use it on a daily basis, but back then it was largely unknown to the working world.
Nonetheless, today we are all faced with the challenge of how to adapt our communication and leadership skills to the emerging digital landscape that is overtaking each and every human interaction we have. And because this new set of factors has some fundamental differences from what came before, we must understand what digital leadership demands of us. Leadership is not about what the leader transmits; it hinges on what followers hear and how they process it.
From 2003 to 2008, while I was commanding the Counterterrorist Task Force fighting al-Qaeda, our forces were spread across twenty-seven countries on more than seventy bases, large and small. The nature and pace of the fight demanded continuous collaboration and synchronization, and fortunately—for the first time in history—we had information technology tools that were up to the task.
Some tools, like our secure video teleconferencing, were still a bit rudimentary, but they were light-years beyond what had been available to any military commander in history. Each day, on the command’s Operations and Intelligence secure video teleconference (SVTC), the far-flung command would provide updates, ponder developments, and share hard-learned lessons. We could see and talk to each other, but that is only a small part of true communication.
The tribal nature of the elite organizations that composed the command, and the ever-present hierarchy of a military structure, imposed obstacles to effective interaction. On top of that, the awkward nature of talking at screens, the distraction of briefing someone who is obviously multitasking, and learning to communicate when many of the face-to-face techniques humans learn from birth are now removed proved more than a little challenging. These were hurdles that had to be continually understood and overcome. Although in recent years most of us are far more comfortable with digital interaction than ever before, I fear we are less effective than we presume.
In our early days of digital leadership, I learned that cameras needed to be on. Always. Considering the mind-boggling range of things I know people do while on non-video conference calls, video provides a disciplining factor, and because nonverbal cues are a significant part of communication, it enhances the overall effectiveness. I hear many excuses for why people want to leave their cameras off, some valid, but overall I believe it encourages disengagement. When it’s in my power, I forbid or discourage the practice. The potential cost is just too great.
If you’re being briefed, often by someone junior (and usually much younger), it’s important to remember that a video conversation can feel very sterile and intimidating. In a conference room, most leaders learn to engage subordinates in small talk before the meeting to put them at ease, and this can be harder in larger digital interactions, particularly when everything is “on the clock,” with other video calls stacked up every thirty minutes. In my experience, I found that it was critical to both be, and appear to be, focused on the conversation—to ask questions even if you knew the answer. This signals you are engaged in the conversation and take the subject seriously. It also puts subordinates’ minds at ease.
Anger and disappointment are difficult to convey effectively in a virtual environment, particularly when the conversation involves multiple stations (forces at locations across the battle space). In a face-to-face environment, you can gauge the reaction of the individual and, if necessary, continue the conversation afterward. In a virtual call, however, it can be hard to judge a person’s reaction.
A subordinate who doesn’t see you in the hall, at the coffeepot, or in the gym—informal places where you can reassure them that you were addressing an issue, not their value as a team member—is someone who may grow to resent you without your even knowing it. A chastisement experienced in the isolation of a person’s home office or at the kitchen table can feel miserable with no colleagues close by to commiserate with. Words become weighty in such situations, so we have to be even more circumspect about what we say and how we say it.
It is also important to understand that if your relationship with someone is entirely or primarily virtual, there is precious little sinew to fall back on when issues arise. Good marriages survive bitter arguments because there is connecting tissue strengthened over years of continual interaction. Absent that, relationships can quickly become transactional, and communication degenerates into something rocky and difficult.
Whenever possible, I like to work in a face-to-face environment, partly because I feel it is ultimately more effective but also because a major part of what I like about work is the relationships. They are simply less satisfying when looking at a screen. I don’t think anyone can deny that.
But we’re in a new operating environment, and most of us have to do virtual work. Don’t take it for granted that the “virtual you” is the same that people experience in person. It is not. The gift of convenience technology provides comes with new challenges that must be met—primarily by leaders.



INCENTIVES
MONEY IS RARELY THE MOTIVATOR WE BELIEVE IT TO BE.
—
Routinely, a media story will appear describing a corporate leader receiving a hefty pay package, sometimes a raise, in the midst of the firm’s financial crisis. We are often outraged by the sums involved and critical of the board of directors’ tone-deaf actions. But all this represents a system of expectations shepherded by the media and an industry of consultants that places an ever-rising value on talent. Attracting, motivating, and retaining good people, we’re reminded, is often very expensive. Wickedly so.
I have no argument against the importance of talent—as reflected by a combination of skill, expertise, energy, and commitment. It’s difficult to advocate for mediocrity in important positions. But my experience since leaving the military and joining the corporate world is that we’ve constructed a complicated process that confuses the firms and talent we’re seeking to encourage, ultimately undermining the outcomes. It’s certainly not wrong to be fairly compensated, and we’re encouraged to appreciate our worth as employees and fight for our share. But in a greater sense, the issue of incentives raises the question of why we work at all and what persuades us to work harder. What should inspire us to produce our best effort? And is money the greatest means of that inspiration?
The military was pretty easy, at least regarding pay. Congress sets pay scales, retirement programs weren’t rich but felt fair, and there was no December angst over annual bonuses. Admittedly, I could always convince myself I was worth more than my monthly paycheck, but had I felt strongly enough, I could have left the service—and I never did.
In the fall of 2003, however, I saw another side of the equation. Two years after 9/11 had ignited the Global War on Terror and put highly trained special operators front and center in the fight, our most elite units suffered significant attrition. The civilian world was poaching our top talent, and seasoned professionals were leaving military service in droves. Security contractors like Blackwater were offering experienced operators one thousand dollars per day for work in places like Baghdad and Kabul. We couldn’t compete financially, and the flow of some of our most talented professionals to these firms became disturbing. Creating such personnel had been at least a decade-long process of selection, training, and accumulating experience, with direct hiring from the outside being obviously impractical.
For several months after the poaching began, we wrestled with what seemed an intractable problem, seeking and obtaining modest financial incentives for operators still in the force. But soon, and somewhat unexpectedly, the problem shrank to insignificance.
A combination of factors contributed to the solution.
First, the financial packages we did provide signaled to operators—and, importantly, to their spouses—that we valued them. That signal was more powerful than the sums involved.
Second, personnel who had made the move to commercial firms began to contact their former comrades with the message that “it isn’t the same.” The values, camaraderie, and satisfaction in what they now did couldn’t compare, and that resonated with service members whose sense of service ran deep. Some things matter more than money. As commander of the units these operators comprised, this reinforced for me the criticality of nonfinancial factors such as leadership, cohesion, mission focus, and values that were the real motivators for these professionals. And, perhaps, for most people.
At its most transactional level, work is an exchange of two of our most valuable commodities—time and energy—for money. Factors like expertise, talent, and willingness to endure inconvenience or hardship all impact the exchange rate, but it’s pretty straightforward.
In the military, law enforcement, and some other fields, the danger of death or injury further complicates the equation, but the correlation between inflated pay rates and jobs that are unpleasant is low. Theoretically, we pay the most for performance that produces specific outcomes, things like investment returns, business growth, even sports championships. But it is often difficult, and somehow, we’ve created a monster—one that drives us to strange, counterproductive behaviors.
The incentive systems that have appeared and metastasized in businesses large and small confuse and corset both the leaders who shape and administer them and the people whose compensation they drive. Along the way, we’ve birthed an industry of consultants to design these systems and a parallel community to critique them. It can be exhausting and perhaps even unnecessary.
Early in my time in business, advised by veterans of the system, I was told I didn’t yet understand what motivates people and that a cocktail of short- and long-term incentive programs, linked to specific objectives, was necessary to attract and retain top talent. Which, of course, was needed to drive results. But I wasn’t so sure and, truthfully, still have my doubts.
On the compensation committees of numerous boards, I participated in the annual redesign of multiple compensation programs, a feat that was usually a major overhaul. Despite the diligent work of the year before and the careful setting of targets, we often found we still hadn’t gotten it right. We also discovered that our formulas couldn’t account for unexpected changes in the marketplace or within the firm. Each year, in spite of our best-laid plans, we still had to do some “manual override” on the system to achieve reasonable results. What we’d built the year before hadn’t worked as hoped, so things had to change.
Then we proceeded to follow the same process over and over again to frustrating results. In some cases, the systems we created were so complex that they were difficult to understand. I know from personal experience that people are rarely inspired or motivated by anything they can’t easily comprehend. That’s why simple political narratives are the most powerful.
I began to doubt the validity of some of the basic assumptions driving these incentives. When others told me we had to set certain targets to get the CEO to work to achieve them, I doubted that was the case with any of the CEOs I had worked with. But I did wonder, if that were the case, then maybe the problem lay in whom we selected for the role and how.
Just as tax laws can produce bizarre but predictable behaviors, resulting in unfortunate distortions in society, compensation systems can do the same. Boards are advised to ensure that targets and payout formulas don’t incentivize behavior that maximizes compensation at the expense of shareholders or employees, but they can too easily do just that.
Additionally, while we worship at the altar of talent, I long ago concluded that slightly less talented employees working within a healthy culture produce far better outcomes. We must take care that our pursuit of superstars doesn’t produce prima donnas at the expense of the team.
So, what’s the remedy?
The trend to architect complicated incentive schemes to maximize investment returns is decades old. As restaurateur Danny Meyer discovered when he tried to change the tip-based culture of employee compensation, resistance to the status quo can be powerful. Navigating how to motivate and incentivize people in any organization requires deep thought and consideration.
To be clear, the greatest value in the compensation system lies in the candid conversations that should be included with every discussion of salary, bonuses, and other forms of attempted motivation. Clarifying desired outcomes and identifying the behaviors and objectives required to achieve those results can align everyone around what you’re trying to do.
But as we consider what truly motivates us, I believe a more fulsome discussion of the intangible aspects of what we seek from ourselves—and our teammates—would be valuable. Would simpler work better? I believe it’s worth a try.



THE “O” CLUB
IT’S A MISTAKE TO THROW THE BABY OUT WITH THE BATHWATER.
—
In early 1977, I reported to Fort Bragg, home of most of the US Army’s Airborne and Special Operations Forces. At the time, Fort Bragg had something like nine officers, thirteen noncommissioned officers (sergeants), and a lot of enlisted clubs. The clubs were places for service members of various ranks to gather socially. There was undeniable logic to the club system. In earlier eras, isolated installations had no local economy to provide options for the large number of service members stationed at a post. Additionally, clubs were able to be close to soldiers’ barracks, keep prices low, and create a controlled environment in which military discipline could be maintained.
As a new lieutenant on post, I was pressured to join the officers’ club (although I’d have joined anyway, because it was cheap and convenient). The “O” Club, as it was known, had an interestingly bifurcated reputation and reality. On one hand, the main club, co-located with the golf course, had a formal dining room, and Sunday brunch was well attended by neatly dressed families in church clothes. Annie and I went occasionally and often chuckled at some of the aging retired officers and their patrician-appearing wives—we’d never be one of them, we thought. On the other hand, the club also included a lively and occasionally raunchy bar named Willie’s, where we joined in some wild nights.
Unsurprisingly, alcohol was always a factor. In earlier times, when posted to remote locations, many soldiers of every rank found solace in drinking, Lieutenant Ulysses Grant being, of course, a famous example. And much of that remained with the “O” Club. Some officers went to Willie’s on Friday evenings after a week of hard work, whereas others were all-too-reliable daily patrons.
Personal conduct rose and fell in waves at these clubs. Usually, it was fine; periodically, it got stupid. One night when I went to the restroom, an officer (thankfully one I didn’t know) tried to pick up Annie. When she told him she was married, he gamely asked, “Is he here now?” Bless his heart. Antics at NCO and enlisted clubs ran the same course. It wasn’t evil, but it wasn’t entirely healthy, either.
Once, when I was detailed to inventory the military police evidence room, the sergeant who maintained it regaled me with backstories on some of the items. Wrapped in a plastic bag was a red plastic bucket, the kind a child uses at the beach to make sandcastles. I wondered what crime it might have been a part of. The MP chuckled and told me of an angry spouse who had entered the club with the bucket filled with urine and dumped it on her husband’s head. He’d apparently been cheating. Such incidents were unusual, but they did happen.
In 2009, when I assumed command of all US and NATO forces in Afghanistan, there were fourteen alcohol-serving clubs inside our small compound in Kabul. Americans, by policy, had already been prohibited from drinking alcohol, but I found some real resistance when I closed all the clubs a couple of months into my command. I felt it difficult to justify drinking while trying to fight a war we were clearly losing, particularly while living in an Islamic nation. Consistently drunken armies are colorful but not good armies.
So, is it safe to say clubs were categorically bad? Based on my experience, I don’t think it’s that clear-cut or simple.
Although the clubs were occasionally the site of jackassery by immature soldiers of every rank, they also served a valuable function. Service members gathered in a comfortable atmosphere, interacted informally with their superiors, peers, and subordinates, and when someone ran off the rails, it was in an environment where that behavior could usually be contained and controlled.
In 1981, when Mothers Against Drunk Driving and a change in attitudes intersected to dramatically shift the Army’s alcohol policies, clubs found themselves economically weakened and began a slow but inexorable death. Today, we may not mourn their passing, but we should know that we lost something in the process. There are now fewer gatherings of comrades to reinforce cohesion, and military units have one less tool to support team building.
Does a team need to drink beer together to function well? Of course not. But companies, battalions, and brigades that fight together aren’t exactly the same beast as their civilian cousins, and we should admit that.
It’s easy to decry organizations that don’t meet our expectations for propriety, inclusiveness, or other standards—and many are anachronisms that should simply evolve or disappear. But over a lifetime of working with teams, military and civilian, I’ve come to view the imperative to build cohesion as essential. Gyms, church groups, sports teams, and other such activities are key, but in their own way, clubs served a vital function as well, something not so easily replaced with yet another social activity. In our rush to fix one problem, I find that we sometimes lose the heart of something important. It may be for the best that there are no more “O” Clubs, but for my part, I will miss them. Jackassery and all.



ON CIVIL RIGHTS
MORE THAN THEORETICAL EQUALITY—PRACTICAL SACRIFICE.
—
On April 5, 1968, my eighth-grade science class was uncharacteristically quiet as Ms. Gaskin, our pleasant silver-headed teacher, let us ponder the previous night’s murder of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in Memphis, Tennessee. As I sat next to Quentin, my African American classmate, we discussed the event.
Violence had already erupted the evening before and would grow in the coming days. And from our home in Arlington, fires across the river lit up the Washington, D.C., skyline.
The year had already begun tumultuously. My father was about to return to Vietnam for another combat tour. In January the Tet Offensive had demonstrated the ferocity of the war, and the reality that there was no end in sight. The months ahead would bring more turmoil, the assassination of Robert Kennedy, riots at the Democratic National Convention, and more violence in American cities.
I obviously had a stake in Vietnam, but I had a special fixation on the ongoing Civil Rights Movement. My mother was from the Deep South, with family in LaFayette, Alabama, and Chattanooga, Tennessee. In the summer of 1945 she met, and later married, a young army infantry officer who was training at nearby Fort Benning, Georgia, and they began a journey that lasted through six children and my father fighting in Korea and then Vietnam, until her sudden death at age forty-five on New Year’s Day, 1971.
Despite a happy marriage and family life, part of Mary Bright McChrystal had remained in the South. She had grown up into what might be described as genteel poverty, as her family was well established, but the divorce of her parents and her mother’s stubborn self-reliance meant that Mary had to struggle for the college education she wanted.
My mother impacted all her children, but likely none more than her sixteen-year-old son. I’d watched her growing involvement in local politics and had long talks with her about the Civil Rights Movement, which was happening on contested streets in Mississippi and Alabama and unfolding on televisions around the world.
In the background was always race. In 1960 I’d traveled to LaFayette and remember being struck even at age six by how my mother was addressed by hired help as “Miss Mary Gardner” and I as “Master Allen” (my middle name) at her uncle’s home. At that point, I was too young to be aware of the broader issue of race, but it was four years after the successful conclusion of the Montgomery bus boycott, and the Civil Rights Movement was in full swing.
Captured in Tom Ricks’s superb framing of the movement through the lens of military strategy in his book Waging a Good War, progress was not a comfortably natural process. It was a bitter struggle, the outcome of which could have gone either way, and it is still painfully incomplete.
My mother was reflexively liberal and outspoken in her support for Dr. King and her opposition to Alabama governor and outspoken presidential candidate George Wallace. I would endlessly question her on the Southern Jim Crow culture I knew only from a distance and how the rest of her family viewed it. My father, a career soldier, shared her views but was naturally taciturn on the subject. I suspect that he felt it was not a soldier’s place to advocate openly, but his views were obviously aligned with my mother’s.
Regardless of age, all Americans have undertaken their own journey on race. More than sixty years after my initial awareness of the struggle, I’m still processing the issue. I’m a white male raised by a professional soldier and his Southern wife and feel as though I’ve earned my opportunities and paid back debts owed to my nation for my education.
I am reflexively defensive toward any implication of privilege or unfair advantage, but I know that I received opportunities derived solely from the accident of my birth. The trifecta of being white, male, and American in an era when all three categories enjoyed more benefits than others was not my fault any more than it was earned. But I admit the reality of the dynamic.
From my study of the Civil Rights Movement and personal experience with other movements, including the terrorist organization al-Qaeda, I believe efforts to gain recognition, rights, or political power are rarely the result of patient, evolutionary processes. They demand pressure, often sacrifice, and produce painful effects as existing norms are shattered. MLK’s famous letter from a Birmingham jail was an admonition to white clergy who sympathized with the aims of the Civil Rights Movement but argued for patience. King, in a towering rhetorical argument, written in the margins of newspapers—the only materials available—exploded their position with searing logic. How could a race, long oppressed, be asked to patiently await glacial, almost imperceptible progress toward basic equality?
On the surface, civil rights is a straightforward nonissue and discussions end quickly. Few Americans admit to being racists, and equality under the law is, in fact, the law. But defined more broadly, the quest for an equal seat at the table implies some diminution in the place or privilege of others. When some get more, even if long deserved, others get less. I’m human and don’t want to give up any of the things I’ve earned, but when I consider the facts and painful history, I’d rather not be wrong.
Theoretically, this is easy. But in practice it is searingly, painfully difficult. Accepting the premise that current inequalities in wealth, political power, education, and even lifespan derive from dynamics related to slavery, more than 160 years following emancipation, demands a mature interpretation of history. But I was long ago convinced.
Still, I know that most people asked to sacrifice position or opportunity aren’t former slaveholders graciously granting freedom. They are hardworking Americans being asked to share an already crowded table with people who have, in recent lifetimes, worked no harder than they have. Equality for others is fine until it takes something we’ve earned.
So, where does this leave me?
Being theoretically supportive of racial equality is an easy position to take. Going further carries costs, but the implications of not fixing something long broken are beneath us as individuals, and as a nation.



THE GREAT DIVIDE
WE MUST LEAD EACH OTHER ACROSS THE WIDE CHASMS THAT SEPARATE US.
—
In the fall of 1999, at a dinner in Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia and Herzegovina, with the ruins of the 1984 Winter Olympics still visible in the hills above the city, I attended a dinner bringing together Bosnians and Serbs to discuss their recent bitter conflict and facilitate a peaceful way forward. It was billed as a step toward unity and understanding in a city that had suffered a brutal 1,425-day siege as part of the Bosnian War.
The meal was in a large hall with a head table and three or four rows of longer tables arranged perpendicularly to it. I was seated toward the back of the room next to a middle-aged Bosnian woman who was serving as an interpreter for the trip.
As the speakers addressed us, I sought the interpreter’s reaction to the head table’s optimistic conversation. She smiled and shrugged, saying, given the opportunity, she’d kill every Serb. So much for rapprochement. Sometimes the gulf is wider than we admit.
I thought back a few years to when Annie and I took our son to Disney World in Florida, and a mechanical problem left us stuck in the “It’s a Small World” attraction. For twenty interminable minutes, we sat in a small boat partway through the ride with the relentlessly upbeat (and quickly irritating) song of the same name playing over and over. No matter how many times you repeat it, the hopeful message just isn’t true, at least not in my experience. There is too much that divides us, and we must accept and deal with this reality as best we can. Our Bosnian interpreter’s solution was one approach, but we ought to be able to do better. Either way, minimizing the extent of the things that divide us does nothing to reduce them.
Differences don’t mean that one person or group is inherently superior, or that any has a greater claim to wealth, power, or privilege. But wishful thinking to the contrary, the unique aspects of nationality, religion, culture, and a host of other distinctions are not insignificant superficialities. They define and drive our behavior, sometimes violently so. And we would be wise to remember these differences instead of trying to paper over them with niceties. Disney is correct that “it’s a small world,” but that doesn’t highlight how often we’re crowded against people who see the world very differently than we do.
Dealing with the challenge demands realism. Israelis and Palestinians in Gaza or the West Bank of the Jordan River aren’t likely to agree on who should rightfully possess long-contested land, no matter how many conferences or dinners are conducted. Views could evolve over time, but not in our lifetime—or our children’s. Facing this reality doesn’t mean we shouldn’t seek understanding, but we can’t pursue policies depending upon it. And we should be sensitive when divisions deepen because violence often follows.
In the decades before the American Civil War, the issue of slavery was an obvious political and economic point of contention, and reasoned arguments and counterarguments were mounted on each side of the hot-button issue. But as the decades passed following the ratification of the Constitution, the North-South divide widened, mutating to the point of becoming deeply cultural, intensely emotional, and unbridgeable.
Uncle Tom’s Cabin, published to wide readership in 1852, reflected and accelerated the phenomenon. Southerners began to hate fellow Americans from the North simply because they lived north of the Mason–Dixon Line. The contempt was returned in kind; arguably, almost a decade before it began, the American Civil War had already become inevitable. The chasm was simply too great, the differences too fundamental.
The obvious counterargument says that once the offending issue of slavery was eliminated, the United States would have reunited into a cohesive family—Americans all. And in some ways that happened. But in many others, the gap between North and South today yawns as wide as ever. When coalescing and often cultural issues arise, we see dangerous fissures. A second civil war is unthinkable to many people, but it could be that we simply refuse to consider the possibility.
In the years before the 2003 US invasion of Iraq to unseat Saddam Hussein, Sunni and Shia Muslims coexisted in relative harmony. Competing versions of Islam had caused friction and periodic violence for thirteen centuries, but within Iraq a modus vivendi had settled in. Mixed neighborhoods and marriages were common.
Life went on until the months following Hussein’s fall brought a brutal campaign waged by al-Qaeda in Iraq upon the Shia that drove the two sects apart and into a violent civil war. Just as Yugoslavia descended into chaos in the 1990s, Iraq followed suit a decade later.
So, it’s worth asking: Are we as humans destined for political gridlock, cultural struggles, and endless strife? Sadly, in some ways, I believe we are—at least to a degree. But the extent to which we allow our obvious differences to limit our ability to coexist and prosper is up to us.
This begins with admitting that, when threatened, we retreat to the safety of “our people.” Non-slave-owning Southerners fought and died for the Confederacy, and Soviets who had endured almost two decades of Joseph Stalin’s dictatorship flocked to defend their homeland against Nazi invaders. It sounds trite to claim that we remain who we’ve been since birth, but it wouldn’t be entirely wrong.
Within our own culture, as Americans, it can still be hard. In the early days of President Obama’s administration, I dealt with the new team of advisers firsthand. With the exception of the national security adviser, who was a retired Marine general, there was no other military experience of which I was aware. To be fair, in the ranks of the military services, there was precious little expertise in politics. Often, we found that we were not speaking the same language, and it was a nearly impossible divide to overcome.
When a young presidential appointee meets with an older service member, who is typically bedecked with an accoutrement of rank and qualifications (like pilot wings or a submariner badge), there is an unspoken but very real wall between the two individuals. Their demeanors, lexicons, and life experiences are starkly different. A certain level of skepticism and mistrust naturally follows. Within all our respective tribes, the process is self-reinforcing. We trust who we know and disdain others.
Internationally, the challenge is more fundamental. Iraqi and Afghan civilians confronted by American soldiers dismounting from armored vehicles wearing helmets, body armor, dark glasses, and boots couldn’t talk to the invaders due to language differences. Nor could they comprehend what the foreigners wanted from them. Initial distrust crumbled into chaotic violence after the first attacks and counterattacks. Distrust gave way to rage and then to dehumanization—which is where wars thrive. The world is full of such conflicts.
There is no clever fix to the problem. The distance between us and those on the other side of the divide is real, and we can’t change that. And we shouldn’t pretend that’s not the case. What we can do—perhaps all we can do—is thoughtfully manage the reality.
Interactions work best when governed by clearly understood rules and norms. Rituals of diplomacy and strict adherence to agreed-upon legal processes are essential to communication, enforcing order in times of uncertainty. When we inevitably interact with those who are different from us, we must try to control the inflammatory rhetoric that is the ammunition of populist opportunists. Which is, admittedly, a difficult beast to tame. But absent the effort to do so, emotions will quickly slip the harness and run wild.
Society won’t be homogenized into a single, comfortable type—at least not anytime soon, if ever. Even an inanimate, external threat like COVID-19 didn’t unite humankind, and the diversity we celebrate in moments of calm and ease will routinely boil over into disagreement, distrust, and even violence. That’s just the cost of our differences. We must manage it, but that will require real leadership of the highest character.



BALANCING ENDS AND MEANS
THE STRUGGLE TO JUSTIFY OUR ACTIONS WITH THE OBJECTIVES WE SEEK.
—
In my leadership course at Yale, I would periodically conduct a thought experiment. I’d tell the students that their family was living in Boston and that a terrorist had been apprehended who knew where a stolen nuclear weapon was positioned. He refused to talk. If they didn’t locate the weapon in the next few hours, the bomb would detonate. Would the students support torturing the terrorist to obtain the needed information?
Each time we did this, I was stunned by the responses. Almost universally, and with little angst, most students endorsed torturing the prisoner. Even when I revealed that assumptions about what suspects know are often wrong, and that torture is a slippery slope for those using it, the Yale students were comfortable with their choice. The mere possibility that their loved ones could be rescued from imminent danger was reason enough to waive any qualms or concerns about enacting brutality on an enemy.
And remember, these were idealistic young people at largely liberal Yale University.
Far older and shaped by life’s experiences, you’d think I would have figured this out. But I’m still not sure if they were right or wrong. I know the right, or politically correct, answer, and I personally don’t condone torture, but if my family were in danger, I would likely react similarly. So, maybe I do condone torture.
Killing is similar. I’m comfortable with the decision President Harry S. Truman made to employ the first nuclear bombs against Hiroshima and Nagasaki, even though that act ended up being far costlier than anyone projected. I feel similarly about the decision Sherman made in marching through Georgia, as bloody and violent as his “total war” approach was. And I would still go back and make the same choices we made in Iraq in killing Zarqawi’s followers and eventually Zarqawi himself.
Ultimately, I suppose, I justify the means by the value of the ends they seek to achieve.
It’s rarely simple or straightforward. A standard for morality has countless applications, some knottier than others, but all carrying serious implications. For example, when I set a standard that I won’t lie, cheat, steal, or—more seriously—kill, under what conditions am I applying this standard? I won’t lie unless I “need” to? I won’t kill unless it is to protect my family or because it’s my job? These stipulations can become unhelpful circular arguments that tend to undermine the original intention of the standard.
For example, I am categorically opposed to capital punishment, but I support a woman’s right to choose. Both actions, in their own ways, end a life. But I’m comfortable with my subtle distinction between the two. I’m not convinced that executing another human, even the most heinous of criminals, solves any problem permanent incarceration doesn’t. But, of course, I have been responsible for hunting down and killing terrorists myself, so I recognize that the distinctions here are nuanced. I believe the difficult choice to end a pregnancy must lie with the person most closely involved, and that is the mother. Valid arguments can be made on both sides of the issue, and often are, which only highlights to me that the standards we follow are more situational than binary.
I’m comfortable with where I stand on these issues, but that’s not to say my positions are correct. They are where I’ve landed after considerable thought. I’ve made a wider application of my values to the most painful of choices, making exceptions to these standards on occasion, but for the most part holding to them.
Because there are situations in which I would lie, cheat, steal, or kill, it would be more honest to say I don’t usually lie, cheat, steal, or kill. But sometimes I do. If “sometimes” means whenever necessary or convenient, however, then my standards are malleable to the point of losing all meaning. I rationalize that the circumstances when I’d do so would be extreme and offer no realistic alternative. And I’ve satisfied myself that departing from my established values would be warranted in these limited cases. But those nuances can be tricky and often appear contradictory to the casual observer.
And we can deceive ourselves—in which case I have rationalized my way to amorality, and that’s not something I’m willing to do. To be sure, lax convictions can be liberating for those who hold them, but I judge such unwillingness to commit as pathetic. At the very least, these individuals may console themselves that they are not alone.
Where I’ve ended up on the great moral spectrum is that I have standards I hold sacred. I’ve never been perfect in adhering to them, but that’s not the point of having them. Largely because they are constantly tested and occasionally breached, my standards have special importance. If I were incapable of lying, cheating, stealing, or killing, there would be no effort required in holding these convictions—and therefore no need for them. As it is, I am forced to balance the end I desire with the means I am willing to use. And as with most decisions, if getting it wrong is easy, the effort to get it right makes us stronger.



CORRUPTION
CORRUPTION TAKES MANY FORMS, BUT IT’S STILL CORRUPTION.
—
For most of my life, I had very little experience in palaces. But after 2003 in Iraq, I met weekly with fellow senior commanders in one of Saddam Hussein’s former palaces in Baghdad, occupied for use as a coalition force military headquarters.
Despite the ambitious architecture, the shoddy workmanship and faux Louis XIV furniture gave it a less-than-serious feel. Still, there was a self-righteous satisfaction in striding in combat uniform through a big-ass palace erected for a corrupt dictator.
Then, beginning in 2009, I met frequently in the presidential palace in Kabul, Afghanistan, and it had a very different feel. For all the turmoil since 1979 that had torn Afghanistan asunder, including a previous president being tortured and then hung from a light pole near its entrance, the palace was an understated and functional locus of power for the Afghan government with a history that crossed good times and bad.
One afternoon during a conversation with President Hamid Karzai in his palace office, I raised the issue of corruption—yet again. He responded wearily, as though both the question and the reality of corruption endemic in Afghan society were a weight he bore but could never shed. He asked me about Western contractors staying at Kabul’s best hotel and driving around in big black SUVs. “The money that pays for that is counted as money spent to help Afghanistan and her people. Stan, doesn’t that feel like corruption to you?”
It was an unsettling point, and although a deflection from Afghanistan’s outright thievery, it didn’t feel inaccurate. Corruption is a protean affliction that is rarely bold-faced embezzlement or a bribe. It can take on countless forms, but all share an insidious ability to erode the confidence and trust of an entire society.
Corruption is often defined as dishonest, fraudulent, or even criminal acts of individuals or organizations using entrusted authority or power for personal gain or other unethical or illegal benefits. That’s a broad waterfront of behaviors that quickly reaches close to home. At the blatant end falls outright misappropriation of funds, that is, stealing money. We see this periodically, and it is clearly denounced. Less obvious, however, is the leveraging of position, information, or access for personal advantage.
For most of us, this is where the real danger lies. We’re either too honest or too risk-averse to directly steal, but with each step from black and white toward gray, corruption can creep closer to home. If any of us claim we’re not personally corrupt, we must be brutally honest with ourselves where corruption begins.
We often talk about finance and how it is widely infected with various shades of corruption. Although the power of big business and financiers to secure opportunities not available to every investor clearly reflects an uneven playing field, it is often accepted. In many cases it is technically legal, but it feels an awful lot like corruption.
Politics have long been a sordid field regarding corruption. Boss Tweed and Tammany Hall levels of misappropriation are less common, but the tsunami of money that floods from corporations and donors, large and small, to influence politicians is unholy. Recent exposure of even Supreme Court justices enjoying the largesse of politically active benefactors is also disturbing.
My father used to say that anyone caught stealing should be punished. Anyone who does so while serving in a position of public trust should, as with speeding through a highway work zone, receive double the punishment. I think he was right.
Other advantages of position, relationships, existing wealth, and connections for everything from building permits to school admission strike uncomfortably close to home. Most of us decry advantages taken by others but are elated to receive special consideration on something or to “skip the line.”
When I was a captain, a friend of mine served as aide-de-camp for our division commander, a major general. Army policy didn’t generally permit military members to buy business or first-class airline tickets with government money, but my friend was taught by his predecessor in the position to call the airlines before the general flew somewhere to request a free upgrade. I wasn’t aware that it violated any law or military regulation, but it didn’t feel right either. Still doesn’t.
In the spring of 1972, I received an appointment to attend West Point. My grades were good and my SATs better, but my father was an Academy graduate and active major general, and I can’t guarantee that fact was not considered. When I see the percentage of sons and daughters of graduates who are admitted to West Point, it’s hard to argue that legacy isn’t a factor. In their defense, I’d wager that their subsequent record of service in uniform justifies their admission, but I feel myself justifying advantage.
Unfortunately, corruption, like a mountain, is easier to see clearly from a distance. When it’s close, and even personal, it can look and feel like something less wrong than it is. And the more we see it, the less offensive it appears. That’s the insidious nature of the beast. And we are the only ones who can slay it.



TAKING A SIDE
WE’RE OFTEN FORCED TO TAKE A SIDE, EVEN WHEN WE’D RATHER NOT.
—
On April 17, 1861, four days after Fort Sumter’s fall to secessionist forces and two days after President Lincoln called for seventy-five thousand volunteers to suppress the growing rebellion in the Southern states, Virginia voted to secede from the union. It was not a sure thing, and Robert E. Lee, a longtime professional soldier, had withheld his personal decision pending his state’s course. But on April 19, Lee decided to follow Virginia in rebellion and into both glory and ignominy (depending upon whose version of history you read).
In one sense, Lee’s decision reflected a simple binary choice of loyalty to his state and its culture. In what was viewed as a moral crisis by Southern society, his action was a reassuring symbol of support, and it is likely that a different course would have been harshly attacked by fellow Southerners (few of whom had taken the sacred oath Lee had on the plain at West Point many years earlier).
In the longer view of history, Lee’s decision is understandable, but problematic.
In October 2023, brutal attacks by Hamas fighters erupted from Gaza, stunning Israel and the world. In the Information Age, violence feels closer and more personal, and many people suddenly felt a kinship and shared vulnerability with people thousands of miles distant but culturally close.
In the aftermath there was pressure to take a side. Jews around the world, and politicians and business leaders in the West, were suddenly judged not just on what they said, but on any failure to be adequately vocal in expressing their outrage for the attacks and their support for Israel. The pressure was not one-sided; leaders across the Middle East, and more broadly, have found themselves caught in a maelstrom of emotion demanding their unequivocal support for one side or the other.
Generic expressions of sympathy and condemnations of violence from either side no longer quieted the roaring mob. At least for a time, nuance, historical context, and any thought that differing perspectives can both be legitimate were forbidden. “Either you’re for us or you’re against us” became the unspoken mantra.
Like many of my comrades, I’ve fought for my nation, and for causes I considered morally right. Our nation’s enemies were my foes, and I didn’t withhold some part of my commitment in deference to the obvious complexity of the war we were in. I wanted and worked for my side to prevail. I think it’s always that way. Once in the ring, fighters will fight. They’ll believe that they can and should win, and that faith is essential for any possibility of success.
But the devotion of the Army doesn’t guarantee the righteousness of the cause—armies don’t work that way. Robert E. Lee, the consummate gentleman, led soldiers determined to split the nation his ancestors had created, largely to perpetuate the institution of slavery that even in 1861 was recognized to be, at best, a morally reprehensible reality. No, armies fight for their side’s victory. Once the fight is on, causes are less important than focus, and the focus must be on winning.
It is comfortingly simple to emerge from the intricacy of a bewilderingly complex issue and choose a side. Admiral Bull Halsey’s famous billboard at the entry to a Pacific island harbor exhorting his forces to “Kill Japs. Kill Japs. Kill more Japs” didn’t require a detailed explanation, its message was clear, and its acceptability came from the moment at hand.
Soon after, the same American air forces that had championed precision bombing largely to reduce civilian casualties perfected employing incendiary munitions to create firestorms in Japanese cities with satisfyingly horrific results. That dynamic will always emerge, and at different times in our lives we’ll be called to step off the sideline and don a colored jersey, our loyalty absolute.
The game, the struggle, or the war will go forward—often to produce a clear victor. Borders will be redrawn, nations renamed, land redistributed, and histories rewritten. The vanquished will often relocate, be subsumed into a reshaped society, or occasionally be eradicated.
The tribes that once controlled North America, Zulus in Southern Africa, Saxons of Britain, and countless other peoples have seen their fortunes dramatically upended, and while we can express regret and sympathy for their mistreatment, movements to redress what happened are weak. History moves on. But it is worthwhile to remember that normally the losers didn’t deserve defeat any more than the winners were worthy of victory.
Most contentious and emotional issues have multiple competing perspectives, each of which is legitimate. In the generic, claims to land, the right to self-governance, and an opportunity for life are undeniably valid. But in the specific case, as with Palestinian and Israeli aims, they are often intractably at odds. Both sides can’t have what they desire. One will triumph, or both will settle.
So, often we must choose. Sometimes, we are left to select a side or option that is only slightly preferable to the alternative: a flawed candidate over a more flawed individual, or destruction of a courageous and worthy enemy simply because they can’t be allowed to win. Sometimes, we disdain our allies as much as we admire our foes; still, we must take a side. We should not oversimplify the complicated or deny distasteful realities, but we still must choose.



THE CONSTITUTION
WE RARELY UNDERSTAND THE DOCUMENT THAT DESIGNS OUR NATION.
—
It begins modestly enough, with “We the people.” But in the following 4,540 words (7,588 including the twenty-seven amendments), the Constitution of the United States of America succinctly and, in most instances, deftly prescribes how the nation is to function. It establishes the structures and defines the rules while reflecting the hopes and dreams of the Americans who forged it.
It’s difficult not to take it for granted. By the time our nation’s oldest living citizen was born, it had already been drafted, adopted, fought over, and amended, maintaining its special legal and moral place in American society throughout.
Repeatedly during my career, beginning on the plain at West Point in July 1972, I raised my right hand and affirmed my promise to “support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic.” Not once did I hesitate or doubt the wisdom of taking such an oath, and never was I tempted to betray it. I viewed it as a straightforward responsibility to support this most perfect of documents, a task that I accepted reflexively, as most of us do.
But the Constitution isn’t that.
Although a monumental statement of a nation’s intent for itself, taken alone it isn’t wisdom, guidance, or even useful cover to shelter behind. It leaves much for each of us to interpret individually and then to act in accordance with our values. The responsibility for a worthy nation and society doesn’t fall on the Constitution, it rests squarely with us. Laws will always be an imperfect attempt to set some rules, but we play the game.
To be sure, there are laws with well-educated judges to administer them. But the constraints they represent fall laughably short of defining the course each of us decides to take. In short, we can live despicable lives comfortably within legal guardrails or, conversely, stand on moral high ground well outside the law.
The danger, then, is in mistaking the Founding Fathers’ masterpiece for something it’s not. It is only a framework for how our republic should function. It lines the field and establishes some rules, but the players define how the game is played. Victory can be pursued with hard-fought energy, but fairly.
Or, cloaked in the robes of constitutional propriety, it can embody an absence of the kind of character we claim to value. Carrying a pocket edition is helpfully symbolic but falls short of making a person a useful citizen. History teaches us that being legal does not guarantee being right or good.
Still, the Constitution is a bit of a miracle, and we should consider it as such, even if sometimes it’s subject to questionable interpretation. The founders’ genius in recognizing the importance of crafting a self-correcting system produced a Constitution that has been pushed, pulled, stabbed, and jabbed without succumbing to its attackers.
Indeed, its lack of specificity on many questions renders it able to bend but not break. Citizens who have bitterly opposed aspects of the document find its overall utility too great to abandon.
Ironically, opponents who sought to undermine or overthrow the nation’s government shelter behind the Constitution’s protections. The hallowed compromise remains imperfect and somewhat unsatisfying to everyone. And that’s good. Were it to become entirely fulfilling for any part of our society, it would cease to be acceptable to other parts of us.
Just good enough is just about right. For only if most of us share the view that we are better off with the Constitution than without it can the document, and the republic it seeks to define, hope to survive.



THE COSTLY BENEFITS OF WAR
IT BRINGS OUT THE WORST—AND THE BEST—IN US.
—
I met part of the force on a January morning in a farm field east of Gaza. The dirt had been scraped generally flat by earthmovers and now served as a staging area for elements of Israel’s Golani Brigade, a mechanized infantry unit with a storied past as the nation’s most famous brigade.
Golani’s seventy-six-year history, paralleling that of the still-young nation, boasts exploits and heroes from the 1948 War of Independence through the lightning victory in 1967, near-defeat but ultimate triumph in 1973’s Yom Kippur War, and more recent combat in Lebanon and elsewhere. For the newest generation in every army, such a history is both a beacon and an intimidating burden.
The day was clear, but a slight chill and breeze prompted most of us to zip up our light jackets and put our hands in our pockets—something my Army career had taught me was slovenly. But I was now long retired, and this was no parade ground. The crude parking lot of mud-caked military vehicles had unintentionally become hallowed ground, and the moment was a special, almost sacred experience for a unit fresh from combat.
The hulking armored vehicles, many scarred from enemy fire, were parked in rows, their back entry ramps dropped open like a castle’s drawbridge, and equipment pulled from inside lay in piles on the dirt as the soldiers sorted and maintained the items they’d recently relied upon.
It looked more casual and disorganized than it was. Sustained combat produces a ruthlessly Darwinist process in which each item of equipment or supply shows its value over time, and with experience, soldiers bring only what’s needed and use only what works. That is often different from what military planners and logisticians predicted. But a lethal environment is a powerful crucible for shaping soldiers to care about what works over what the manual prescribes.
I stared at the soldiers; it was impossible not to. They had a scruffy look that they wore with obvious pride. They’d just been “in it,” and they now occupied a moral high ground that could not be questioned. They were young—soldiers in units like Golani always are—almost shockingly so. My years in special operations, with an older demographic, sometimes made me forget just how soon after high school and initial training these young people faced death, but this group radiated the confidence of hardened veterans.
I watched how they moved, interacted with each other, and eyed outside visitors. They were intentionally, almost awkwardly, casual. This was new for them, and they sought to act as they felt newly battle-tested warriors should behave.
Barely a hundred days earlier, on the eve of Hamas’s brutal eruption from Gaza, this level of violence—kill-or-be-killed battle—was only theoretical. Now they were all too familiar with it and were exploring how veterans conduct themselves. It’s a process as old as war itself, but it’s initially disorienting and new for each generation.
As I watched, it felt familiar. They weren’t my soldiers, but I was proud of them. In a strange way, they were everyone’s young soldiers, regardless of the uniform they wore or the cause they supported. They, like generations before, were called to serve and came bringing their talents, passions, fears, and futures—putting themselves at risk. Some would be killed, others grievously wounded, all forever changed.
We typically use this moment to damn war, to point out its uselessness—and that’s not incorrect. War, we know from history, rarely solves the problem it was initiated to address. Soon after hostilities begin, as blood is shed and friends are killed, the fight reorients itself into a brutal struggle that is more about the fight itself than its original cause. In the aftermath, we rightly question the wisdom of it all.
Our doubts are reinforced by accounts of wounds never healed, trauma reemerging years later to torment those who survived the experience, and the public’s anxious desire to move beyond the war while leaving veterans questioning their sacrifice.
But that picture is incomplete. Despite the costs and uncertain outcomes, war is not entirely without value. And I suspect that anyone seeing soldiers fresh from a fight would admit the same.
In the countless times I’ve watched soldiers emerge from battle, the common denominator is a new level of confidence: not an arrogant, braggadocious attitude, but a quiet satisfaction that their role in society has changed. To that point, their lives had been about being cared for and then taught in preparation for contributing to society.
Now, almost suddenly, they have been transformed from those receiving from the nation into those giving. They have assumed responsibility for people and things beyond themselves. It was an inconvenient, frightening, and sometimes painful transformation, but their status has changed forever.
It isn’t political; the same dynamic typically plays out on both sides of the conflict. In this case, the young men and women of the Golani Brigade who had survived had learned things about themselves, forged bonds with comrades, and established a new relationship with their country. Before the war they had been citizens, but that could feel like a tenuous relationship. Now they had earned a seat at the table. They needed no ceremony or medal; they had joined a society of veterans whose right and responsibility to participate is indisputable.
It would be indefensible to start wars for the sole purpose of building the kind of responsible citizens a nation requires, but it would be unrealistic to ignore the effect those experiences have.



FIXING POLITICS
WHAT YOU DON’T FIX WILL KILL YOU.
—
Politics in America are broken. Whether you are conservative, liberal, or something in-between, the current construct doesn’t work. If your car or plumbing don’t function correctly, you fix them. It’s time to fix our politics. I’m convinced there is a set of fixes that would go a long way toward repairing things.
These aren’t original ideas, and there are stakeholders who will lose profit or power by changing who will strongly oppose them. But absent some fundamental corrections, the talent and other national treasure we feed into a corrupted system will continue to produce the same dysfunction we are dangerously beginning to normalize.
The United States is neither a monarchy nor a dictatorship. It is a republic, a nation where power resides in the people and is executed through elected representatives. The will of the people is reflected and protected in fairly conducted elections. The system must accurately capture the desires of the majority while protecting the rights of minorities. All that sounds easy but involves the inherent messiness of democratic processes.
Foremost, Americans want and need competent governance. Taxes must be levied and collected, the nation defended, and property and other rights protected by the rule of law. Views vary on the specifics of what that looks like, but there’s broad consensus that society cannot be an ungoverned cage fight, and Americans have historically participated in political processes to secure order and opportunity.
Americans also have strong opinions on selected issues (e.g., taxes, abortion, guns, immigration) and leverage their political participation to secure their desired outcome. That’s fine. Our greatest challenge now is not a specific issue, it is that our political processes have devolved into dysfunction, threatening the ability to govern. Historically, when such dysfunction spreads, cancer-like, throughout the system, societies undergo dramatic upheaval through revolution, civil war, dictatorship, or disintegration. I don’t accept the premise that America’s exceptionalism inoculates us from such tragic consequences. We’re not immune to anything.
So, what could be done?
The following are actions that could help, individually or in combination, bring our political system back into effective operation.
Make voting mandatory. Every eligible voter should be required to participate. A “no preference” vote could be included, but not voting would not be an option. Although upsetting to those whose political strategy or business model is based on stimulating voter interest and turnout to win elections, this would effectively eliminate voter suppression. Americans don’t like mandatory anything, but citizenship should carry responsibility.
Reform campaign finance. Vastly reduce the money in politics; we can spend it better elsewhere. Eliminate political action committees and sharply reduce the amount spent by campaigns. Freeing candidates and parties from the tyranny of constant fundraising would increase the number of talented Americans willing to enter politics, curtail the insidious corruption of contribution-dependent lawmakers, and decrease the disproportionate influence of wealthy donors and corporations.
Reform the primary system. The current system empowers fringe elements on the left and right, resulting in candidates being pulled to the extremes to attain and retain office. Once in office, compromise becomes politically suicidal, and lawmakers respond predictably.
Prohibit gerrymandering. Congressional districts crafted to produce predictable election outcomes and “safe” seats and limit minority representation undercut representative government.
Require Congress to spend more time in Washington. Most members currently spend Tuesday to Thursday in D.C. and rush back to their districts or states every weekend to raise money and defend their political flanks. Despite the “work from anywhere” argument, relationships are not fostered that can produce effective democratic governance. This could be done by refusing to fund weekly travel home or by convening short, mandatory sessions on Saturday.
Prohibit sitting members from campaigning against colleagues. Although senators and congresspeople represent parties, the dynamic of one lawmaker actively campaigning against a colleague (even of the other party) makes compromise very unlikely. Let’s admit that our elected representatives have human emotions and curtail activities that make working across the aisle nearly impossible.
Stop disinformation. While intentionally inaccurate information has always been grist for the political mill, the efficiency of information distribution has unleashed the equivalent of weapons of mass destruction upon a populace as yet incapable of defending itself from dangerous levels of indoctrination. I don’t have a clever option here that doesn’t push up against First Amendment protections, but I know that it’s a bit like letting every American possess a nuclear weapon or live samples of the variola virus (smallpox). Possession of either could be argued a “right,” but common sense judges that the risk is simply too high to tolerate.
Some will likely react in outrage to one or more of these recommendations and shake their heads dismissively at the political impossibility of others. But I’ve come to believe that if we do not address the root causes of dysfunction, the fruits of a rotten system will poison us.



  PART 2

Discipline
—
THE FIRST AND BEST VICTORY IS TO CONQUER SELF.
—Plato



A CALL TO THINK
THE MOST CRITICAL DISCIPLINE IS TO THINK FOR OURSELVES.
—
Recently, a friend of mine watched the American president give his annual State of the Union address on television. It was long and largely as anticipated, but the next day my friend asked his peers and colleagues for their reactions. They all had their views, both predictably positive and negative based on certain political leanings, but after some prodding, all those who were questioned admitted to not having actually heard the speech.
Each person had seen, heard, or read the judgments of others about the address. They had firm opinions about what the president had said. But their conclusions, sadly, were only the conclusions of others. They had long ago surrendered their right to decide for themselves, choosing instead to trust pundits and politicians, who were all biased in one way or another. These people missed the opportunity to develop a unique point of view, a choice that is not all that unusual these days.
To a sad degree, we’re lazy. We’ve been conditioned to be.
Often, when a speaker’s sentence begins with “I think,” we stop listening. From experience, we’ve learned that most of what follows will be poorly or entirely unconsidered thoughts, regurgitated conclusions from others, or ideas based on inaccurate information. We reflexively discount the thinking of others and too often neglect our own. We seem to be entering a new Dark Ages. Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle are long forgotten, and the next Kant, Locke, and Montesquieu are not yet on the horizon.
It could be termed “the end of thought.” But that is hyperbole. Great thought is ongoing, but it lies in isolated pockets. And while we are increasingly exposed to the beliefs and opinions of others, shaped by technology, and challenged to think for ourselves, I don’t believe independent critical thought has ever been the norm. It’s always been a fight to be an individual. History records the outliers whose ideas and writings survive, but they were always on the edges. To have an original thought is to stand out from the masses, and that is dangerous.
The end of thinking didn’t arrive with the emergence of artificial intelligence, social media, or television. It didn’t come suddenly. To paraphrase T. S. Eliot, it arrived “with a whimper”—first gradually, then all at once. As a society, we haven’t forgotten how to think because of any single political, religious, or social movement. In reality, most of us never really learned how in the first place. Thinking, like physical conditioning, is a discipline that demands training and consistent practice.
Traditionally, we humans have relied on educated elites, social norms, and accepted “wisdom” to guide our thinking. The result has been problematic, with beliefs and practices like slavery, misogyny, and intolerance achieving stunning acceptance in otherwise advanced societies.
Few of our socially accepted beliefs are the result of disciplined, critical consideration. Most often, they are a product of groupthink or the will of the powerful. At a macro level, humanity is not a story of getting things right but more of a willingness to eventually admit when we’re wrong and making the necessary adjustments for the future.
But if that is our history, why is the absence of thinking now more dangerous than before? After all, we’ve always muddled through. But things have changed. We can feel it but can’t quite get our arms around it. Our world is moving faster than any previous generation could conceive, and there are few signs of things slowing down. One hundred and fifty years ago, printed media was powerful but limited by cost and the speed of distribution. Speakers were largely constrained by the audience they could reach at a given time.
Now it’s different. It’s easier and almost cost-free to push out information, good and bad, with little accountability for quality or accuracy. The weakening of traditional leaders has left most of us directly connected to a world we haven’t yet learned how to think about. More than ever, we have the power to be an existential threat to ourselves.
None of this should surprise us. Most of us are ill-prepared pilgrims in a dangerous new world. We can learn to hunt, fish, and fend off deadly animals, but most of us have spent little time learning to think, which is unfortunate considering how important this ability is and has been to our species throughout history. It is thinking that helps us wage wars and win them. It is also thinking that can keep us from senseless violence and injustice. And it is thinking that ultimately created the modern world and, when we are at our best, continues moving us forward.
But we are squandering the opportunity of a lifetime, and maybe life itself. With unlimited access to amounts of information our ancestors would have marveled over, we are content to be amused and entertained, even pandered to, instead of challenged. Thinking requires dilemmas to grapple with, concepts to ponder, and time to arrive at clear convictions to which we can moor our lives.
So, this is an invitation to think.
No, consider it a challenge. Have the discipline to put down your phone and turn off the TV; ignore the pundits, social media influencers, aggressive marketing tactics, even your long-held beliefs, and just think. Don’t repeat what you’ve heard, recite a slogan or creed, or retreat into the security of agreeing with your family, tribe, or other affiliations. Wipe the whiteboard clean and start afresh. Identify the question or issue at hand, leverage our extraordinary access to information—not to be influenced, but to be educated. And use the opportunity to decide what you think. Then ask yourself why. Don’t pull your punches. Cross-examine yourself with hard, uncomfortable questions and see if your logic is convincing.
If you find yourself saying “I just do,” or “that’s what I heard,” that’s not thinking. Parroting the words of others doing the same doesn’t involve thought. You’ve surrendered your right to have your own thoughts. Fight back. Defend and exercise this right to reach your own conclusions. And the next time you begin a sentence with “I think,” make sure you did.



THE READING HABIT
WE GROW WHEN WE LEARN. WE LEARN WHEN WE READ.
—
Every day, we read a mind-numbing number of words. But much of it is in the form of signs, headlines, advertising, and, more recently, social media. We know what products are popular, which celebrities are entering rehab, and a library’s worth of superficial information that includes picture-accompanied accounts of what our “friends” had for lunch.
Technically, it’s reading. But it doesn’t feel like it to me.
My mother was high-energy and often did lots of things at once, except when she was reading. When that was the case, as it often was, she focused intently. When one or more of her six children would approach with a question, it took a concerted effort to get her to disengage from the book long enough to give a response.
The words on the page appeared to transfix her, but I learned over time it was the ideas—even more so the story—that she loved. She was a happy woman, but I suspect raising five boys and a girl on army pay with her husband on multiple combat tours to Korea and then Vietnam made a touch of escape attractive to my mother.
As far as I can remember, I have shared this same form of escape. I have always loved to read. With only a single black-and-white television in the basement and limited influence over when and what I could watch, if I wasn’t spending time outside, I was often reading.
I loved history the most but would routinely take a volume from one of the two sets of encyclopedias in our house—one a Compton’s edition from 1936 that reflected Hitler as a rising power—and open it randomly to read articles. I do the same with YouTube today, and Annie and I joke about my mastery of random knowledge. Periodically, in conversation, it makes me appear exceptionally informed. Most of the time, it elicits pity.
When my wife and I read, we do it in one of two ways. Many nights we sit in our living room in identical chairs separated by a table piled high with books, and we read. Every so often, one of us will look up and make a comment, we’ll discuss it briefly, then dive back into our books. The evening concludes when I’ve dozed off enough times for Annie to tell me to give up the ghost and head to bed. We live full lives, but each of us would freely admit that these are our favorite times.
The other way we both read is through audiobooks. I began the practice in Iraq and Afghanistan and listened during workouts, while dressing in the morning, and during long flights. In the days before Audible, Annie would go to the library, check out and download every audiobook they had (across a wide range of subjects), and send the loaded laptop over to me. She took up the habit herself soon after and now will do workouts and daily tasks with AirPods in her ears, always playing a book in the background.
Annie and I both read a wide range of subjects. I’m less inclined to pick up a work of fiction (because, as I tell her, “It isn’t true”), but we both love biographies, memoirs, and any story that captures the imagination.
For me, the common denominator of books I enjoy is a coherent theme or argument. I want to know what happened, sometimes in great detail, but I also want the author to try to convince me why it happened as it did. Perhaps it is the rhetorical exercise that forces the reader to think alongside the writer, sharing a journey of discovery. Few clickbait articles and tweets can do that.
I’m frequently asked what books I’m reading or for recommendations. Recently, I tend to mention Carl Sandburg’s monumental six volumes on Lincoln, The Prairie Years and The War Years, which I read during the COVID-19 pandemic. No doubt I share these to impress people, but I also find that lengthy works on a single subject allow a person to develop a genuine understanding and appreciation for it. I often enjoy reading more than one memoir from an era to gain a range of perspectives about a certain time in history. Sometimes, a single book can offer an entire generation a shared lexicon.
In 1968, Anton Myrer wrote Once an Eagle, a novel recording the parallel careers of two United States Army officers, beginning in World War I. The two main characters are Sam Damon and Courtney Massengale.
Sam is a modest Nebraska farm boy who wins the Medal of Honor and ultimately rises to lieutenant general, whereas Courtney is a talented but privileged blueblood who also rises but through less admirable conduct. In addition to being some of the most thoughtful writing on leadership I’ve ever read, Myrer’s novel includes characters, studied by my generation of soldiers, who provide a shorthand for describing a leader. For a fellow soldier, being compared to Sam Damon was the ultimate compliment, whereas being described as Courtney Massengale was the opposite.
I have read Myrer’s opus several times during my life, first as a West Point cadet, then at increasingly senior ranks as I navigated an Army career. It resonated differently each time I read it. Initially, I saw a binary of good versus bad between the officers and sought to emulate the humble, courageous Damon.
With each reading, wearing increasingly senior rank and more experience, I processed the story and characters with more nuance. Sam Damon remained the hero, but Courtney Massengale’s amoral political maneuvering, while still distasteful, appeared increasingly as a realistic adaptation to the system in which the two men operated. I resented the “Massengales” I saw in my own career but reluctantly accepted the necessary roles they played. An Army led entirely by courageous choirboys would struggle to survive the government bureaucracy upon which it depends.
At their best, books like Once an Eagle instruct and entertain us but also stimulate our thinking beyond merely accepting a proffered truth or moral. We wonder what we’d do in the situations portrayed. For example, every soldier can identify with Stephen Crane’s terrified young rifleman in The Red Badge of Courage and secretly hopes they’re not alone in their doubts.
Books help us consider stories, including our own life story, as more than the single page we’re on at that moment. We live with the consequences of our actions in the chapters ahead.
When teaching at Yale, I would sometimes have students write their own obituary, as they hoped it would read decades later. Most found the exercise a sobering reminder that we all reap what we sow. Reading, as well as writing, help us understand our place in the world and the stories we get to participate in and even tell.
Books can be a welcome diversion from our current realities and an opportunity to vicariously experience certain things that feel out of reach. But most important, they force a person to think more than simply to judge. No human or situation is as simple as an abbreviated description reflects, and reading takes us on a journey of understanding.
When I am feeling ignorant or unsure, as is often the case, I pick up a book.



SELF-DISCIPLINE
LIVING OUR CONVICTIONS STARTS WITH CONTROLLING OURSELVES.
—
In the fall of 2021, in a ceremony on the parade field at West Point with some fellow graduates, several of them close friends, I was named a Distinguished Graduate of the United States Military Academy. For those who’d long known me, the irony was too rich to suppress jokes. Even my wife—particularly my wife, who’d dated me when I was a cadet—had a field day at my expense.
Truth be known, I didn’t mind. The fact that I’d almost been expelled from the Academy for “heinous” disciplinary infractions during my first two years (exacerbated by a weak academic standing) was a point of perverse pride—particularly as I rose in rank in the Army. Even today, it’s a great story over a beer.
But in reality, my first two years at West Point were irresponsibly stupid. From as early as I could remember, I’d wanted to follow my father as a soldier, and in my mind that meant beginning where he had: at the Military Academy. And in a series of immature lapses of self-control, I put it all at risk. The humor of my antics against a failure to graduate, and an entirely different life, would likely lack the charm of the “near-miss” story. From the day I joined the Corps of Cadets, more than most, I knew what was expected but lacked the discipline to align my actions with my convictions.
Fortunately, with some help, I finally did.
While we think of convictions as deeply held beliefs that conjure images of heroes and martyrs like Nathan Hale and Joan of Arc, more often, when unpaired with the discipline necessary to translate attitude into action, we fail to live up to the standards and expectations associated with them. We are all talk, or all thought, and no action. This is why convictions, in and of themselves, are not particularly useful. Convictions set the direction of our intentions, but discipline provides the impetus to move. Without the discipline to adhere to them, our best beliefs are just opinions—and everybody has some.
In short, everything depends upon discipline. But what, exactly, do we mean by self-discipline? I define self-discipline as the will of an individual to consistently do what they believe is right. On a mundane level, it means complying with the expectations we have set for ourselves on things ranging from diet and use of alcohol and drugs to, as Admiral Bill McRaven pointed out, beginning each day by making our bed. That seems easy enough, and I’ve long judged individuals, particularly leaders, by the extent to which they embody it. And I don’t believe I’m wrong.
But to be fair, contradictory evidence abounds. Shortfalls in self-discipline can be found in Ulysses Grant’s drinking, Dr. Martin Luther King’s infidelity, Franklin D. Roosevelt’s disingenuity, and in the life of almost every other successful leader.
Even those revered by their followers and history can demonstrate lapses in self-discipline that are reflected in behaviors they knew were wrong but continued to engage in anyway. Still, imperfect adherence to standards of personal conduct does not prove self-discipline unimportant. Instead, it highlights its value.
Most significant accomplishments are built on a bedrock of focus and discipline. If the genius or superstar makes it look easy, don’t be fooled. The most effective people I know can’t help themselves—disciplined pursuit of their goals is an unshakable habit.
More broadly, the essence of character lies in maintaining our most important convictions when it’s most tempting not to. None of us are perfect, but the more often we live out our convictions, the more we reflect personal discipline over ourselves.
We all know people who appear to have set few standards for themselves. Their failures are less a lack of discipline than having no boundaries to cross at all, and we would do well to dismiss these individuals. But that’s not most of us.
Unlike some things in life, discipline isn’t complicated—just hard. If we were asked to write the ten most important leadership traits or behaviors, most of our lists would look remarkably similar. We know how to conduct ourselves with honor and dignity and how to treat others. No one needs to tell us how to be frugal and responsible and to avoid procrastination. Largely, we know what to do and what not to do. When we stumble, it isn’t because we didn’t know.
Self-discipline, then, isn’t a magical trait gifted at birth. It is a pick-and-shovel type of skill most of us learn through experience. West Point didn’t just teach me to shine my shoes, stand up straight, and focus. It hammered these points into my thick skull for four long years. Eventually, most of the behaviors became habits. Many of them, like working out every day and folding my underwear in my dresser drawer, appear trivial to most people. But when I set goals and limits for myself and maintain them for a time, I begin to value their consistency. I don’t want to violate my expectations of myself, because that would feel undermining.
On more substantive things, like honesty and how I interact with others, my convictions set standards. When I fall short of these standards, it causes me real distress, so I vow to do better next time. It’s a constant challenge, but having high standards I don’t always measure up to reemphasizes the value of discipline.
Personalities vary, but self-discipline can be learned and is largely a choice. If I am intentional about what I decide to do and who I decide to be, I can hold myself to account. At the end of the day, it’s the guy in the mirror with whom I must reckon. He calls me to remember that what I’ve decided is truly important and to have the discipline to live up to it.



MOVING FORWARD: AFTER THE FALL
HISTORY IS A GREAT PLACE—JUST DON’T LIVE THERE.
—
June 2010 marked the end of my thirty-eight-year career with the military. In a single action, the only life I’d known for the fifty-five years since my birth was now over. It could have been an occasion to give up. Instead, after some requisite self-pity, it became an impetus for a fresh start. And, as the poet Robert Frost captured it, “that has made all the difference.”
My new beginning wasn’t an inspired choice fueled by personal brilliance. Nor was it intentional, or even an option. Technically, the man I was at the time, the man who had been asked to leave the Oval Office and never return to military service, had no profession, no prospects, no future. I was full of more self-doubt than self-confidence. Still, something within me told me this didn’t have to be the end.
For some time following my fall, I felt adrift. Unsure of who or what I was, I was even less sure about where I should go. My wife of almost thirty-four years was incredible, displaying none of the outrage, bitterness, or sadness one might expect. When I was incapable of leading us, she did. The recalculation she appeared to do instantaneously set a new course for us both, but it took me a little longer to catch up. I had to think through how I would react, and fundamentally, how I wanted to interact with the world.
At the time, I felt like I was the first and only person to have gone through such a traumatic redirection, but the reality was less dramatic. Most of us experience some version of a “train wreck” at some point. While we’d love to avoid these catastrophes, disaster invariably comes for us all in unique and surprising ways, and we are left to learn to deal with the fallout. Fortunately, I did learn how to deal with it, thanks to my wife, and I’d like to offer some things I believe worked.
Up front, I’m not sure if reorienting your life after a major upset is really hard or just painful. I believe there’s a distinct difference between the two: hard implies a level of difficulty that means many will fail; painful just means it won’t feel good. In the latter case, failure isn’t required; all you need to endure the challenge is a willingness to not quit. And when it comes to most painful situations, that is what separates those who succeed from those who do not.
My first inclination was to hide, avoiding the embarrassment of seeing friends or going out in public ever again. And I did that for a few days, which probably wasn’t a bad move because it let the temperature of my notoriety drop. But soon, I agreed to a retirement ceremony attended by a wide spectrum of friends, and that was a cathartic experience, reminding me there were many who did not see me as my last mistake. I still wasn’t actively going “out there,” but neither was I secluding myself on some remote island to while away the remaining years.
Within a few weeks, I had to make some decisions about what work I would do, and that required travel. At first, this was difficult. Having recently appeared on television, I was recognizable to many people. Walking through airports, I’d see strangers point me out to those they were with, and I’d assume they were saying derogatory things about me. Of course, I couldn’t know that, but I believed the worst.
As time passed, though, and more people stopped to say kind things to me, I realized my assumptions had never been correct. And as I drew a more balanced view of my life’s story, these touch points became fuel for moving forward.
I’m not the kind of person who is comfortable doing nothing. So I started working again, which helped by driving me back to normalcy. It also gave me important responsibilities that kept me employed and personally occupied. With less to engage my mind, I likely would have allowed myself to wallow in self-pity for much longer. Now I was too busy for that.
Working hard provided the opportunity to interact with people as something other than failure or victim. It gave me ways to reestablish my talent and competence and, over time, to become something more than a retired general. People were forced to judge me as a teacher, as a board member, and as a businessman. This, in turn, forced me to do new things and perform well enough to earn new credibility.
My renewal of identity didn’t happen overnight. But as more people interacted with me, they were forced to compare depictions of what they’d read about in the news with the reality they experienced up close. Over time, many saw me for who I was, not what others had said about me. Eventually, I did, too.
As each of us recovers from a failure we never anticipated, we are presented with the requirement, and the opportunity, to re-prove ourselves. To become something other than the sum of our failures. Rather than being a burden, this chance energized me in ways a more traditional retirement never could have done.
You may never live through anything like I experienced, but if you do, I hope you’ll remember that how you do it is up to you. Our circumstances are often not of our making, but what we do with them is. Some endings are not really the end; they’re just an opportunity to keep moving forward.



EMBRACE THE SUCK
IF IT’S GOING TO HURT ANYWAY, YOU MIGHT AS WELL ENJOY IT.
—
In my garage, where I often gather with colleagues and friends over beer, I have a framed photograph that was given to me some years back by the men of Company A, 2nd Ranger Battalion. I’d once commanded that six-hundred-man battalion, but the picture reflects an exercise I’d directed and participated in when I commanded all twenty-two hundred rangers who comprised the entire regiment.
I still chuckle at the photos of rangers moving painfully through a snowstorm, and the words on a small plaque in the frame: “Why suck a little, when you can suck a lot?”
It was a memorable exercise that took place in 1999, two years before the events that propelled the rangers into two decades of constant conflict, and we’d designed it to stress them to the breaking point.
We parachuted into the hilly, windswept landscape of Yakima, Washington, moved long distances, and conducted a mock battle in what became an extraordinarily heavy snowfall.
During the night, as rangers scraped at frozen hillsides to dig foxholes and leaders moved constantly to supervise, the seventy-three-year-old honorary regimental commander Colonel Ralph Puckett did the same.
A now-humorous anecdote from the evening came from a young ranger reporting they’d “lost” Colonel Puckett in the snowstorm. The Honorary Colonel of the Ranger Regiment had apparently disappeared. I reacted energetically (and some might say negatively) to the report, and rangers were sent scurrying in all directions to find him.
Of course, Colonel Puckett hadn’t disappeared. And he wasn’t lost, although the thought of us losing one of the ranger community’s icons horrified me. The old professional was walking the defensive line, inspecting positions and inspiring rangers with his presence. He’d been badly wounded in battle during the Korean War and ultimately awarded the Medal of Honor for his heroism on just such a hill forty-nine years earlier. Now, with no fanfare, he reminded us of a leader’s duty—in any conditions. Even if those conditions sucked. Particularly if they sucked.
People look at the photographs now and some don’t get the point. It was peacetime, and some might say, “I don’t need to practice to know how to bleed.” But great athletes—and most successful people in any endeavor—understand how few things in life are obtained without effort commensurate with their value. Observers might see rangers carrying heavy loads or lying in ambush positions for hours on end without stirring and say, “I could never do that.” Of course they could. They just have chosen not to.
The funny thing about the best units and organizations, those that work the hardest and accomplish the most, is how often there is an infectious positivity among the ranks. Popular depictions of elite operators being sullen cynics is not my experience. There’s some of that, of course, but the norm in most cases demands you smile when it’s raining and smile broadly when hail is pummeling you.
This sense of optimism can be almost irritating at times, because you feel the pressure to match the mood, at least outwardly. But this discipline of steeling oneself against the elements has real value. The stoic reality of seeing the good in the most painful and excruciating of circumstances allows one to not get too discouraged by even the greatest devastations.
Similarly, the best professionals I’ve known have chosen the life they live and understand that there’s no harm in “embracing the suck,” wrapping even the most difficult situations in the appearance of an enjoyable experience. And if the psychological reaction of forcing yourself to feign love for something you don’t enjoy brings you to like it, that’s helpful, too.
But the point is that very few challenges are actually insurmountable, and we can almost always do more than we think we can, so long as we keep pushing ourselves, refusing to see hardship as a reason to stop.
If I had a nickel for every time a shivering ranger, paratrooper limping away from a jump, or tank mechanic gripping cold tools in freezing weather told me, “I love this shit, sir,” I’d be a rich man. As it is, I consider myself wealthy from just the bond those whispered words conveyed.
The imposing command sergeant major of the 82nd Airborne Division once reminded me, “The Army’s easy. They only ask you to make two decisions: to enlist, and then to reenlist. Everything else, they tell you what to do.” We all get to choose how to react to the situations we’re in, the obstacles we face, the disappointments that befall us. We can whine, but I believe we’d be better off shutting up and embracing the suck.



ONE MEAL A DAY
CONTROLLING WHAT WE CAN IS MOST OF THE BATTLE.
—
For the past forty years, I’ve eaten one meal a day: dinner. I work out in the morning, skip breakfast and lunch so that by dinner I’m hungry, when I eat whatever I want. For years, I’d read and heard how bad this was for me. But when intermittent fasting came into vogue, I suddenly appeared to be vindicated.
Of course, once the tides shift again in a few years, I am sure I’ll again be identified as self-destructive. But at my age, I’m guessing it doesn’t much matter. And if by chance I live to 130 (at which point I intend to make my granddaughters take care of me), I’ll have the last laugh.
But that’s not why I do it.
Interestingly, when I speak to or meet most people, the common question I get is whether what they’ve heard about my eating regimen is true, and if so, why I do it. Some expect it to be a Zen-like approach to life and appear disappointed by my more mundane answer. My eating regimen is certainly not part of any deeply philosophical lifestyle or belief system. This conviction is far more pedestrian than that.
For me, eating one meal a day is not entirely about not getting fat. It began as an effort to limit calories, and I decided years ago I wouldn’t gain any significant weight, which gets harder with age. I work out more hours each week than ever and continue to live my peculiar meal plan. And thus far, it still works.
But the main reason I do it is because it’s something I control—and one less thing I have to worry about.
Like working out, making my bed, and being polite to others, having one meal a day is a habit I choose to commit myself to. If I’d had the same consistency in high school and at West Point, my grades would likely have been much better. And there are countless other aspects in my life that would be far different had I applied the same level of discipline to those situations as I still do to my meals.
If I had life to live over again (and I fantasize about that sometimes), I would do it differently. I’d still play the same sports growing up, still go to West Point, still seek to serve in the same units and jobs I ultimately participated in. But in the “redux” version of my life, I would be vastly more disciplined, more well-read, and always better prepared—in all aspects of life, not just with eating.
Truth be told, I never lacked the talent or the desire to excel. But the me in the moment could have been far better set up for success had I chosen to adopt a few more convictions like this one. Does that mean I wish I’d forgone some of the great times, had one less beer or fewer laughs? Maybe. I don’t dream about being a fanatical recluse, but I do understand that outcomes are the product of preparation.
Dreaming about an alternate past is pointless, of course, unless I use those fantasies to influence my life now. At my age, there’s a temptation to say it’s the fourth quarter and no longer possible to change the game. On everything that’s now history, that’s true. But there’s an adage that says the best time to have been more disciplined was decades ago. The next best time is now. So, I keep eating my one meal a day.
And what if I live to be 130?



BEING OBSESSED
SOME ENDEAVORS WARRANT OBSESSIVE FOCUS.
—
Tom Brady was born with physical strength and an incisive intellect. Almost all NFL quarterbacks are. But most analysts credit his near dominance of the game and unusually long career to an overwhelming drive. Brady’s work ethic and attention to diet and conditioning are legendary and were, at times, even irksome to teammates. But those same characteristics—his obsession over the smallest and most inane details—just might be the secret to his greatness.
A century before Tom Brady stepped onto the field, a similarly obsessive New Jersey native named Thomas Edison drove himself and his team in a relentless pursuit to produce a commercially viable electric light bulb, and an impressive list of other products. He is famous for saying, “Genius is one percent inspiration and ninety-nine percent perspiration.” And he lived up to that aphorism. Again, the parallels are clear: intensity does not always make one popular, but it does produce results.
As a young Army officer, I enjoyed distance running and would rise early to head out, carrying a flashlight, to log the necessary miles. I’d periodically encounter fellow running enthusiasts, but more often I dodged young soldiers driving home very late or those whose job took them in painfully early.
In an era before smartphones and smartwatches, I kept a manual log of my miles and confirmed the correlation between miles run weekly and my times in periodic marathons and other races. I’d suffer through the occasional overuse injury but was young. The reckoning for the physical aspects of both my profession and obsessive hobby lay far in the future. You could say I was obsessed, and it certainly took a toll on me, but I still believe the benefit was worth the cost.
In our culture, we have conflicted opinions on obsessive behavior.
On one hand, we celebrate the diligent perfectionist painting a masterpiece or the tireless investigator pursuing a deadly killer. We even praise a relentless teacher educating young minds for a pitifully small salary. We appreciate obsession when it seems to be applied to a virtue.
On the other hand, we often decry these same individuals’ lack of balance, neglect of their health, and the heartache they sometimes cause family and friends. As if, perhaps, an obsessive level of effort can exist without cost. I’m not sure that’s the case. Some people can achieve exceptional things while maintaining an illusion of ease, but most of us know it’s a show.
Different walks of life, of course, demand different manifestations of obsession. Examples include lengthy grooming rituals by supermodels and movie stars, Winston Churchill’s daily consumption of countless newspapers and other documents, and the endless round of handshaking and baby kissing most ambitious politicians accept as necessary.
So, is obsession a gift or a curse? Is it something necessary for society or an unfortunate habit we must discourage?
In my view, it’s a bit of all those and more. I am convinced that few truly great achievements are reached by individuals with an impressive work-life balance, and the price of greatness is, in a word, great.
We often refer to an athlete or soldier as having “given their all,” and frequently exhort teams to “leave it all on the field.” We expect them to give every ounce of themselves in an endeavor and reward them for their obsession. Then, in another circumstance, we want to turn the tables. Names like Sir Edmund Hillary, Shackleton, and Magellan all convey images of people whose obsession burned hot and eventually consumed them.
We’re in a time when stepping off the treadmill to find yourself or backing away from any obsessive pursuit is seen as a sign of wisdom and maturity. Articles abound on the benefits of working less. And that’s fine.
Society will survive if some of even the most naturally talented people decide to reduce the velocity and complexity of their lives. But if too many do, I fear we’ll be in a changed world—and not for the better. Much of the technology, science, and lifesaving medicine created by obsessive individuals and organizations will slow down, to our detriment.
In the end, I’m an advocate for obsession. I’d like to qualify that to mean only good obsessions, but that feels like cheating. I’m prepared for us to accept the costs of the towering benefits certain obsessions provide. Besides, who wants to watch football played by lazy, out-of-shape teams who haven’t studied their playbooks?



PRIORITIES
KNOWING WHAT TO LEAVE UNDONE IS AS IMPORTANT AS KNOWING WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE.
—
In the 1970s, well-meaning US Army training managers published a document that mandated training for all soldiers and the frequency with which it was to be conducted. However, an analysis revealed that the required training consumed more days than there were in a year. More experienced officers knew which requirements to levy and could navigate the impossible standards with relative ease. But the situation left junior leaders with the hellish task of having to ignore many of them, often at peril to their career.
Most people understand the value of prioritization, but far less often we consider what is worth prioritizing and what is not. As was the case with the Army in the 1970s, there is a temptation to make everything important. But a long list of priorities becomes a menu from which subordinates are forced to choose, knowing they can’t do all they’ve been tasked with. Leaders are obligated to set priorities and live with the consequences of that guidance.
It is more difficult than it might seem. Budgets, perhaps the clearest example of priorities in execution, fund some things at the expense of others. Leaders who underfund a wide range of programs instead of focusing on those judged most important risk accomplishing little. An old military adage attributed to Frederick the Great declares, “He who defends everything defends nothing.” But a leader or politician surrounded by yapping advocates of countless programs often finds it easier to make a gesture toward each supplicant in lieu of making enemies.
Priorities decided, clearly articulated, and then consistently followed are critical, and usually appreciated by the organization. In the 1990s, while commanding the US Army’s 75th Ranger Regiment, my regimental sergeant major and I implemented what we called “the Big Four” in an attempt to simplify what we expected of our men. These were essential competencies all rangers needed in combat: marksmanship, combat lifesaving (medical skills), physical conditioning (highlighted by long-distance foot marches carrying heavy loads), and small unit drills (action squads and fire teams performed when in contact with the enemy).
To be sure, they were basic skills, falling short of including everything required for success in combat. But without these initial building blocks, little else was possible. We were relentless, arguably tiresome, in stressing training that prioritized the Big Four. Over time, the regiment’s rangers responded. We curtailed, or at least limited, our temptation to pursue “sexier” aspects of special operations missions and instead focused on absolute mastery of these aspects of soldiering. I relate this because it was one of the times in my life when I can claim getting prioritization right. Rest assured, there were countless other times when I didn’t.
Although we are right to establish priorities through budgets, allocation of time, and other mechanisms, there are usually things we believe are more basic, and more critical, to the organization.
Despite my focus on the Big Four, the unit’s values were deemed even more important. Expectations of discipline, loyalty, commitment, and sacrifice for others defined what we wanted rangers, and the unit overall, to be. To this day, most rangers consider these values inviolable. In aircraft, about to parachute into combat in Grenada and Panama, rangers loudly recited their creed over the roar of engines.
All that to say, prioritizing is about choices. While formal prioritization typically occurs in strategy sessions outlining how we must achieve our objectives, most of our priorities are embedded in our daily decisions. Conditions change, new considerations emerge, and we are forced to react.
In Afghanistan, each month I provided priorities for the use of my time to the staff, and we attempted to manage that precious resource in accordance with those priorities.
At the end of the month, the staff would depict my actual expenditure of time in a series of pie charts, demonstrating the difference between what I’d said was important and what I ended up doing. The discrepancy was usually considerable. It was a painful reality to face, but the process helped me align my resources (i.e., my time) with my priorities.
If we look closely, most of us would likely find that what we claim is important to us is not where we spend as much time, energy, money, or emotion as we believe we should. Anyone caught in a job, relationship, addiction, or set of habits can likely identify with the challenge. We believe we know what’s important but can’t seem to align what we actually do with what we believe.
It is critical to contemplate what our priorities really are, what truly matters most to each of us. Then, we have to make the decision to live by those priorities and regularly evaluate when we fall short. Getting your priorities right should be priority number one.



THE RANGER EFFECT
THE VALUE OF UNWAVERING STANDARDS.
—
In 1973, as the US Army sought to repair the wounds of Vietnam, General Creighton Abrams signed a tersely clear statement of standards and expectations for two ranger battalions he’d ordered to be created:
A battalion that can do things with its hands and weapons better than anyone. The battalion will contain no “hoodlums or brigands” and if the battalion is formed from such persons it will be disbanded. Wherever the battalion goes, it must be apparent that it is the best.
Over the next fifty years, his document—the Abrams Charter—and the units he created, each roughly six hundred soldiers strong, reshaped an army a thousand times larger than either battalion. It was an impossibly effective leveraging of small organizations to transform a larger one. Today, these impressive individuals might be termed “influencers,” after those who employ an online persona to convince others to use certain products or adopt selected behaviors.
Skeptics can argue the Ranger Effect was less than claimed, but they’re wrong. A decade after their founding, units across the Army had begun to emulate ranger standards, and everything from tactical procedures to “high and tight” haircuts emerged throughout the force. Soldiers who’d never met a ranger were adopting their standards, and the Army was becoming a more professional force as a result of their influence. By 9/11, veterans of the Ranger Regiment were spread throughout the Army and joint service commands from private to four-star general, constituting a network that shared a common experience and standards.
I joined the rangers in September 1985. Up to that point, I had served as a paratrooper in the 82nd Airborne Division, as a Green Beret in the 7th Special Forces Group, and in the demilitarized zone in Korea, and I had commanded a mechanized infantry company. But the rangers were distinctly different. Every aspect of life in the rangers was more demanding, more disciplined, and more professional than anything I’d ever experienced. It was the first unit I’d ever seen that was what it claimed to be.
Like most new members, I joined the elite group anticipating an organization populated with superior humans proving their greatness, but what I found was average talent connected by a willingness to adhere to standards exceeding what others would accept. It was simple, really. The rangers weren’t better because they’d been born better or even trained to be great. They possessed no natural advantages. Collectively, they’d simply committed to be the best. Any team or anyone could theoretically do it, but they don’t.
There’s a lesson here, but it’s not what most organizations want to believe. Highly successful executives have pontificated on the importance of hiring superior talent (sometimes called “A” performers), but I’d challenge them. Intellect and other natural gifts matter, but the highly disciplined, well-drilled team dominates. Ranger units today boast a rigorous selection process, but they don’t select for natural talent or previous performance. Instead, they identify those who commit and persevere, who are willing to adhere to the highest standards possible.
Still, it’s easy to say, harder to do. The answer here is discipline. The rangers embody a level of unwavering adherence to standards that may have once been common but are now rarely seen. There are some specialized units with unmatched capabilities, but none have influenced the broader military as the rangers, by having their standards migrate throughout the force.
People often ask me what standards look like, no doubt seeking to understand. Overtly, rangers in uniform are impressive figures. In class A’s, or dress uniform, they are well pressed and shined, like in a poster. But in combat dress—a camouflage uniform worn under a complicated set of load-bearing equipment that integrates body armor and a series of pouches to carry ammunition and other essential equipment, topped by a Kevlar helmet and personal weapon—they appear like highly functional, slightly menacing automatons. The configuration of the equipment is prescribed by the regiment to the minute detail. Even the knots used to attach selected items to avoid loss during movement are specified.
Some organizational experts argue that standards and discipline limit personal initiative and leave organizations constrained by top-down micromanagement—unable to innovate. But that’s ridiculous. If the standards prescribe centralized control, that will certainly be the result. But clear standards of conduct and performance do nothing of the sort; instead, they provide a firm foundation upon which organizations can, with confidence, demand that leaders exhibit the initiative to adapt to changing conditions. They reduce the number of variables leaders at every level must contend with.
Setting and adhering to standards is a leader’s fundamental responsibility. It requires careful thought to identify both the standards that must be set and the specifics of what each standard will be. Prescribing standards that feel petty or irrelevant undermines the others that matter, and failing to demand adherence to any standard weakens all of them. A limited number of inviolable standards, ruthlessly enforced, can be an organization’s strongest asset.



QUITTING
ABANDONING THINGS WE’VE COMMITTED TO IS A DANGEROUS HABIT.
—
For better or worse, America has learned to quit. In many ways, we are exceptional at it. Sometimes we can’t bring ourselves to go through with pulling the plug; in other cases, we relapse, going back to whatever commitment we just left. But overall, we’ve gotten pretty good at stepping away and letting go. The question is whether that’s good.
In August 1974, just weeks after lifelong politician Richard Nixon made the choice to depart his presidency, my classmates and I at West Point, who were scheduled to graduate two years later, had to decide whether to begin our third year at the Academy. By tradition, attending the first day of class as juniors committed us to two more years at West Point, followed by at least five more as army officers.
Or we could quit.
Even after competing for a coveted appointment that included a free education from a prestigious national institution, then investing two cloistered years in the fortress on the Hudson, some did just that. In the decades that followed, none who left ever shared with me how they felt about the decision. But I often wonder if they regretted it or considered it the best decision of their life. I’ll never know, but I am still curious.
Life gives us chances to choose and countless opportunities to commit. We join teams, take vows, accept jobs, and promise friendship. We enter into contracts that specify or imply what we’ll do, and most of us do so fully intending to stand by these commitments. Until we don’t.
The truth is we quit a lot, maybe more than we should.
But it’s not a simple question.
We are often advised by others to do what’s best for our finances, our physical well-being, our mental health, and our happiness. If our job is irksome, our spouse irritating, our sleep curtailed, or our sense of self-worth unfulfilled, we are told to quit. The culture reinforces this decision with praise and encouragement. If the hill is too high, the commute too long, the course too demanding, why bother sticking with it? Some things are too hard, we reason, so we are encouraged and encourage others to cancel our burdensome and boring commitments and move on to something better.
Quitting doesn’t necessarily signify personal weakness or a deficit of character. In some cases, it can be a wise move. In a market-driven environment, for example, there’s often a compelling logic to quitting. Investment experts will advise remaining coldly rational about sunk costs and to cut losses early. That can be quite wise and even necessary.
Beyond finances, each of us seeks to optimize the benefits we derive from all we do in life. That creates an inexorable pressure on the system to improve a person’s experiences and resulting sense of satisfaction, which is good. On a theoretical level, our ability to choose to change course can be ruthlessly efficient in forcing the system to adapt—making people healthier, wealthier, and happier. A hair-trigger urge to step away is a powerful threat to the other party in an agreement. Or so it would seem.
I can’t argue convincingly to the contrary, but my personal experience feels different. The ability to walk away introduces a complicated dynamic. In school, I remember reading the story of Hernán Cortés’s unlikely, morally dubious overthrow of the powerful Aztec Empire with a tiny force of Spanish conquistadors and Indigenous allies. Landing on the Mexican coast in 1519 and facing an inland march to the capital of Tenochtitlán, Cortés ordered ten of the expedition’s eleven ships to be destroyed, eliminating any option but proceeding. They did so, successfully. The lack of a plan B does much to focus each of us on making plan A successful.
As a new infantry second lieutenant, I attended the Army’s grueling Ranger School: a nine-week course that pushes candidates to their utter limits. Physical and mental standards wash out some of the soldiers, but the vast majority who fail to graduate—roughly half the students who sign up—voluntarily quit. Even though dropping out haunts those who do so for the remainder of their careers, ambitious soldiers who have sought slots to the school still decide to leave.
One cold morning in 1977, I watched five fellow lieutenants step out of formation and, with their peers watching, resign from the course. Although I can’t know for sure, I suspect most of them long regretted their decision. Those ultimately awarded the ranger tab on graduation were not stronger or smarter than those who left prematurely. They just didn’t quit.
In later discussions with peers, the common denominator in earning the ranger tab seemed to be approaching the entire challenge having decided from the start that they might get injured or flunk out, that it would be incredibly hard, but voluntarily quitting just wasn’t an option. I suspect that any candidate who left even the smallest door open to quitting would have been tempted to consider it when things got difficult, which, of course, they did. Not giving yourself an out is a great way to stick with something you know is ultimately good for you.
Continual assessment of any habit or commitment is only rational, and quitting can make great sense on occasion. Quitting tobacco is good, but leaving school before graduation isn’t. Depending on the circumstances, ending a marriage might be either. The point is that changing circumstances can warrant moving in a different direction, often on very short notice.
But the decision to quit should come thoughtfully, because breaking your commitments becomes a habit. Commitments easily abandoned often reset the value placed on all promises in our lives. Children of failed marriages and allies who are no longer supported recognize the cost. Quitting isn’t right or wrong, but neither is it free. There are always consequences that someone has to pay.
Each of us is left to decide what commitments we will keep and which ones we may break, and we will do so many times in our lives. We’ll choose to commit ourselves, and sometimes our organizations, to endeavors large and small. In some cases, commitments will fail bitterly, and we’ll regret staying the course for as long as we did. In others, our resolve to not falter will provide reward enough by reinforcing the value of what we promised. And sometimes, the only difference between success and failure lies in a person’s ability to persevere.



CHOOSING TO LEAD
LEADERSHIP IS NOT A TITLE OR POSITION—IT’S A CHOICE.
—
In June 2009, I was directed to go once again to Afghanistan, a place where I’d worked for years in special operations. But this time I would command the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), which included all troops of the forty-six nations participating in the coalition committed to achieving security for Afghanistan’s latest attempt at nationhood.
From the moment I assumed command, soldiers stood when I entered the room, carefully recorded guidance I gave, and deferred to the position I held. It was not inconsequential. I was a four-star general in the highest, and final, command of my career. I had functional control over all military operations in Afghanistan, could maneuver units, control aircraft, and expend huge resources. It was power and position—but it wasn’t leadership. I was a senior commander, but whether I was a leader was up to me.
It always is.
Military commanders can be assigned, CEOs can be selected, and presidents or prime ministers can be elected. Such positions provide rank, power, and sometimes wealth. Other examples include administrators, managers, coaches, and supervisors in every conceivable part of society. The responsibilities these positions shoulder can be either generally understood or carefully prescribed, and all imply some level of leadership.
But leadership cannot be conferred with an individual’s role. It is a choice made by each of us to embrace the behaviors, challenges, and frustrations of leading. We must decide to be a leader, sometimes the leader in a group, and it rarely comes with an instruction manual.
From the moment we choose to lead, our actions take on new significance. People may listen to us based on our rank or position, but what they choose to think, believe, and do often comes from their assessment of our credibility as a leader.
Most look for more than technical expertise or charismatic eloquence. They want to see integrity, intention, and follow-through. Over time, they come to judge whether we are reliable largely based on these observations. If I wanted to not only command, but lead in Afghanistan, I had to choose to devote much of my energy and focus on those aspects of the job.
To lead well demands tireless, often exhausting focus. We decide to lead in the moment at hand and must remake that decision many times a day, as almost every interaction we have is an opportunity to step up. Admittedly, we’re all more than a little imperfect, and few of us possess the self-discipline to consistently be the kind of leader we aspire to be. Instead, we hope to get it mostly right and be forgiven when we inevitably fall short.
In today’s increasingly transparent world, the ledger of our good, bad, and no-leadership moments is relentlessly accountable, so it isn’t enough to periodically rise to the occasion. We are all being watched with greater scrutiny and being publicly exposed without our consent when those scrutinizing us deem our actions unacceptable. Leadership must become a disciplined practice, a habit.
Does this mean that leaders, ourselves included, must live monk-like lives or be adept at compartmentalizing our weaknesses? Certainly a few will practice the former, and many attempt the latter, but I’d argue for a middle ground.
Choosing to lead is a serious step. Most everyone will lead on some level during their lives. It involves creating a vision, setting and enforcing standards, and committing to the welfare and development of others—sometimes many others. While not being false, you must will yourself to be a better, more courageous, more generous, and more mature person than you’d otherwise be.
This begins with thinking more about the mission you serve and the people you lead than about yourself. Personal ambition is natural, even healthy, but for leaders, that tail should never wag the dog.
Additionally, don’t depend on popularity or gratitude. One of the maxims taught regarding leading soldiers is that tough, realistic training is the best way to take care of them. Unsurprisingly, long foot marches under heavy loads, repetitive drilling, and grueling training exercises aren’t beloved in the moment. But they are eventually appreciated, particularly by those who can attribute surviving the crucible of combat to those exercises.
Leaders must do what their people need, not what they want. This, like parenting, is often a thankless task. If you do the job well, you might receive a “thanks” many years later, but in the moment of responsibility you must do it simply because it needs to be done, not because you want a trophy or a pat on the back. It won’t come anytime soon.
The journey of leadership is a lonely one. Every young leader navigates a period of wanting to be friends with the ones they lead. But this is unfair and doesn’t work. A subordinate gets whiplash from a boss who is a buddy on Friday night and a demanding taskmaster on Monday. You can’t burden those you lead with your cares. They have their own to worry about.
Leadership can sound like an onerous task, but it isn’t. Many leaders often do their jobs quietly, almost imperceptibly. Shaping the attitudes and actions of others through personal example, patient instruction, and consistent commitment, they invest part of themselves, often a huge part, in achieving the outcomes they seek. After a little practice, I’d argue this comes naturally over time: the intersection of innate respect and compassion.
Choosing to lead is riskier than ever, but it has never been more important. Following the winds of popular opinion and basing decisions on the desires of others is well received at the time but doesn’t ultimately respect or care for the people you lead.
Many of our so-called leaders have perfected the art of deftly gauging and parroting words that please, and they have amassed considerable prestige and power doing so. They deserve our contempt more than our respect. And pummeled by so many forces at play, it can be easier to retreat to the sidelines or avoid leadership entirely. Too many individuals of talent and character do just that, and we are all the worse for their absence.
For most of us, as we accumulate age and seniority in our various roles in life and work, opportunities for rank, responsibility, and power emerge. We can assume those positions and affect the course of things, or we cannot. To lead is not a given. It requires commitment and discipline, and in the end it is not something you have to choose—it can be avoided. The task can be forsaken. And ultimately, only you know if you’ve stepped up to the challenges calling for your leadership. Or not.



IN PATIENT PURSUIT OF GREATNESS
GREAT COMES MORE FROM UNWAVERING EFFORT THAN FROM BRILLIANCE.
—
In the spring of 2012, I was teaching a leadership class at Yale and was asked by the athletic director to speak to the campus football team. All I knew was that the team coach recently resigned, facing political pressure, and that the team was under scrutiny for bad behavior.
I spoke with the team and met the incoming coach, Tony Reno, which began a relationship with him and successive generations of his coaches and players. The experience was life-changing. And I mean for me.
Over the years, I’ve spoken to countless organizations, and at my age, not many things materially affect my trajectory. So what was different this time?
It wasn’t the talk I gave. That was only an informal discussion on what creates effective teams. In my experience, most speeches, even the most inspirational, are akin to a sunburn. They create a glow in the moment, but their impact fades in a few days. They don’t do much, and as a professional keynote speaker, I say that earnestly. Words are just words.
Nor was it the sport that inspired me. I played high school football and intramural tackle football at West Point, but my connection with the team wasn’t based on my love of the sport.
It wasn’t Yale, either. The rich legacy of Bulldog football and the history of the Yale Bowl are interesting but often leveraged more as vehicles to inspire than as blueprints for building a team.
So what was it?
Ultimately, what inspired me was the leader himself. Although impossible to discern in our first interactions, Coach Reno’s unwavering pursuit of creating new cohorts out of each batch of incoming freshmen stood out. While he didn’t arrive on campus with a leadership playbook or an impressive record to his name, Tony Reno approached his task with patient intentionality. And seeing him do this inspired me.
He started by reviewing the team’s systems and exploring what culture they wanted to develop. He looked at other teams and sports, and over a series of focused conversations with me, Coach Reno explored what techniques had proven most effective in the Army. He relentlessly sought tools, like a creed for the team, that could help the players build a culture that reflected the attributes and values they wanted most in their unit.
After a year of working with Yale football, I offered to take the team’s rising seniors to Gettysburg. Why Gettysburg? It wasn’t because of the military importance of the battle or even the Civil War’s centrality to America’s history. I chose Gettysburg because it is a battleground that looks very much the same now as it did in 1863. And almost like a football field, it can be envisioned as a place where very average people committed themselves to extraordinary sacrifices for a cause and for each other.
Gettysburg provides a great case study of how leaders can operate under pressure. The ability to walk the grounds as you consider what commanders and soldiers did more than a century and a half ago is powerful. I felt strongly it would have an impact.
We conducted the trip over the course of two days.
It began with a leadership dinner in which we framed the battle in history, then spent the remainder of the evening talking through what next year’s senior class saw as their commitment to shaping the team. The players admitted to shared frustrations and fears, each leaving the dinner with stronger bonds.
The next day started with a run on the battlefield with stops at key locations, linking the history of the battle to the team’s upcoming season—and, of course, to life itself. After breakfast, we toured the battlefield, stopping at locations that highlighted the decisions that proved critical in the fight. Compared with many battlefield tours, it was light on specifics of troop movements and other details but focused instead on strategic decisions made by leadership that ultimately affected the outcome of the battle.
After that pivotal trip, my collaboration with Tony Reno continued for years. We instituted a summer retreat, a two-day off-site for coaches that brought his staff into cultural alignment, which culminated in a dinner on my backyard patio. After a casual meal around a firepit, each coach pondered what they would commit to, and like the players at Gettysburg, they worked hard to forge bonds with one another. Members of my own team, including some former Yale football players, facilitated the event, and everyone found themselves willing travelers on the team’s journey.
As good as the retreats were, the team’s greatest strength was the consistent execution of both the players and the coaches. Credit for that belongs solely to Coach Reno, who to this day maintains a disciplined drumbeat of these events. New freshmen know they have their trip to look forward to, and coaches know they will examine themselves every summer. It’s a powerful rhythm that continually leads to great outcomes for all involved.
On the surface, Tony Reno and his team are playing football. But at the core, they are building leaders—not just for next week’s game, but for the next fifty years of life. And they are doing it well. Obviously, Coach Reno and his staff want to win football games. His players, of course, want to be champions. But particularly at Yale, where few grads will likely play professional sports, the choice to focus on leadership is a poignant one.
There is nothing revolutionary about one man’s simple focus and consistency. This kind of leader development is heartening. It doesn’t take anything other than consistent hard work. The common denominator in most great leadership isn’t superior recruiting, clever game plans, or motivational slogans. It’s about setting high standards and embodying them. It’s not complicated or sophisticated, just difficult. And sometimes, that’s the secret.



JUST FIX THE BRIDGE
TOO OFTEN WE MAKE THINGS HARDER THAN THEY NEED TO BE.
—
On June 11, 2023, a tanker truck transporting eighty-five hundred gallons of gasoline from Wilmington, Delaware, to a gas station in Philadelphia lost control on an I-95 off-ramp. The vehicle flipped and the cargo ignited under a highway overpass. The driver was killed, and the intense fire caused the roadway above to collapse, closing a sector of the busy traffic artery to the estimated 160,000 vehicles that cross it each day.
As soon as I heard about it, I thought of the raging fuel fires from the two aircraft that ultimately led to the total collapse of the World Trade Center towers twenty-two years before. The aftermath of the earlier tragedy impacted many of us—with the successes and bitter failures that followed imprinted into our national psyche.
For me, the years following 9/11 were dominated by efforts to make often-dysfunctional communities of individuals and organizations function effectively enough to get things done. In the complex world of bureaucracies, unaligned and competitive cultures, and some very big personalities, just accomplishing the things we all knew had to be done proved challenging.
So, after hearing about the tanker truck, I steeled myself to hear about weeks, and maybe months, of dithering and wrangling—admiring the problem—before anyone endeavored to fix the damn bridge.
But on June 23, a mere twelve days after the initial inferno, the bridge reopened to traffic. I was pleasantly surprised. In the world of government infrastructure, such speed would have been considered a miracle. But it wasn’t magic that made the bridge reopen. It was the result of an all too uncommon demonstration of plain, old-fashioned common sense.
Apparently, and impressively, everyone involved rolled up their sleeves and simply fixed the bridge.
From an engineering standpoint, of course, it wasn’t quite that simple. But from another perspective, it was. Josh Shapiro, the governor of Pennsylvania, in a bit of a victory lap, captured four seemingly self-evident lessons that made it possible, which are worth digesting.
First, he empowered strong leadership. The state deferred to managers of every part of the project to make decisions and act quickly. Operations were coordinated and synchronized directly from the project site instead of from some distant executive office. The high profile of the accident and resulting repair efforts no doubt increased the team’s sense of urgency, but leaders were given a mission and the power and freedom to accomplish it. Anyone who’s ever worked in any kind of bureaucratic institution knows how rare and important this can be.
Second, Governor Shapiro sped up the bureaucracy. While rapid action is rarely associated with large organizations, particularly governments, there’s no physical law preventing it. Moving slowly and carefully can be a crutch and a bad habit, which in many ways we have grown to accept as necessary.
It isn’t. Not always. Going faster is simply a matter of demanding faster. In Afghanistan, a person described our Counterterrorist Task Force as looking at our watches while others focused on their calendars. Urgency is often a matter of perspective. Of course, there are critical moments when we should take our time in regard to making decisions. But just as often, we should not delay merely because we believe moving slowly means moving more carefully. It doesn’t.
Third, the governor encouraged creativity. Refusing to be constrained by how things have long been done allows open, sometimes stunningly creative solutions to arise. There’s never a guarantee that there’s a better way to do something. But if you aren’t open to considering new ideas, it’s a sure thing that you won’t find any.
Fourth, as cliché as it sounds, the leader ensured that his team worked together. We learned this in kindergarten and have literally spent the decades after avoiding this all too simple approach to problem-solving. Often, many of us seek to have our task identified and then isolated from the larger project so that we’re not responsible for the overall endeavor. This way, we aren’t dependent on anyone else to finish our work. We know this is fundamentally counterproductive, but we keep doing it.
To be fair, the rebuild of a single bridge on a single highway is not necessarily a cause for jubilation. The people responsible for such a feat haven’t conquered bureaucracy or reinvented project management altogether. But they have invited us to reconsider what might be possible.
Each time a group of people chooses to believe that things don’t actually require the time they often take, it tells us the problem lies not in the circumstances but in how we operate, what we expect, and what we demand. We often have more control over a problem and its subsequent solution than we think we do.
In very difficult counterterrorism operations, I’d often task the unit selected for the mission to first come up with a concept entirely unconstrained by resources (aircraft available, number of personnel, etc.). Only after we’d identified the perfect-world possibilities did we layer reality back in.
The objective was to open up everyone’s mind to what was possible, then get as close to that solution as we could. It often led to far more creative thinking and greater possibilities than we otherwise would have been able to imagine. When we let go of all the ways in which the problem cannot be solved and start thinking outside the box, the seemingly unbelievable becomes possible.
There’s an axiom that says, “You can have it done quickly, or you can have it done well,” and we seem to accept this without questioning it. But if the time taken has no relationship to the quality of outcome, simply taking longer improves nothing. Moving rapidly often provides energy and opens up other possibilities. Sometimes, having it done quickly is having it done well. Think about it. Talk about it. Argue if you must. But just fix the bridge.



HANDWRITTEN NOTES
THE POWER OF SAYING YOU CARE.
—
On a coffee table in the basement is a bound edition of the cards Annie’s father gave to her mother over their fifty-plus years of marriage. No card is store-bought, each one celebrating a separate birthday, anniversary, or Mother’s Day, and all of them are hand-drawn, multicolored masterpieces. Warm, funny, and brimming with obvious love, they were the handiwork of a Korean War tank platoon leader who later commanded a tank battalion and then a brigade and who simply cared deeply about his wife and wanted to show it. He was better at it than anyone I’ve ever known.
The book of cards is magical, but humbling. Each time I buy a cheesy card online (or forget to), it shames me. Not because Edward “Cork” Corcoran ever sought to be a better husband than others, but because it just came naturally. Life had priorities, and sometimes they dominated, but only when they had to. And even then, he never forgot to make his wife a card.
In 1950, Cork left a young wife to fight in Korea, and then a few years later, he left that same lady again, who was now raising five young children, to navigate the military transportation system to Germany. The stories of washing diapers in sinks and young soldiers volunteering to assist regaled the family for decades. Like any military man, Cork left his family when he had to—but only then.
Back to the cards. In the early years of my career, I learned the power of written notes and letters. For the first twenty years of that career, there really was no alternative, but even after email emerged, I found that handwritten notes carried special power.
I’d write short notes to officers, NCOs, and soldiers who’d done good things, and I included spouses who had helped with unit families. Once, Annie and I went to the home of a junior leader and found a note I’d sent her framed on the wall. The power of a written, personal thank-you from a young lieutenant colonel still resonated.
Later, in Iraq and Afghanistan, I’d write notes to soldiers I’d met on the battlefield. I was now a general officer and knew that for some the stationery with stars added to the pleasure of being thanked. Late in the evening, I’d write notes to families of the fallen, often having to write separate letters to couples no longer together and once writing to both parents in separate prisons.
When I wrote that letter, I thought about the soldier’s life, and the challenges I’d never known, and now about his sacrifice. Handwriting each of these letters required me to know the names of the soldiers and their loved ones, to think about them as individuals, and to try and express my condolences in a nonmechanical, human way.
When I left Afghanistan in 2010 unexpectedly and under a cloud of negative publicity, I spent several days writing personal notes to each key leader who had been a part of our team—many at personal sacrifice—simply to express my thanks. It proved cathartic for me and hopefully they felt appreciated, too.
I’m not as good at writing notes as I should be, but I aim to do better. I’ve found that being organized is half the battle. I try to keep appropriate stationery cards and envelopes handy at both my office and home, with stamps always nearby. I often ask my executive assistant to round up the mailing addresses immediately so that I don’t let time passing become an excuse for not writing the notes.
I’ve also learned not to let writer’s block stop me. Most notes are about the gesture more than the message, and I try to remember that. Keeping the sentiments genuine and brief will normally do a better job of showing appreciation than a longer, communicative letter. It is, after all, just a note.
Every day, I delete all the marketing and sales emails I get, usually without reading them. I often spend less time on other emails than I might if I had unlimited hours in the day. But if someone takes the time to handwrite me a note, I know how much care and attention they invested, and I take the time to carefully read it. Knowing that, I also continue to write them. I’m no Cork, but I’m getting there.



LEADING DIFFERENT GENERATIONS
OUR DIVIDES ARE AS WIDE AS WE TELL OURSELVES THEY ARE.
—
When someone looks at me and asks, “So what do generals think?” I classify them as an idiot. That’s unfair of me, but being lumped into a group like Old White Men, Baby Boomers, or even Generals—with the expectation that everyone in the group shares similar views—is irritating. It oversimplifies and ultimately confuses things. Why would anyone do that?
But of course, I do it, too.
I’m frequently asked what young people, millennials, or Gen Zers think or do, and I confidently misrepresent reality. I don’t do it maliciously, or even intentionally, but I mistake anecdotes for data and overgeneralize conclusions. I’m pretty sure we all do.
The effect is that we let this mistake impact policies we set and other decisions. Most leaders deal with a wide range of generations in their organizations, customers, clients, and partners. And my guess is that will remain the reality. Dealing effectively with this divide, whether you think of yourself as a leader or not, is essential.
The military spans all generations. Young soldiers are always very young, and the constant turnover of personnel ensures you never fix a problem with the expectation that it won’t reappear later. The system assumes, for organizational purposes, that privates never grow up. You do see changes in newer soldiers as times change, reflecting what is typically going on in the society they come from. And so, leaders have to change with the times, too, although many of the traditional hierarchical structures of the service remain.
More broadly than just the military, the most obvious changes in generations I’ve observed are in expectations and ambitions. In the era of defined benefit pensions, lifetime careers with a single firm, predictable professional progression over time, and a reflexive respect for authority, leadership was less demanding. The system provided guardrails. Leaders still had critical functions, but young employees had lower expectations of those supervising and overseeing them. It is very different today.
There have always been ambitious young people, particularly entrepreneurs, but the media has increased the visibility of these individuals to the point that there is now a quiet pressure on any young person to step up or fall behind.
This encourages higher turnover rates, decreases the incentive for firms to invest in long-term development of their junior leaders, and can strain the relationship between leaders and their teams as the relationship feels increasingly transactional. We aren’t exactly adhering to Karl Marx’s defined roles of “capitalist” and “worker,” but the dynamic is always quietly lurking in the background.
Many leaders have moved to informal atmospheres of casual dress, first names, and pep rally–style events to recruit, retain, and inspire their teams. None are wrong, but in my experience, they are superficial affectations that aren’t decisive in the long run.
Team members know if their organization serves a viable function in the market and if it has a realistic strategy. They can sense if leaders are competent and well-meaning. They can also judge if they are valued and make decisions accordingly. In military units, soldiers might like or dislike their commander, but they most value a leader who runs a good unit, thus increasing the probability of their own survival in combat.
Today, I see good team members leaving most often because they are seeking professional development. If our organization can’t, or won’t, provide those opportunities, people leave. Often, it feels like they’re in too much of a hurry and would benefit from staying where they are, but I’m sympathetic to the urge. What I believe we can always do better is lay out realistic pathways for them to reach their goals, and if those pathways can be found within our organization, I encourage them to explore those options before leaving.
Work-life balance is a popular concept these days, especially among younger generations, but my experience is that a person’s relationship to work isn’t generational. Appearing to seek greater balance is important, but I believe it’s more an individual trait or habit than the observation I hear from some in my rapidly aging generation that young people are lazy. If they are, I’d suggest they always were. And if old people are inflexible curmudgeons, it was always so—even when it wasn’t. Every generation does this to each other as they grow up, even though these generalizations have never been entirely true.
I believe the key now is to recognize individuals’ desires, and within the needs of the wider team, seek to provide flexibility wherever possible. The outcome should be fair, but it won’t be equal. Individuals will make choices to prioritize how much flexibility they desire, and how hard they want to work—with compensation and promotion inevitably impacted. The key is that each can decide.
We have to recognize that as times change, some things become harder for younger employees. The necessity of two-earner relationships, the incredible expense of childcare (with more grandparents retired in Florida than living nearby to help), and other pressures of a connected world mean the newest generations in the workforce find themselves in a tough environment.
It’s absurd to think it’s harder now than during earlier times such as the Depression or when young men were being drafted for World War II, Korea, and Vietnam—but comparisons are inappropriate and pointless. It’s simply different. And none of it is easy.
Navigating a hyper-connected, fast-moving world is challenging, and there are no reliable models to follow. No generation in history has faced this particular challenge. Even the goals that an individual pursues with education and effort are less clear than what their parents worked toward, in a global environment that feels frightening and dangerous.
Generations will view themselves and the world differently. And they should—their vantage points aren’t the same. They’re each using different skills to solve different problems, and no generation wins at the expense of another. Ultimately, we live, work, love, and struggle for what we value as people, not generations.



BEING THERE
WHERE WE ARE MATTERS.
—
The distributed work model (allowing employees to work virtually from anywhere) has obvious advantages. It reduces office costs, provides access to worldwide talent, and is popular with employees because it reduces commutes and facilitates the pursuit of work-life balance. Proponents stress the positives, but I think they’re largely wrong. Critics can say I predictably reflect the views of my generation, but professional development of team members, teamwork, coordination, and other attributes of effective organizations suffer in the headwinds of physical distance. Being there matters.
Whether I’m correct or not is unimportant. The market will decide. Over time, competitors will adopt different approaches, and some will prove more effective than others. Darwinism will rule once again.
For most of us, the issue is less about working from home than the more fundamental question of our role in the organization. What function do we serve and what role do we play? In a famous line from Michael Shaara’s The Killer Angels, Brigadier General John Buford, after a day of bitter combat, asks the senior Union Army general at Gettysburg, “Where do you want me in the morning?” The clarity and purity of simply seeking where he and his exhausted soldiers were most needed is selflessly focused on the overall mission, and quietly heroic. I admit to admiring that.
I’ve seen versions of this play out throughout my career. Study of the First World War showed senior commanders orchestrating the battle from just a few miles behind the lines, but for all intents and purposes, they were light-years from the reality of the muddy, blood-soaked trenches their soldiers fought in. In recent times I see many high-profile leaders exercise their power to reside far from their firm under the theory that their outlier level of personal talent and effectiveness allows them to lead from afar, supplemented by periodic drive-by visits.
My personal experience began in October 2003 when I took command of a special operations task force composed of a collection of elite units stationed in the United States but conducting operations in the Middle East. In our operating model, most of our forces remained stateside while we rotated the necessary people and capabilities to the fight.
As commanding general, it was assumed, I would remain at Fort Bragg (now Fort Liberty) in North Carolina with the majority of our forces and visit the front periodically. From afar, enabled by information technology, I would monitor operations while maintaining a strategic perspective over the broad battlefield. It sounded logical in briefings but was instinctively uncomfortable, and just days after assuming my new responsibilities, I went to the region to visit our forces and assess the situation. I traveled to Afghanistan, Pakistan, Qatar, Kuwait, Kenya, and Iraq to meet key leaders, watching, listening, and growing increasingly uneasy with both the current state and direction of events. Indicators of the seriousness of the situation were everywhere, some more stark than others.
I quickly concluded that I couldn’t understand a situation I couldn’t see and feel, and I couldn’t lead soldiers in combat from thousands of miles behind them. My job, I believed, wasn’t simply to direct, it was to lead. Before returning to the US, I made the decision to place myself and key staff in whichever location I judged to be the decisive point. Working from afar just wasn’t going to work.
In an era when technology theoretically allowed me to see, hear, and influence events from anywhere, I still sought to be as geographically and emotionally close as possible to the problems and the people trying to solve them.
This move governed my location and my life for the following five years. In the opinion of some, I was where I didn’t need to be. I was long past being relevant to the tactical fight, and there was a cost in security and logistics to having a commander of my seniority on the ground. But to this day, I judge the experience to have been the most critical decision of my command—and the right one.
At a distance, special operations are impressively surgical. But up close, even surgery involves risk, pain, and blood. Like the patients, surgeons, and staff in a hospital, seasoned soldiers need to be led. And that’s impossible to do from a distance.
I wasn’t Napoleon at Austerlitz or Hancock on Gettysburg’s Cemetery Ridge, but an essential part of my contribution depended on my physical and personal presence in the fight. I could see events, sense moods, and build relationships in ways that were impossible over virtual mediums. Distance was relevant, even critical, maybe as important as my job competence. If I had remained physically and mentally aloof, it would have affected the work I was able to do and my ability to lead. And I think that’s true in a lot of cases, in spite of the promises of technology.
In recent years, the question of proximity has taken on new relevance. Driven by a variety of dynamics but supercharged by COVID-19, working from home, or anywhere but a traditional office, has been normalized. And this presents a new set of challenges and quandaries.
We have had to explore the challenges of remotely educating children during a pandemic, and many parents and teachers discovered that a virtual model rarely works as well as we hope. Theoretically it can work, and arguably it should work, but it often doesn’t. Maybe we’re not trying hard enough, or maybe that’s not how humans interact best. I am inclined to believe the latter, but only time will tell.
Ultimately, I believe we need to be where we’re needed most. It may be less convenient and less personally pleasing, but if we’re not willing and able to ask, “Where do you want me in the morning?” and to be where we can best fulfill the role we’ve accepted, we should seek a new role.



THE DINOSAUR’S TAIL
REMEMBER UNINTENTIONAL CONSEQUENCES.
—
The Army chief of staff was coming to Fort Lewis, Washington, and it was decided that his itinerary would include watching a ranger platoon conduct a training exercise. Because I commanded the 2nd Ranger Battalion at the time, the only ranger unit west of the Mississippi, the task fell to us.
Although a bit inconvenient, as the demonstration would inevitably involve planning, rehearsals, and VIP-related things not normally part of how we operated, we were flattered. It was also something we could do to support the installation commander, a leader I particularly admired. But to be fair, we weren’t asked so much as directed. This was the Army, after all.
The platoon, their company commander, and the first sergeant probably spent the better part of a week preparing for the visit, and my battalion staff likewise was involved in resourcing and coordinating the event.
Although the Army chief of staff isn’t the same as having the president, Dalai Lama, or Elvis visit, it’s still a big deal on an Army base. In 1996, it meant a lot of focus on seemingly small details, like where the man’s vehicle would park, would the chief need a helmet, and would he stand or sit. We had our work cut out for us. The visit was on a Friday afternoon, and, assuming it went well, the experience would be a nice capstone to a busy week for the chief. Once beyond the necessary preparation and rehearsals, the rangers were looking forward to showing what they could do.
As is the case for all soldiers—and most people, for that matter—the opportunity to demonstrate skills is always quietly appreciated. The rangers, an elite unit that enjoyed special priority for talent, resources, and training time, were confident they could impress their guest. I was, too.
The demonstration was planned to be one of the last events of the day, but midday we received a call canceling our part of the visit. The men were fully prepared, rangers waiting on-site, but the itinerary had fallen behind, so it was decided to cut the final events. Which were us.
Had we gotten notified earlier in the week, it would have been cause for celebration. Now it was a disappointment. I thanked the rangers for all they’d done and, once equipment could be cleaned and secured, wished them a good weekend. The men were cheerful enough, but I could tell they were hiding their disappointment. The chief continued his travel, probably unaware of the resentment now directed at him. And I took silent note of how things like this can easily happen.
As leaders get more senior, schedules get tighter, and handlers become more aggressive in maintaining control of the leaders’ schedules. Such bureaucracy is probably necessary, but these situations remind me of what I was taught as a child. Although dinosaurs, such as the brontosaurus, grew to enormous sizes, their brains still remained small. As the huge beast turned to eat or fight, its large tail would swing behind and do significant damage—something the prehistoric creature couldn’t possibly see.
Not all leaders warrant comparison to dinosaurs, but the analogy isn’t wrong. Sometime during that afternoon in 1996, as the schedule fell behind, an aide must have approached the chief of staff and suggested curtailing the final events of the day. The chief may have asked if the cancellation would cause a problem and was likely told it wouldn’t. With no ill intent, and probably without any other good options, the dinosaur’s tail inadvertently knocked over the very soldiers he cared about. I am sure he had no idea.
Without question, the time of a king, queen, CEO, or other great leader is valuable (arguably absurdly so, given current salaries) and must be carefully managed. But the law of unintended consequences carries real costs. Resources wasted—and more important, respect squandered—can make a leader’s otherwise positive efforts counterproductive.
A good rule of thumb might be that if things you are going to do—or not do—will unintentionally anger others, you might want to rethink the plan. And if the original strategy is good but must be modified, consider the costs as you do so. This is not a foolproof solution, but it would help.
The first time I met President Obama was the day following his inauguration (which Annie had braved the cold to attend as part of the massive crowds on the National Mall). On that day, he came to visit the Pentagon to meet with senior leaders, including me. As the director of the joint staff, I was to join the chairman and other four-stars in the conference room known as “the Tank.”
I’m not usually captivated by celebrities, but I looked forward to the experience; as expected, I found the new commander in chief impressive. However, the day began irritatingly, as the president’s advance team came to the Pentagon and immediately “occupied” my office and those of my staff. I fully appreciated requirements, but their perceived arrogance—automatically associated with the new president—grated on all of us.
I was familiar with the tendency for new staff to flex their power to both make their jobs easier and ensure they pleased their boss. In many cases, it doesn’t reflect the desires or personality of the leader, but they own the outcome all the same. At any rate, it’s good advice to “watch your tail.” You never know what you might knock down.



THE QUESTION OF CHARACTER
EASY TO SPOT, ELUSIVE TO DEFINE, AND WHAT WE SHOULD VALUE MOST.
—
The ranger was limping. We were about twenty miles into a forced march carrying weapons and heavy rucksacks, and the hike seemed to engulf and overwhelm the young man’s small frame. It was peacetime, before the post- 9/11 years of war, but soldiering still held many of the traditional pains.
When we briefly halted, I asked the ranger to remove his jungle boots so I could check his feet, expecting a blister or two we could informally treat before it was time to move again. Instead, the ball of his left foot was covered with a red oval larger than a silver dollar, the skin scraped completely away, leaving a deep divot, as though a chunk of his callused foot had been carved out with a dull knife. Just looking at it made my stomach turn—walking must have been excruciating.
I went to find a nearby medic to tell him we’d leave the ranger in place for later evacuation. But when I turned back, the man was already retying his boot, clearly committed to continuing. Looking at me with a determined stare, he simply said, “Recognizing that I volunteered as a ranger…” and continued to recite the first stanza of the creed we all lived by. Less than nineteen years old, less than a year in uniform, and less than 160 pounds soaking wet, this young man had made and was quietly communicating a decision of personal conviction. In that instant, he embodied the character I admired and envied.
Life, I’ve learned, is mostly about who we decide to be. There are variables we don’t control, such as the physical traits we inherit and many of the circumstances surrounding us. But what and whom we choose to believe in, and how those beliefs shape our character, is up to us.
We often talk about character, but it’s elusive. The combination of behaviors, motivations, and bedrock values that reflect some intangible essence of a person are difficult to assess. And yet, ultimately, character is what matters most.
Little is absolute. I try to associate with people of admirable character, and were I indicted for a serious crime and forced to choose between the honest and honorable Atticus Finch from To Kill a Mockingbird and a slick attorney who’d certainly deliver me from conviction, I’d like to believe I would choose the path of integrity. But I can’t boast an aspect of my character that hasn’t been so tested yet.
We tend to bemoan a shortage of character in those with power, money, and celebrity. But we still willingly give them our votes, money, social media likes, and attention. We are vaguely aware that the soaring ideals of heroes and philosophers differ markedly from those of our daily experience. But we don’t think too deeply beyond that.
Many of us are too often weak, petty, and selfish, lacking in courage and self-control. Character, when we need it most, is seemingly nowhere to be found. At the same time, we’re uncomfortable proclaiming its death. Faced with an often frightening world, we at least want to believe the combination of attributes and behaviors we call “character” are still important—perhaps more than ever.
So, what is it?
Character has long been the subject of serious thought. Marcus Aurelius identified it as the sum of your thoughts, feelings, and actions over time. It is who you are and the only thing you truly own. At its most basic, character is the essence of what is “us.” It both defines and is defined by what we do. But it is also something greater than the sum of our actions.
Reflexively, we think of character as something good. A person of character is most often assumed to be one of strong, admirable values and positive intent. But if character is what we do, we know from experience that it can have a dark side. A person’s character can faithfully reflect evil as easily as it can good.
It can also be conflated with strong faith or unwavering adherence to ideas, ethics, and values that may or may not be good. One person’s fanatical suicide bomber is another’s martyr. There’s room here for honest argument, but character that is closed to differing perspectives is problematic. We tend to salute the individual who suffers, even dies, for what they believe, but what if their beliefs are ones we abhor? It is not so easy then.
Still, I most often consider character in the positive. If I describe someone as a person of character, I typically mean they represent values and behavior I respect and admire. But I’ve also come to separate character from intellect, charisma, courage, and countless other qualities. Individuals of seemingly endless talent and impressive achievement can be vessels empty of the character I consider important.
Contemplating character is not new, but it’s helpful to understand what other thoughtful people have concluded. Aristotle connected character with virtue, celebrating those who could maximize their virtues—which he defined as courage, justice, prudence, and temperance—while limiting their vices. Confucius extolled wisdom, benevolence, and courage, and identified the principle of ren: a combination of compassion, empathy, and humanity.
The Enlightenment produced some of character’s most familiar analyses. Immanuel Kant held the individual responsible to invoke reason, rationality, and a respect for humanity. More than a century later, Jean-Paul Sartre continued a similar theme focusing on a person’s free will and personal choice in defining themselves. Who we are, they reasoned, is largely who we choose to be.
Friedrich Nietzsche, famous for his statement “That which does not kill us makes us stronger,” reflected a more cynical view. Strength and personal will, he reasoned, were necessary to overcome challenges and formed the bedrock of a strong individual.
The more recent experience and later writings of James Stockdale connect on a strikingly visceral level. The naval aviator’s seven-year brutal captivity in North Vietnam, recorded in his frank description of both human frailty and stunning strength, brings the concept of character into sharp, sometimes frightening focus.
Stockdale found character anything but the product of serendipity or fate. “I think character is permanent, and issues are transient,” he said in a PBS interview in 1999. Virtue was an essential part of character and critical to society, he felt, writing in Thoughts of a Philosophical Fighter Pilot: “Those who study the rise and fall of civilizations learn that no shortcoming has been surely fatal to republics as a dearth of public virtue, the unwillingness of those who govern to place the value of their society above personal interest.”
Our journey to character is not a simple one. We should mine the wisdom and experience of others, but ultimately defining character and charting our journey is up to us. We must examine ideas and develop convictions that become a mirror of our soul and a lens through which we view life—then use them to create the person we’d like to be, and attempt to be that.
Put even more simply, it’s a choice and a discipline.



  PART 3

Character
—
REPUTATION IS WHAT MEN AND WOMEN THINK OF US; CHARACTER IS WHAT GOD AND ANGELS KNOW OF US.
—Thomas Paine



THE CHALLENGE TO BECOME
BECOMING WHO WE WANT TO BE STARTS WITH DECIDING WHO THAT IS.
—
A funny keepsake Annie has is a neatly typed letter dated December 16, 1954, to “Trooper Corcoran” from Lieutenant Colonel D. L. Benton Jr., commander of the 45th Reconnaissance Battalion at Fort Clayton, Panama. Born three weeks later to Korean War veteran Edward Corcoran and his wife, Marie, Annie was the third of six children. Although issued in jest to an unborn child, the letter reflected a common aspiration, and often an expectation, in military families for kids to ultimately serve.
This letter was written—no doubt as a unit tradition—from the battalion commander of a modern-day cavalry unit stationed in Panama. It was only nine years after World War II and just one year after Korea, so the US military tradition was still strong.
The letter is a tongue-in-cheek welcome to the unborn child of one of the unit’s officers (Captain Corcoran, Annie’s father), acknowledging the upcoming child and pretending to assume they would grow up to serve in the US Cavalry. The term “Trooper” is what cavalrymen were addressed as and referred to as a sign of respect.
The tradition of soldiers’ sons following their fathers into uniform was strong in the Army at that time and still is. My grandfather and father were professional soldiers, my four brothers served, my sister married a professional soldier, Annie’s father was a lifelong soldier, her three brothers were soldiers, and her sister is the widow of another West Pointer.
Generally, the tradition is positive. Obviously, it puts some children in an uncomfortable position, but I think that happens in many walks of life. Offspring frequently follow their parents’ path, and if it isn’t to a specific profession, it’s to meet the academic, athletic, or economic goals set by family and community. Annie swore she’d never marry a soldier but grew up knowing that she would attend college and be the kind of person her parents expected her to be. Most of us are raised to set similar goals and standards for ourselves. There is nothing wrong about any of that.
Rudyard Kipling, in a somewhat heavy-handed style called “Victorian-era stoicism,” outlined a set of attributes that he felt would reflect an admirable man, ending his 1895 poem with:
If you can fill the unforgiving minute
With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run,
Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it,
And—which is more—you’ll be a Man, my son!
Candidly, though dated, what he wrote still very much resonates with me. Critics can dismiss him as a relic of the past, but his poem never directs his son to be a white, heterosexual soldier, or anything specific, just to reflect a series of values and behaviors I’d be happy to have in any comrade, friend, or even in myself.
From an early age, I assumed I would grow to be a soldier, as my father had. I don’t remember him ever talking to my four brothers and me about joining the Army, but that would never have been determined by what he said. It was simply the person I saw him to be, and I wanted to be like him.
My mother took a more active role in shaping my future. After her sudden death when I was sixteen, I learned that she’d hoped I would take a different course from the Army, but she’d never actually said that to me. Instead, she plied me with books. As a young girl, my mother had a deep love for medieval stories of knights, kings, queens, and heroes, and she remained a voracious reader for the rest of her life.
Her intent for me never seemed to include raising a person of rank, stature, or celebrated accomplishment. She never hinted about me becoming a doctor, lawyer, senator, or even an army general. Instead, she talked about those who accepted burdens, took on challenges, and often made sacrifices simply because they had been blessed with the capacity to do so. It was a common man’s version of noblesse oblige, and she made clear that any of my gifts and abilities brought wider responsibilities.
That was all fine but ill-defined for a young man. It was easier to think in terms of becoming something impressive and important than it was to be someone of substance. With a clear goal, there are skills, qualifications, and accomplishments to amass. We often assume if we can get the success part right, shaping ourselves into the kind of people we seek to be is a lesser task that happens automatically. It doesn’t. That journey is less defined and often traverses unfamiliar, difficult terrain.
How do we become the person we aspire to be? What values should we embrace? What behaviors do we adopt to become that person? What books should we read? What clothes should we wear? Who should be our friends?
For twelve years, I taught a course at Yale, and among the highly curated students in that course, I saw impressive résumés that often reflected more ambition than skill. I was sure they could tell you what they wanted to be but not always the person they hoped to become. In their defense, the latter is infinitely harder.
The challenge to become is difficult but not complicated. An individual begins with character: a foundation of ethics, values, and behaviors that underpins their approach to life and develops skills that allow them to succeed. If their character and profession are aligned, there is no conflict between values and eventual success. But things are rarely that straightforward, and we find ourselves pulled between what we desire to be and what actually works.
Simplified, it is the “end justifies the means” conundrum. We often can’t be all we want to be without departing from the character we aspire to cultivate. The choice is rarely binary, although we often wish it were. But if we choose an inflexible adherence to certain values, this can prove difficult to pull off within the complexities of the real world. On the other hand, once we depart from our core character, we join the legions of those who have abandoned what matters most.
The challenge to become, then, must begin with a question: Become what? A course can be set that builds the skills and gathers the experiences necessary to have a reasonable probability of success, but the first and essential step must always be to focus on character—to become a truly good person. A reliable mooring to who we are and what we believe is not an easy accomplishment, but it is a worthy one.
Years after my mother’s passing, I found myself a successful soldier, which I knew was a source of pride to my still-living father. I don’t believe he was proud that I was a general, though. I think his affection for my choices was subtler than that, and more consequential. He believed I was a good soldier—a metric different from rank—and knowing that gave me deep satisfaction. But I often wondered what my mother would have thought of me. She likely would have been unimpressed by any traditional military accomplishments. That just wasn’t what she valued. Over time, it became increasingly clear to me that I had learned more from who she was than from anything she had ever said or done. It was her character, not her words, that left a legacy. And that, I believe, is how she would have judged me. To this day, it is how I judge myself. When I really think about it, not much else matters.



LIVING UP TO OUR VALUES
AM I WHO I THINK I AM?
—
I have been bitterly criticized and painfully faulted for things I never did. I’ve also been honored and lionized for qualities and achievements I could never claim. A measure of celebrity and notoriety inevitably distorts the self-portrait, but seeing ourselves clearly is remarkably difficult.
Who am I, really? More important, who do I want to be? And how would I know if I’ve attained this? Is my character measured by military rank, personal wealth, public acclaim, or level of happiness? Might it instead be determined by how much good I have done for others? How much I have loved or been loved? When I die, will my worth be measured by the number of mourners at my funeral, or the memories left behind—or something else entirely?
It’s hard to say who I wanted to be or even who I want to be now. And it’s even trickier to portray who I am.
Asked to describe ourselves, most of us begin with age, gender, height, weight, ethnicity, and maybe profession. All these are easy to observe and measure. Asked to go further, we might talk about our parents, siblings, or even where we were raised.
To describe our personal history, we often discuss education, jobs, places we’ve lived, and accomplishments. Going deeper, we might label our personality as introverted, extroverted, intense, or easygoing. Finally, when asked about values, most of us associate them with being honest, loyal, generous, and fair. Some might even add “patriotic” or “God-fearing” to the list.
But none of that actually tells us who a person is, not entirely. I can share my résumé, but those facts fall short of identifying who I really am—or who any of us are. That’s because while such information is relevant, it is insufficient. The details that describe our lives fail to communicate the core that defines us.
To understand one’s core, I think we have to look at what a person stands for, what their deepest-held convictions and beliefs are, and how they support those with clear values. Our values are partly revealed by what we do, and most tellingly by why we do them. At the end of the day, our motivations and the underlying values that drive them reveal the truest measure of who we are. But do we really want to know the answer to that question? And do we want others to know it? Maybe not always. Regardless, understanding the answer is harder than it seems.
Like life itself, values aren’t a binary choice between right and wrong or good and evil. On one level, they are absurdly simple to proclaim. On another, they are a complex set of conventions serving as a lens through which we view and engage with the world.
To understand who we are, we must know what constitutes our values, or what Aristotle called our “ethical virtues.” They may not be what we tell others or what we’ve convinced ourselves they are. But they prioritize our choices and drive our actions.
Values can be inspiring and ambitious. While serving in the US Army’s Ranger Regiment, each day we recited the Ranger Creed, a six-stanza statement of values that included this promise: “I will never leave a fallen comrade to fall into the hands of the enemy.”
On the parade field, these are bold words. In combat, living up to such a promise implies crossing a bullet-swept street to retrieve a comrade who may already be dead. Each ranger commits himself to potentially sacrificing his life for every other ranger, even those he doesn’t know. Like many other promises, though, making it is easier than keeping it.
This level of commitment can, of course, go wider than the military. The firm I cofounded after leaving the service adopted similar values, some of which our teammates brought from their navy experience, summarized in the alliterative phrase “Ship, Shipmate, Self.” The saying rolls easily off the tongue, signaling an inspiring and selfless commitment to others. But we had to ask ourselves if this was real or just lip service.
Living up to those values would, in navy parlance, mean “going down with the ship” if necessary and giving the last “life jacket” to another team member at the cost of one’s own survival, or at least success. That’s a bit dramatic for a small firm, but it identifies the danger of using strong words that may exceed a person’s willingness to live up to them. After all, we rationalize, it’s only a job, only a marriage, only politics. But the values we say we live by, and how we hold them, tell the world ultimately who we are.
When I think about values, I consider the kind of man I want to be—and how I want others to see me. That man has strong but carefully arrived-at convictions underpinned by values of justice, integrity, selflessness, humility, and service. His actions and attitudes are aligned with those values. Under even the severest of pressure, he would embody them. At least, that’s what I’d like to think. But reality lies in what I actually do.
Soldiers in the US military have a code of conduct that prescribes service members surrender only when resistance is no longer feasible, and that in the event of captivity, they behave a certain way. One well-known aspect of this code is that, under interrogation, no valuable information will be revealed to the enemy. Similarly, while captive, prisoners will make no anti-US propaganda statements. The code seems simple and straightforward enough to follow, but in practice, as with most things, the reality is always more complicated than the ideal.
In both the Korean and Vietnam wars, captured Americans were subjected to intense pressure, including torture and brainwashing, and many found themselves unable to adhere to the rigid standards of the code. Once “broken,” those prisoners struggled to retain a sense of dignity and self-respect. We may fantasize about our own courage in the face of such experiences, but like many soldiers have, I often wondered and worried about what I would actually do.
Similarly, do I truly place the welfare of my “shipmates” before my own in the work that I do now? On big, public questions, it feels necessary to do so. Everyone’s watching, after all. But on the smaller, less visible scale, do the decisions I make reflect the values I profess to hold? It’s always a question to consider.
It is worth questioning our convictions and considering how deep our values truly go. Even when I act in a manner respected by others, do I do so because of my values or am I searching for approval? I know what decisions I’ve made, and it’s fair to ask why I made them. In many cases, the pressure of outside scrutiny and the desire to be validated both serve as powerful incentives. There’s a strong reflex to flow with the current of views that get the widest approval. I certainly don’t always choose that, but sometimes I’m not sure how much this dynamic influences me.
When all is said and done, knowing who we are is more difficult than it seems. I have a model for the person I want to be and often am, but all too frequently reality intervenes and I see myself falling short in ways that disappoint and sometimes surprise me. In those moments, I find that I must simultaneously demand the most from myself and allow for failure. Life, I’ve found, is a never-ending effort to embody values we admire.



TATTOOS, LONG HAIR, AND FATHERHOOD
WHAT REALLY MATTERS?
—
In high school, my son grew his hair to his shoulders, and it looked terrible. Then he got tired of that, cut it short, and dyed it blond. Better, but not anything I’d have recommended. We went through several colors (including bright blue when I took him to meet the United Nations secretary general) before he headed to college, where he promptly adopted a Mohawk hairstyle. Whatever.
During most of this period, I was either in the rangers and wearing a severe “high and tight” haircut, refreshed each Sunday, or I was deployed with only slightly longer hair.
While I was in Iraq, my son got a number of tattoos, and his high school interest in rock music graduated to playing seriously in a punk rock band called the Lucky Scars. They played clubs local to his college, Florida State, and toured using our minivan until it died somewhere along the route. From Iraq, I offered to rent them a replacement to continue the tour, but he took it as a sign that rock stardom was not to be.
In my memory, we never argued about his hair, tattoos, music, or anything else. Sam is not an argumentative person, and I never saw anything worth arguing over. He had tastes and interests different from my own, but I suspect mine are as weak in his eyes as his were in mine. And none of that seemed important to either of us. I deployed to Afghanistan shortly before he graduated high school, and I spent almost all of the next seven years either there or in Iraq. Maintaining a family is hard enough under those circumstances, and it never made sense to make it any harder.
Some things were important, of course, and he intuitively understood that. I did, too. Sam developed a reputation for his music, and (reportedly) was a sight to behold in a crowded mosh pit, but all the fundamentals I considered essential to a good life were already there. He was honest and loyal, and he maintained his commitments. I didn’t see his grades very often, but in the things that mattered to me—his values—I was confident. I don’t claim that Annie or I instilled them, but we recognized and respected them as they emerged, and I like to believe that helped.
I wasn’t a great father. I also know that being a great parent does not guarantee a child won’t experience problems and setbacks, some potentially tragic. Life places pitfalls and obstacles in front of the best of us, and the most we can really do is our best.
In retrospect, I regret things I didn’t do as a father but thankfully avoided doing many I would have regretted. If I could do it all again, I believe I would be a better father, but I don’t believe Sam could be a better son. Long hair and all.



ON MARRIAGE



THE GREATEST GAIN COMES FROM CHOOSING TO SURRENDER PART OF OURSELVES.
—
I’ve never agreed with the idea that our personal and professional lives are separate and distinct. We’re one person with one life, and how we integrate and balance those pieces impacts our success in each area. I know that when my relationships, particularly my marriage, are healthy, I’m better both professionally and personally. So, my marriage is central to every part of my life.
When I was younger, I didn’t think too much about it. I met a girl I liked, thought she had a great figure, and at twenty-two, married her. Forty-seven years later, I’m still crazy about her (she also still has a great figure), so I celebrate choosing wisely. At the time, though, my decision to marry Annie was anything but wisdom, and as the years pass, I think more realistically about the dynamics of the institution and the experience of marriage.
I’ve been married only once, so I have no real credibility as an authority on the matter, but I’d argue someone with multiple marriages may have no more. Regardless, there are few subjects we discuss less often or less effectively than our marriages. It feels inappropriate to talk much about such a personal relationship with friends or acquaintances, so we’re left to read advice columns or judge from appearances what a good or not-so-good relationship looks like.
Personally, I’d seen my parents’ marriage until I was sixteen, at which point my mother’s sudden death at age forty-five seemed to leave my father adrift. The two of them had always seemed happy, in spite of staying busy with six children, but I never understood the depth of my father’s emotional reliance on my mother until the morning he came back from Walter Reed Army Medical Center in his army uniform adorned with the badges and ribbons of a combat infantryman, his eyes red from crying, and told us his Mary had died.
I sometimes tell people that perceptions of marriage feel superficial. We talk about meeting, falling in love, getting married, and then living happily ever after. But I think that’s rarely the case. Marriage is a relationship that, like any structure we depend on, requires constant maintenance. Levels of passion and commitment rise and fall, and it takes a truly long view to navigate the shoals that inevitably rock a couple. Looking past every argument or failure and contemplating life twenty years on without the other can be a powerful reminder of what’s important.
I often think about marriages in different situations. On the frontier in 1870, a couple needed each other to survive a prairie existence with several small children in tow. The partnership was as practically critical as it was emotional. Needing someone can be a powerful additive to love. Now, fast-forward to modern America and consider a two-income marriage in which each person is entirely capable of thriving independently. In that instance, the marriage arguably relies only upon the adhesive strength of love and passion—and must hope that is enough. It often is not.
When Annie and I were married, we embarked on a life that revolved around my army career. Annie worked throughout, but constant moves and other demands forced her to curtail her career options to support the life we’d chosen. Arguably, it wasn’t fair, but my gut is that any other arrangement would have been difficult. The unspoken agreement was that this life was ours, not just mine, and through good and bad times, that agreement seemed to work for us. Everything I possess, even my reputation, is hard-earned joint property.
The dynamics of life, however, can mask the challenges in any relationship. People talk often about how hard the Army life is on marriages, but we both saw many relationships dissolve not long after the Army years ended. Marriages that had weathered difficult assignments, war, and career disappointments only to fall apart early into the golden years were instructive.
Each case was unique, but my feeling was that the rigors of a career can maintain the momentum of a marriage, but once that is gone, the couples realize it was the system itself that had kept them together. When that system was removed, there just wasn’t enough commitment left to keep it going.
So where does that leave us? How should a good marriage be?
In late 2019, I had a series of back surgeries that left me in intensive care for months. Annie spent each day in the room, caring for me in ways newlyweds never can anticipate. Maybe that’s what marriage really is—or must be. It isn’t the big wedding, a single storybook moment, or even the legal bond that guarantees future security. It is, rather, a status that constrains, a promise that binds, and a relationship that defines who we are and can be. Once married, we are forever changed, less independent, and irrevocably committed. Even if the marriage fails, we have a promise that, once made, never fully disappears.
It is likely impossible to define what a great marriage is, or to judge anyone else’s. But I think about it anyway. Annie and I talk about never wanting to be without the other. Selfishly, I hope to pass away first so that I can die holding her hand. But as her friend, I never want to leave her lonely.
Maybe that’s marriage.



KNOWING SOMEONE
KNOWING SOMEONE INTIMATELY IS A UNIQUE GIFT—AND A CHALLENGE.
—
Annie and I met at Fort Hood, Texas, over Christmas in 1973. The number of people I’ve known longer is small, and the number I’ve known better is zero. No one has more history with her than I do. Arguably, I’m the world’s foremost Annie expert.
When I think about it, being an expert on my wife is an extraordinary position to be in: to know someone as long and as intimately as we both have. I can usually predict what she’ll do and say, often know how she feels, and occasionally know what she’s thinking. Having that relationship with anyone, at any point in life, is both a gift and a responsibility not to be taken lightly.
I’m absurdly biased about my wife, but as the primary authority on the subject, I feel empowered to relate what I’ve learned.
Up front, Annie, like most of us, is not how she seems. A serious introvert who appears to be a serial extrovert, my wife interacts with people with a reflexive grace and thoughtfulness. She doesn’t often decline requests or invitations but accepts and attends many more out of a sense of responsibility. It’s rare that she doesn’t like other people, but often she finds herself overcommitted. If she’s at an event, it doesn’t always mean she really wants to be there—but you’d never know it.
During our career in the Army, I found that Annie intuitively understood the importance of her role as a military spouse. She’d had her mother as a role model but also learned quickly “on the job.” As I became more senior in rank, the requirement for my wife to informally lead younger spouses grew, and she displayed an ability to guide events without overt displays of rank or power.
Periodically, she’d bristle at some of the things done by other spouses, junior and senior, but kept her thoughts and emotions close to her vest unless absolutely necessary. She’d often repeat the advice to “keep your friends close and your enemies closer.” I’ve always envied her that self-control, especially at times when I lacked it.
My wife worked throughout my career, often at jobs beneath her qualifications, but they were what was available at the relatively remote locations where we were based. Annie fiercely maintained an identity beyond being merely Mrs. McChrystal, and I always respected that. Before we married, I’d not seen or anticipated such independence, but I think that proved critical for her to enjoy our life together, wrapped up as we both were in my military career, without feeling like she’d lost her identity.
Occasionally her spirit erupted on unsuspecting people. When I was a major and attending the US Naval War College in Newport, Rhode Island, we both participated in Hash House Harriers, a somewhat quirky running club. As tradition held, after a certain number of runs, a participant receives an HHH name; because I’d started slightly earlier, I received mine, which was SF. I’d like to say this stood for “special forces,” but it didn’t (I’ll spare you the details, but suffice to say that it referred to my having once fallen into a sewer during a run).
Anyway, when Annie’s turn came, the leaders of the club deliberated and announced her name as WOSF, or “wife of SF.” She was pissed and let them know—immediately. Annie was her own person, had earned her own name, and that was that. People who knew the agreeable Annie suddenly understood, as I’d long known, that the velvet exterior covers a steel-like resolve. And you’d better beware digging too deep.
My wife and I often joke, inspired by Robin Williams’s character in Good Will Hunting, that what I treasure most about Annie is not all the things that are “good” about her but more so her peccadilloes. And I think that’s as it should be. That’s real intimacy.
So, with respect and permission, it behooves me to tell you that Annie is a slob. I realize that’s coming from a person who’s a bit overorganized, but it’s still unequivocally true. I often say that her Irish lineage is fake, she’s actually from “Slobovia.” On the surface, our house is pristine, but open a closet or one of her drawers at your own peril. Annie routinely stashes and loses things, only to find them long after their hour of need. One year, she put the things my son had ordered for his wife for Christmas out of sight (and out of mind), and it became a minor crisis—now it’s a family anecdote.
Were it a punishable crime, Annie would be convicted for murdering idioms. In one conversation, she announced, “That dog has sailed,” and we both immediately broke into laughter. But beneath that, she’s frighteningly well-read. She listens to audiobooks relentlessly and knows far more about any subject than she’ll ever let on in casual conversation.
Reflecting a great risk of our times, she’s become increasingly political. Less because she’s an ideologue herself than out of resentment for people who have pulled American politics to extremes with blatant dishonesty, she’ll periodically rant at the television in my presence but then hold her opinions when we’re in public, which is probably a good practice.
Annie has too many shoes, particularly flip-flops. It’s not a hanging crime, but it probably should be. Back when I was a captain and my friend and I were moving our family’s stuff from an apartment to a small set of military quarters, Annie’s shoes alone took one trip of his pickup truck. It wasn’t a big vehicle, but still.
So, what does it mean to know someone? To really know them on an intimate level? When we do really know a person, we see both the veneer and the underlying structure—the rainbow as well as the thunderstorm that often precedes it. Such intimacy requires that we assess the person based on who they are in the moment as well as the vast amounts of data we have collected on the individual’s behavior, character, and underlying convictions. Of course, at this point, we can no longer judge the person from an unbiased or objective perspective, and we probably shouldn’t. Love isn’t like that, fortunately.
Shoes, politics, idioms, and neatness don’t begin to describe my wife. Even as the world’s foremost Annie expert, I can’t really begin to capture who she is. But every day, I learn a little more, and maybe someday I will.



THE I-495 RULE
TRUST IS SACRED, BUT NOT TO BE TAKEN FOR GRANTED.
—
A close friend of mine who is a former Marine turned intelligence officer has a rule he calls “the I-495 Rule,” named after the beltway that circles Washington, D.C. Greg describes it simply: “If one of a special group of people calls me at two a.m. and asks me to dress in a loincloth, golf shoes, and a light coat of oil, then go stand on the shoulder of I-495, I do it. No questions asked. But,” he adds, “that group is very small.”
Greg goes on to talk about the bonds of trust that are forged in difficult situations, bonds that are both sacred and helpful in getting difficult things done. When the stakes are high, time is short, and detailed explanations impractical, those relationships often make the difference between success and failure, even life and death.
As vital as we know trust to be, we’re often confused about what it actually is. My experience has shown me that this is a concept frequently bandied about but not often understood. When I trust someone to do something they’ve committed to, I am putting my faith in their intent and competence. Like most people, I value good intentions but bank on those who have shown they can deliver.
This is where friendship and trust diverge. There are people I love but don’t trust. Conversely, there are some I despise whom I have trusted and would trust for very important things, even with the lives of my family members. That feels contradictory, but remembering what trust implies is essential. It has nothing to do with affection or admiration. If I cross a bridge, I don’t care if the engineer is a wonderful human being. I’m looking for competence and execution.
Trust, you could say, is the intersection of faith and responsibility. When I put my faith in you and you hold yourself responsible, we have established trust. And until you give me reason to doubt you, I won’t.
This definition applies to more than hypothetical scenarios.
In combat, whenever possible, soldiers are placed in foxholes in pairs. Each soldier gains confidence from having a comrade close by, but more important, when one needs to eat, sleep, or disassemble their weapon to clean it, they need someone to maintain a lookout. If one soldier can’t trust the other to stay awake and alert while he rests or tends to other duties, the system won’t work.
Whether you like the person you are depending on is irrelevant. In life-and-death situations, you want someone you can put your faith in. Soldiers who fall asleep on guard duty can be shot, which is harsh but necessary punishment. If soldiers in war, spouses in a marriage, or partners in a business cannot trust the intentions and competence of those they rely on, things unravel quickly.
In society today, we tend to struggle with trust. Many public figures lie regularly, and we’ve reached a bizarre agreement to neither believe what they say nor hold them accountable. We accept that the claims of our leaders are exaggerated, even take such facts for granted.
Absurdly, we sometimes place more faith in politicians and personalities because their dishonesty is so reliable. We know they are lying, because they always do. But the phenomenon renders rhetoric empty and the bond between leader and those they lead virtually meaningless. As a result, we get the low level of honesty we demand, and our society suffers for it.
We often say a person must “give trust to get it,” and I believe that. But on a public or even societal level, I’ve found this to be difficult. The gap between fact and fiction, promise and delivery, integrity and behavior is too great. What we need more than clichés are systems that force us to be honest, requiring us to become trustworthy individuals.
I spent much of my military career in parachute units, and unlike most sport jumpers who prepare their own chute, the Army has specialized units of riggers who pack them. To keep everyone honest, these same riggers are also paratroopers and regularly jump using chutes randomly pulled from the same stacks of already packed canopies.
For many of us, jumping was a frightening prospect, but not because we thought our chutes were incorrectly prepared. We trusted both the riggers and the system they were part of. Jumping out of a plane held its own perils that we were all too aware of, but we never doubted the security of the chute itself. That was a foregone conclusion because we were all a part of the same self-correcting system.
For trust to work at an organizational level, it must be woven throughout the very fabric of the organization.
Too broadly in today’s world, however, the norms and systems designed to enable a person to trust have worn down and fail to serve their purpose. Unless they are credibly reestablished, I fear we will all become increasingly skeptical of what we read, hear, and see.
That said, I find myself more often defaulting to trusting individuals these days. I’m sometimes disappointed, but it is worth the risk. And in any relationship, my goal is to never overpromise, while trying to follow through on every commitment. I don’t consciously violate the trust someone places in me, and I believe others can feel that earnestness. I know what a gift it is, so I try to offer the same. We all can sense when we are dealing with someone who is doing their best and being honest with you each step of the way.
Trust is often described as the lubricant that allows complicated organizations, systems, and relationships to function. The metaphor is apt. Absent trust, the gears bind and the machinery seizes up quickly. The soldier never sleeps, and we approach every bridge and potential partnership with doubt.
Each night, I go to bed ready to don a loincloth and golf shoes, grab my club, and head to the highway. I hope Greg doesn’t call, but I want to stay on his list.



STEP AWAY FROM THE CAROUSEL
SEEMINGLY SMALL THINGS REVEAL OUR CHARACTER.
—
I fly often, and although I try to avoid checking luggage, longer trips find me at baggage claim awaiting my suitcase. It’s a black rolling duffel bag I’ve used for many years, to which I’ve attached a large canvas streamer with “McChrystal” embroidered on it so that it shouldn’t be tough to see coming.
Invariably, the scene at the carousel resembles a herd of wildebeest at the last watering hole in the Serengeti. Crowding close to the conveyor, a wall of people blocks visibility so that no one else can see the bags emerge. As others crane their necks to catch a glimpse, anxious travelers resolutely crowd the moving belt.
If everyone would only step back just two paces, all would be able see and retrieve their bags, but most jealously guard their place in the queue. And of course, it isn’t a queue. The bags will be available in the order handlers load them into the system. They don’t know (or care) who is “first in line” at the carousel. Maintaining a good field position to box out would-be interlopers is as pointless as it is thoughtless and rude. But many of us—in fact, most—still do it.
In 1963 Hannah Arendt coined the phrase “banality of evil,” writing about the Nazi Adolf Eichmann. Later, the philosopher Thomas White characterized Eichmann, based on Arendt’s analysis, as “not inherently evil, but merely shallow and clueless.” He and countless others had participated in one of history’s greatest crimes, seemingly without deep contemplation. With the tunnel vision of personal interest, inflexible ideology, or simple expedience, people are capable of pathetic and atrocious things.
To be clear, I’m not comparing tired airline passengers to Hitler’s henchmen, but I’m often struck by thoughtless selfishness. On many occasions, particularly during my travels, I see behaviors that I believe are linked to a sense of anonymity. In these instances, our demeanor and treatment of others is rooted in the belief that we’ll never see that person again.
If it’s easy to be courteous, we are. But when consideration costs us our seat on a plane, our place in line, or our precious time, the calculus changes. To be sure, some people are always jerks, but most are not. Still, in the anonymity of crowded spaces, we tend to treat strangers in a way we’d never think of acting with people we know we will interact with again.
Quoting the Roman emperor and philosopher Marcus Aurelius often produces the same reaction as comparing anyone to the Nazis—rolled eyes and a condescending dismissal. I’ve violated both conventions here, but I think it doesn’t hurt to be reminded of either. Both serious philosophy and a periodic gaze at evil can help calibrate our minds and consciences, deepening our otherwise shallow convictions. Aurelius writes in his Meditations:
When you wake up in the morning, tell yourself: The people I deal with today will be meddling, ungrateful, arrogant, dishonest, jealous, and surly. They are like this because they can’t tell good from evil. But I have seen the beauty of good, and the ugliness of evil, and have recognized that the wrongdoer has a nature related to my own—not of the same blood and birth, but the same mind, and possessing a share of the divine. And so none of them can hurt me. No one can implicate me in ugliness. Nor can I feel angry at my relative, or hate him.
Reflecting on Marcus Aurelius’s irrefutable wisdom is simultaneously inspiring and irritating, because I often fall so short of the attitude and conduct he advocates. But his thoughtful maturity wasn’t meant to preach to others less worthy than himself. Believed to have been notes written to himself while on long military campaigns, his writing is the effort of a good man trying to be a better one.
Before age sixteen, George Washington similarly copied 110 “rules of civility” to both improve his handwriting and remind himself how a true gentleman behaved. While we may naturally possess empathy and grace, few of us lack the need for guidelines, particularly in moments of distraction or stress. It doesn’t hurt to be reminded. My experience in times of obvious importance was that most of the actors in the palace or Oval Office behaved thoughtfully. Some were contemptible, but it appeared that was intentional—it was the persona they’d decided to adopt.
But most of our lives are not towering moments. They are short interactions with people we’ll never meet again, like during the minutes awaiting our luggage—when we’re tired, and the best possible outcome is to retrieve belongings that are already ours and head home.
Nothing about this is particularly complicated. Just step away from the carousel, or don’t. But whatever you do, do it because you thought and decided to do it, not because you were mindlessly selfish. A few thoughts, and a few feet, can make all the difference.



DOES CHARACTER STILL MATTER?
CHARACTER IS MORE ESSENTIAL THAN EVER TO OUR WORLD.
—
I’ve spent a lifetime studying leaders, heroes, and scoundrels, with more than a few individuals who are justly categorized in all three groups. We seek to define each person’s character so that we can venerate or denounce them, but in most cases cleanly defining who a person is proves elusive. Many of us struggle to know what even our own character is.
This raises the obvious question of whether character is real or a useful construct to advocate for selected values and behaviors. Many of us profess faith in things we can never confirm, like miracles, but we accept them anyway. Could character be the same? Might what we venerate, the bedrock of values supporting a superstructure of worthy behaviors, be nothing more than an ideal? Is it dead, dormant, or simply difficult?
I was blessed to have loving parents of admirable character, mostly good sports coaches, and later some excellent military commanders. I was exposed to decades of values-oriented education and training. Raised in an era when even my elementary school unabashedly advocated for patriotism and ethics, then molded at West Point through a narrative of service, discipline, and an unequivocal honor code, I wouldn’t have been able to dodge thinking about character.
Then there was the real world.
We’re all unsurprised when people we don’t respect validate our estimation of them by being dishonest, disloyal, or selfish; it’s strangely satisfying to both be right and feel morally superior at the same time. We’re also disappointed when leaders we esteem prove all too human and friends, family, and teammates fail to live up to the standards we’ve hoped for. We make excuses for those we love, but when they deviate from what we expect, it hollows out our faith in their character.
Hardest of all is when we see this lack in ourselves. No doubt there are people who celebrate their ability to circumvent or undercut laws and norms, but most of us hope not to be that way. Still, in moments testing our integrity, compassion, and commitment to things we’ve embraced, most of us remember when we were not the person we’d hoped to be—when our ambition, ego, impatience, and greed led us to act in ways we might describe as “out of character.”
But maybe the question is whether this is just our real character revealed. Nothing hurts quite so much as admitting we’re not the person we claim to be.
If we watch people of poor character win elections, accumulate riches, or achieve unprecedented popularity, the obvious question is whether character ultimately matters—and did it ever? It did. Or at least, so we said.
Regardless of what they say or write, the people of every era consider themselves less worthy than those who came before. Reading literature, admiring architecture, or squinting in the sunlight at imposing statues of intimidating personalities of old, we believe “they” were wiser, braver, and better than we are now. Explorers, inventors, queens, soldiers, and all those who shaped their respective epochs had character. We stand in reverence of Tom Brokaw’s “Greatest Generation” and admit that we’re unsure we could, or would, do the same today.
We have reason to feel this way. For centuries, we’ve told stories, painted pictures, written poetry, and sung of men and women of character. As a child, I was told young George Washington could wield an axe well enough to cut down a cherry tree but was incapable of lying about the deed. We are long haunted by the shadow of our forebears.
We admire leaders like Lincoln. The Catholic Church has elevated more than ten thousand saints whose acts, faith, and character serve to inspire. Countless children are named not for eccentric Uncle Leo but for those whose character their parents hope they will someday emulate.
Our fascination with character is more than idle celebrity worship. There has always been an intuitive understanding that life in the world, as English philosopher Thomas Hobbes described it, could be “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” Incentives abound to reward power and wealth, while only a fragile web of ethics, values, and social mores—often connected to religion—reinforces concepts of justice, mercy, generosity, and benevolence. Without the pull of character on a person’s conscience, things could be a lot worse.
In the past, people were expected to behave with admirable character, even if only superficially. Integrity was openly demanded, and countless duels were fought over questions of honor. Newspapers and pamphlets routinely charged prominent people with misbehavior, and the articles were reliably followed by strident denials and counter-accusations. America’s Founding Fathers—a gifted but often thin-skinned collection of patriots—claimed to be guided by an ideal of character but also masterfully constructed a system of governance that accounted for a lack of it.
In most ways, the innate character of our ancestors differed little from our own. The world knew cruelty, greed, and hatred in doses we can scarcely comprehend today, and they constructed an imperfect but still valuable latticework of rules, norms, and ideals that sought to control things as best they could.
They were aided by physical limitations of their era. Information moved with increasing speed but, relatively speaking, remained glacially slow. As books and then newspapers became economically viable, standards of journalism emerged unevenly, but their importance was recognized. While the world watched figures like Adolf Hitler leverage organs of government and tools of influence with stunning effectiveness, it became apparent that the concept of character was central to preventing a world dominated only by strength.
Character has never been perfect. Heroes were often also slaveholders, philanderers, or crooks. But there was an understanding that while we could pretend not to notice those misdeeds and shortcomings, it was essential that there be a standard. We might rarely, if ever, embody the ideal of character, but some set of benchmarks should enact a gravitational-like pull to a higher plane. We may periodically be despicable, but we should feel guilty when we do. That is the importance of character.
Superficial talents or qualities can confuse us about who a person really is, even when we are that person. Character is revealed and sometimes shaped by situations, especially when we must make fundamental choices about right and wrong, obligation over advantage, and courage over cowardice.
The West Point Cadet Prayer captures the essence of behaving as we should, regardless of the costs: “Make us to choose the harder right instead of the easier wrong, and never to be content with a half truth when the whole can be won.”



GONE BAD
HOW SHOULD WE THINK ABOUT THE PEOPLE WE ONCE ADMIRED BUT NOW NO LONGER RESPECT?
—
In January 1942, twenty-two-year-old Byron De La Beckwith enlisted in the United States Marines. He fought in the bitter struggle for Guadalcanal, and the following year was wounded at Tarawa. In 1945, he was honorably discharged, joining a generation of American veterans Tom Brokaw later labeled “the Greatest Generation.” Absent any information to the contrary, it would be hard to consider him as anything but a hero and a patriot.
And yet, on June 12, 1963, just short of twenty years after Tarawa, the same man used a Model 1917 Enfield rifle—the same weapon used by famed Sergeant Alvin York in winning the Medal of Honor—to shoot civil rights activist Medgar Evers in the back as he walked from his car. Evers, a thirty-seven-year-old veteran himself, struggled in front of his Mississippi home before collapsing as his wife looked on. Less than an hour later, he died at a local hospital that had first refused to treat him based on his race.
Admittedly, this is an extreme example but not an isolated one. People are not strictly villains or heroes. We are all mixed, full of conflicting motives, prejudices, and invisible allegiances. Life, invariably, will test these; therefore, it takes time for who we really are to emerge.
And who are we? Not always what we—or others—think.
Byron De La Beckwith was both a hero and a murderer. Can one be fairly mentioned without the other? Benedict Arnold was arguably the best combat commander in the Continental Army before his betrayal of the cause. Robert E. Lee was a respected United States Army soldier for thirty-one years before becoming its most costly adversary.
Was Arnold a traitor masquerading as a patriot, or an unappreciated war hero who rebelled against perceived mistreatment? Was Lee the ultimate example of devoted service to his home state of Virginia, or a disloyal military officer unwilling to lose the privilege of owning slaves?
More recently, veterans who once earned the respect and loyalty of comrades are now choosing courses, like white supremacy, that are antithetical to what most of them had previously adhered to. Honest differences on questions of politics, religion, or hot-button issues like abortion and transgender rights are places where I seek to differ on views but retain a relationship. I try to remember that rational, well-intentioned people can reach very different conclusions on knotty issues. I admit that my own views reflect my life’s journey, and I could just as easily have arrived at very different opinions were my circumstances different.
Where it gets most difficult is when the individual has chosen positions or behaviors that don’t reflect judgment or deeply held beliefs but instead seem to be cravenly opportunistic—and we see it often. Politicians jump to mind, and some I’ve known epitomize the phenomenon of abandoning long-held values to curry favor. It would be amusing if not so pathetic. I try to retain respect for the people I once thought them to be but treat them as who they’ve chosen to be.
Sometimes it is intensely personal, as when someone takes an unexpected turn into behavior I abhor. Even when that behavior doesn’t directly affect me, bonds forged over years of shared service, some in combat, are badly frayed.
I try not to impose my values rigidly, but the situation often gets increasingly awkward until I can no longer ignore my beliefs. Most often, I don’t address the conflict directly but simply reduce or end my relationship with the person. In relationships that cannot be easily ended, like business associations, we avoid the subject but quietly end any bond beyond what’s necessary. Sometimes, I cut all ties.
I know I’m neither empowered nor wise enough to sit in judgment of others. But ultimately, we must settle on what we believe and act accordingly. I cannot, and must not, respect or celebrate behaviors or actions I believe to be wrong. I can make allowances, sometimes overlook, and be prepared to forgive, but I cannot accept as right something I believe to be wrong, while remaining open to the reality that I don’t have all the answers.



THE SIREN’S CALL TO RATIONALIZE
DON’T CONVINCE YOURSELF THAT WHAT’S WRONG IS RIGHT.
—
In October 2015, I was contracted to give a talk at a leadership event for the electronic-cigarette maker Juul Labs. I don’t smoke or vape and knew little about the growing firm whose sleek devices and flavored pods were increasingly popular, so I was curious.
Before my speech, I had the opportunity to sit down with the company’s founders, Stanford graduate students turned entrepreneurs James Monsees and Adam Bowen, and they explained to me the rationale behind their creation.
While nicotine is the addictive aspect of cigarette smoking, smokers also value the physical act, sometimes referred to as the “ritual” of smoking. But it is the carcinogenic danger of inhaling the smoke of burning tobacco that carries the greatest risk. If smokers are unable or unwilling to kick the habit entirely, the two men reasoned, perhaps a safe alternative could be engineered that retained the satisfaction (and fun) of smoking without its inherent dangers.
Over a period of years, Adam and James did just that. Their venture-funded start-up’s iterative engineering eventually created a remarkably clever device that many smokers found satisfying enough to switch from cigarettes. They appeared well on their way to solving one of the world’s most difficult health challenges.
After the event, I remember telling Annie how impressed I was by their objective, the potential success in achieving it, and by the founders themselves. They were getting very rich, of course, but it appeared to be a case of “doing well by doing good.” I was supportive.
Subsequently, however, things got complicated, as they often do. Leveraging an aggressive social media campaign and a menu of flavors that attracted young people, many of whom didn’t smoke, Juul’s sales soared. James and Adam became billionaires.
Their devices were helping some move from cigarettes to a safer habit, but the largest part of the demand came from young people who took up a new, costly habit that was beginning to show negative impacts on their health. Soon, many argued that Juul’s negative effects were dwarfing any positive value the company had brought to the world.
In December 2018, the other shoe dropped when tobacco firm Altria bought 35 percent of the start-up at a valuation of $38 billion. Juul was now a member of the Big Tobacco community, and many of its idealistic, mission-driven employees were upset by the development. But they were also suddenly wealthy.
Therein lay the conundrum. Most stayed with the firm, likely rationalizing that the good they sought to do was still possible. Plus, it was a lot of money.
Convincing ourselves to follow a course that conflicts with our values or beliefs can take on many forms, and this happens more frequently than we often care to admit. It can be hellishly complicated. But in the end, we are the ones who have to deal with whatever decisions we’ve made or failed to make.
I remember my father-in-law relating his experience working in the mid-1960s for army chief of staff General Harold K. Johnson. My wife’s father admired the World War II Bataan Death March survivor and later combat commander in Korea and described the general’s deep concerns over America’s growing involvement in Vietnam.
General Johnson strongly disagreed with both on-the-ground commander General William Westmoreland’s strategy and with President Lyndon B. Johnson’s unwillingness to mobilize reserve forces that most senior military judged were needed. At the time, my father-in-law was a major on the Army staff.
One night while working late (as was the Pentagon norm), General Johnson was agonizing over the issue and ordered a car from the motor pool so he could be driven across the Potomac to the White House. There, he would meet with President Johnson and submit his resignation.
As the car approached, the account goes, General Johnson ordered the driver not to stop but instead to circle the executive mansion and recross the river back to Virginia. He would stay on to do the best he could for the service and the nation, and he would do it from inside the Army he served and loved.
For military professionals, the resignation of senior officers has always been a complex and sensitive issue. I’ve done it myself. Few situations present a binary choice between right and wrong and instead reside in a gray zone. These decisions are intensely personal but impact both an oath made to the nation and less formal, but equally sacred, commitments to comrades. From experience, I know no such decisions are easily reached. They require careful thought and much reconsideration. Even then, you are rarely sure if you’re making the right call.
General Johnson’s was a poignant vignette from a tragic war. Some historians decry his failure to stand with his values; they cite an informal promise that he would ascend to be the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff as one reason, the call of personal ambition. My father-in-law viewed the decision more charitably, as do most historians. General Johnson said that he reasoned his resignation would create a short-term splash but quickly be forgotten, and that he could do more to influence events by remaining in his role. But in the years after his service, General Johnson himself second-guessed the wisdom of his choice.
The point is not that General Johnson was cowardly and unwilling to confront the president or that he was cravenly self-interested. He was neither. His courage and values had been long tested and found solid. The point is that in many cases, making such a call is incredibly difficult to get right.
But often the act of rationalizing is starker, less nuanced, and easier to judge. Not every case deserves the benefit of the doubt. At what point have we rationalized ourselves into actions we know are wrong? When have we departed from our values on issues large and small, for financial, political, or personal gain?
When our belonging to a group is on the line, many of us will say or do things we otherwise wouldn’t, sometimes as seemingly minor as laughing at jokes at the expense of others. Other times, the circumstances are far more serious. Eventually, after enough of these rationalizations, we may become the kind of person we know we shouldn’t.
Too often, however, when facing the rationalizations of people in power, we smile and dismiss such behavior as something as old as humanity itself. Watching self-proclaimed stewards of American democracy voice impressively strong views and then crowd our televisions and social media feeds to abruptly change their description of how the world should work is jarring. We are exploring the limits of reinterpreting right and wrong, and few unassailable constants remain.
I am reminded of George Orwell’s Animal Farm, in which a well-justified revolt against an abusive farmer devolves into tragedy as clever pigs turn greedy and progressively redefine their experimental, animal-led society—always to their personal advantage. Which is, of course, not a far cry from what we’ve seen many ruling classes do over the centuries. Orwell’s story was a not very subtle critique of Stalinism, but we should use it as a cautionary tale for the United States of today.
I also find myself deeply disappointed in leaders who have ignored Orwell’s warning, embracing opportunism for roles and positions they previously opposed. When their political epiphany feels genuine, I accept it without hesitation. When it doesn’t—or when a single such individual experiences one too many epiphanies—I don’t accept it. I feel they are being dishonest with me, and maybe with themselves.
All of us have experienced situations in which an individual’s values are rationalized away in deference to money or some other advantage. Sometimes, it’s people we disdain who do this, and we damn them. Often, it is those we admire, and we remain tight-lipped in frustration. Even other times, we are the ones rationalizing, and we know that we know better.
At this point in life, I have few illusions, but some convictions I value and character I hope to embody. I realize that often the greatest threats to them are the most nuanced, and that this is when it’s tempting to rationalize—and I hope that I won’t.



OPPORTUNITY…OR OPPORTUNISM?
RUTHLESS PURSUIT OF PERSONAL GAIN MUST BE IDENTIFIED FOR WHAT IT IS.
—
In his 1944 Memorial Lecture titled “The Inner Ring,” delivered to King’s College London, British writer and moralist C. S. Lewis warned of the dangers that came with seeking acceptance into exclusive groups. Desire for entry, or “the passion for the Inner Ring,” he argued, “is the most skillful in making a man who is not yet a very bad man do very bad things.”
For twelve years, I taught Lewis’s masterful admonition in my leadership course at Yale University, and it seemed to resonate. Talented and often privileged young people discussed the dangers of abandoning their values in pursuit of money, power, or exclusive membership with apparent resolve. They got it. It was heartening but only cautiously so.
As I watched graduates of the same iconic school later debase themselves in an eager quest for political power, I was reminded that the siren’s call of self-interest is seductive and finds no shortage of willing suitors. Values previously espoused with apparent resolve are often casually abandoned in favor of personal ambition.
This is the way the world works. And we sadly accept that this is the way it has always been and always will be.
Most people seek paths to personal aggrandizement most of the time. This is natural, you could say, quoting both Darwin and Freud. Human beings do what is best for their survival, all while moving toward pleasure whenever they can. Besides, the perception of debasement lies with the observer. Graduates of West Point who were from the South yet chose to remain in the United States Army during the Civil War, which put them on battlefields against family and former neighbors, were vilified in the Confederacy. In the inflamed atmosphere, that reaction was predictable.
Capitalism is based upon economic reward. The academic world bestows honors and degrees. The military awards medals and rank. And politics offers power and prestige—but mostly power. We all live and work within systems that intend to motivate us, and to ignore these carrots is to deny what may be influencing us, at least at a subconscious level.
Opportunity is a magic word and a powerful idea. America is famously described as the “land of opportunity,” an experiment to craft a society in which each person can possess what their talent and energy may earn. The engine this perception drives has created a juggernaut of economic, military, and social power. Disaffected outcasts and immigrants unfettered by Old World systems made opportunity a clarion call for hard work and ingenuity. We Americans invented a new political system, forged a nation, and served as an example to those less fortunate.
It was a wonderful idea and still is.
In that New World, rules were loosened. Without royalty or powerful churches to guide us, communities could set local laws and norms for ourselves. Those seeking something else could move west to less crowded areas and hopefully find it. If you had the energy and inclination, the pursuit of happiness was enshrined in our collective system and psyche. At its best, the system represented self-defined possibilities. At its worst, it became Machiavellian.
Opportunism, in contrast, has a different meaning. With the soaring ideal of opportunity, it shares the idea that every American can reach for what they desire. But it also implies independence from constraining values or principles. The opportunist reaches for what they desire regardless of their impact on others. Opportunism represents the naked hunt for advantage. Left unchecked, this drive can be quite dangerous, destroying the very ideals it aims to preserve and protect.
In my more cynical moments, I tend to view the America of today less as the land of opportunity and more as a land of opportunism. Individuals blessed with natural talents and connections to levers of influence have normalized what always existed but is now pervasive. Sadly, we’ve become deadened to this reality.
On camera, a politician passionately decries the policies or ethics of another, then flip-flops to swear fealty to the person they recently opposed. More fundamentally, we abandon bedrock values—not casually, but with cynical intentionality, and with the confidence that the rest will roll their eyes but accept it nonetheless. And that’s exactly what happens. So why should we stop?
Opportunity is not a menu of unconstrained options to grant our wishes. It is more fundamental and more important than that. Opportunity is the freedom to choose. Many Americans despise taxes but donate generously to charities, because they view it as their choice. When we have control, we enjoy agency over fate. We become more generous. But this implies that we have responsibility for our choices, and we are too often unwilling to hold ourselves or others accountable for what those choices mean.
As a director on a public company’s board, I witnessed this firsthand. An oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico had impacted a huge area, and ensuing mitigation had established a fund to compensate communities and firms. Our firm fell within the authorized area, but we’d suffered no costs from the event, so the CEO declined to file for the significant funds for which we were technically authorized.
Within the board, a dispute erupted. One director argued that because we could legally file for the funds, we had a fiduciary responsibility to the shareholders to do so—regardless of whether the compensation was warranted. The choice, he reasoned, was not ours to make. We must seize the opportunity, he argued, because it was open to us and not because it was the right thing to do.
After eight years as a director, I left the board. I didn’t want to be in that room anymore.
The opportunist responds to opportunity, often aggressively. Freed from a moral corset, they are instead driven by an impulse to seize opportunity simply because it is there, like the individual who automatically picks up money left unattended by the rightful owner, saying, “I’d be stupid not to.” The opportunist feeds like a shark: constantly swimming, searching, eating what it can.
Opportunity is the gift of choice and the responsibility of agency. Our choice should reflect our values, the standards and beliefs that ground us in a complicated world and guide us through uncertainty. We can be ill-informed and wrong in our decisions, but if they are made in accordance with our values, I can accept that in myself and in others. Not knowing better and doing the best you can is forgivable. But I personally have no regard for the opportunist who knows better and still does wrong anyway.



SAY ANYTHING
OUR TOLERANCE FOR POOR BEHAVIOR DEFINES OUR VALUES.
—
It may be nothing new, but it’s gut-wrenching to watch: a politician squirms uncomfortably, then confirms their commitment to support the eventual nominee of their party in the upcoming election.
From a distance, it seems automatic and innocuous, but they know it isn’t. Their vow includes supporting a leader whose behavior is far from admirable but, they reason, will be forgiven when elected. In an instant, this person mortgages any ethics, values, and self-respect they’ve retained thus far through the political gauntlet. Seemingly, they will say anything to ensure that they and their party stay on top, and we all pay the price for their tolerance of the intolerable.
Survivors of North Vietnam’s harsh treatment in the infamous “Hanoi Hilton” prison have written movingly of the degrading effect of breaking under torture and of the criticality of re-lashing themselves to moorings of self-respect, values, and a sense of responsibility to their comrades. Movies aside, prolonged resistance to effective torture is rare. And increasingly, it seems that continued adherence to the standards most politicians espouse at the outset of their careers is equally uncommon. Few are as good as they think they are when it comes to facing intense pressure and stress.
Comparing political aspirants to mistreated prisoners is a stretch, and it’s unfair to prisoners. Too many pancake suppers or wine-soaked fundraisers don’t equate to captivity and deprivation. But sticking to our values isn’t easy.
As someone once in the public eye and now on the periphery of politics, I am sensitive to judging Teddy Roosevelt’s “man in the arena” too harshly. It is easier to find fault than to empathize. But as our politics drift ever closer to demagoguery and digitally enabled mob rule, I watch self-proclaimed leaders of character debase themselves in the mistaken hope that political success includes redemption. It will not.
Instead, these compromised elected officials we rely on serve as diminished personalities. Externally, their charisma, political instincts, and acumen may continue to sharpen; inside, they are forever unfit for the trust we place in them.
Clearly, the argument is that political prudishness will leave talent on the sideline—talent that is desperately needed. And, we are reminded, players in the game get their uniforms dirty. We know all the arguments, and from time to time, we believe them.
But polling reflects Americans’ increasing disdain for the people they’ve elected to office—the same people we rely on for governance and leadership. It is a recipe for creating a dynamic in which we hold our noses and accept the cravenly opportunistic behaviors we’ve come to expect of politicians.
This sounds like the bitter rant of an old soldier, and it probably is. But any bitterness is founded in the belief that a leader’s character and moral compass prove more important than their political skills.
Lincoln epitomized both, but his core values, not maneuverings that bested his political opponents, are what defined his contribution to our nation’s history. Shrewdness might have shaped the timing or details of an action, but the foundation of his beliefs and values set a new course for America.
We don’t see that anymore. The course, instead, is being set by assessments of focus groups and social media outrage. Our leaders aren’t who they are; they are who they feel it most advantageous to be at any given moment. And this is obviously problematic.
What is to be done?
In the broadest sense, we live in a world where each of us has a vote—but only one. We can vote with our conscience and our values, not with the flow of the crowd or for convenience or personal interest. Once cast, our ballot cannot be retrieved and changed. The die is cast. In a single act, we have contributed to shaping our society, and in doing so we have defined ourselves.
Unfortunately, Election Day is poorly named. We think of it as a decisive moment of choice, but it comes in stages, not as a single day, with our behaviors and choices accumulating on seemingly small issues until the ballot is clearly marked. In the end, we have aligned ourselves with those who will say anything, or we have not.



THE COURAGE TO DO WHAT’S RIGHT
THE MOST IMPORTANT TIME TO DO WHAT’S RIGHT IS WHEN IT IS DIFFICULT.
—
As a brigadier general, I was chief of staff of the US Army’s XVIII Airborne Corps, a unit composed of several divisions and a number of brigades and other units—a collective comprising about fifty thousand soldiers in all.
During that assignment, I worked for a lieutenant general I’d long admired, and although it was a staff job, it was a good one. I learned from my boss, from savvy civilians on the installation, and from other members of the staff. As with most jobs, I gained new insights from serving at a level I’d never experienced before, not all of which were comforting.
Early in my tenure, a colonel was assigned to the corps as a special assistant, a role typically used as a holding spot for someone about to move to something else. That was the case here. The officer had been formally selected for promotion to brigadier general at least a year earlier, but an investigation into an action he had taken as a brigade commander in relieving a subordinate commander had held him up from pinning on his new rank. In my review of the case, his actions seemed entirely professional and appropriate, but he’d been in an awkward limbo for many months as the investigation was concluded.
Then, a Senate staffer had convinced one or more senators to withhold confirmation. This is not an uncommon occurrence, and such an experience creates both distress for the officer and turmoil in the force. Sometimes it is justified, sometimes not. It is the kind of situation that reflects one of the many intersections between military and political worlds that are necessary but sometimes produce conflict.
Frankly, I wasn’t neutral on the issue. The officer was a good friend, and one of the most mature and measured leaders I’d known. It pained me to watch him and his wife ride a roller coaster of emotions, receiving alternating feedback that the issue was about to be resolved and then suffer months more of career purgatory. The fact that, through it all, he conducted himself with extraordinary poise and equanimity was inspiring but also added to the frustration of those who knew him well. He deserved better. The Army could do better.
Or could it?
Faced with resistance from civilian officials, the Army leadership was challenged with competing desires to loyally support a good soldier and avoid a political struggle with collateral damage that could impact other programs and equities. Abstractly, it was easy to see the Big Picture and accept that in the real world good people often pay unfair prices for imperfect systems or the mistakes of others. But when one is close to the reality of such a situation and can see the personal cost to a dear friend, objectivity is less easy. In this case, the tension the Army senior leadership faced—between loyalty to the individual and protection of the institution—became evident to me.
When it comes to doing the right thing, there is no formulaic solution or process to hide behind (as much as some leaders try to do just that). Reality is far messier and more complicated than clear-cut answers suggest. There is no “right answer” I can prescribe for such situations. The cost of facing off against greater powers to advocate for the interests of a single soldier can be daunting. But the more insidious erosion of trust that comes when it appears to others that a colleague is left hanging like a piñata is real and costly.
There’s a quip about an embattled political appointee struggling with confirmation: “The White House is a hundred percent behind the nomination—until they aren’t.” Everyone understands that, in a similar situation, they could be cut free by the team they have committed to. Soldiers always develop an opinion on whether their leaders will go to the mat for them, and they adjust their loyalty accordingly. In good times, the weakness of trust isn’t obvious, but when it gets tough, you can see it.
Ultimately, the colonel’s promotion remained blocked, and he and his wife left the service with every reason to feel embittered. From my vantage point, the Army failed one of its own and itself. Many leaders will navigate a career with few or zero situations like this one, in which they are faced with the difficult choice of how far to go in supporting one of their own. Around the bar, we boast about our unflagging devotion to those we lead, but most of us have seen or experienced how quickly that commitment can be rationalized away. No doubt some of us can remember times when we did the rationalizing, and some know the sting of what felt like betrayal. None of us like either. But it’s rarely as easy as it sounds around the bar.
At this stage in my life, I am thankful for having as few regrets as I do. But the number isn’t zero. I certainly regret the instances when I felt the organization let me down, but I can live with those. Sometimes, I even indulge in self-pity. But the moments I truly regret are the ones when I believe I could have stood stronger for someone who depended on me or when I let the organization fail a teammate. That reality haunts me and drives me to do better next time.



IS SILENCE CONSENT?
THE PRESSURE TO REMAIN QUIET SHOULD NOT OVERRIDE OUR VALUES.
—
By tradition, American military leaders, active and retired, are largely apolitical (with some significant exceptions), and there is strong cultural pressure from both within and outside the military community to maintain that. The norm exists for good reason. A politicized military is a dangerous institution in any nation, and service members, even those no longer in uniform, represent to some extent the active force. No American political leader should have to question the loyalty or judgment of our military leaders based on their political ideology.
Throughout my thirty-four years as an Army officer, I never heard substantive political discussions among my peers and rarely knew of anyone’s affiliation. The Army urged all soldiers to exercise their right and responsibility to vote, but not to advocate or proselytize for any candidate or party.
But the separation between the military and politics has never been absolute. Many politicians served in uniform, such as Garfield, Roosevelt, Truman, Kennedy, and Carter; and some career soldiers became political leaders, like Washington, Jackson, Grant, and Eisenhower. Still, the pressure for current and former military to refrain from politics is powerful.
When I left the military and started a business in 2010, I saw firsthand similar forces at play on leaders in the civilian sector. In my role as founder and CEO of McChrystal Group, what I say or do as a private citizen can impact the reputation and profitability of a firm that isn’t just me but includes more than one hundred professionals, and my personal views don’t necessarily reflect theirs. There is some pressure, I admit, often implied and occasionally direct, to remain silent and on the sidelines of political issues, or to voice vanilla positions that won’t spark controversy or offend our customers and clients.
I get it. My status as a former Army general, as well as my current role as CEO, doesn’t empower me to represent any views besides my own. And in today’s hyperpolarized environment, any position is guaranteed to alienate some part of the population. So the safe move, I reason, is to simply avoid the questions and issues that stimulate emotion.
Besides, there is already a cacophony of opinions dominating TV and the internet, trumpeting from every device within reach. Anyone with a phone or laptop can pontificate unfettered by expense or oversight. We can tell people what we think, show them what we wear, and feed their interest in what we had for breakfast.
There are many voices in the public argument, and although they are entitled and welcome to participate, they should not dominate. We need the participation of many who are reluctant to take a stand. But there are dynamics, some insidious, that constrain us from speaking up or acting out our views. And the resulting silence is deafening. We leave the stage and field to the ideologue and opportunist, rationalizing that we remain on an apolitical high road, focused on our profession, our business, and our family.
And this, I think, is a problem.
Often, we’re just being timid—avoiding the line of fire. Individuals, groups, and even robots have the ability and tendency to rapidly create a tsunami of vitriol that pummels the target with disorienting force.
Sometimes, the victim is a disliked personality, so we celebrate their fate; often, however, it is an undeniably positive figure who is subjected to personal assault to further an agenda. Periodically, a seemingly innocent bystander wanders unintentionally into a political minefield, and the next step in any direction is likely to blow off their foot. We decry the phenomenon, but we’re secretly happy it is happening to someone other than us.
Because of political polarization and cyber lynch mobs, we have every reason to be circumspect and little incentive to enter the fray. But what if our silence allows extremists to win? What if our reluctance to leave the sideline to say or do anything is an abrogation of our responsibility? It feels like it is. If we should follow our instincts and take actions commensurate with our beliefs, where does that end? How far are we to go?
The dynamic surrounding the emergence and combative actions of Senator Joseph “Tail Gunner Joe” McCarthy in 1947 until his death a decade later is instructive. McCarthy’s accusations that he discovered communists in the State Department, made against the backdrop of China’s fall to the Communist Party and a rising Cold War, created an atmosphere of fear that permeated swaths of American society, gaining the moniker “McCarthyism.” Until a memorable congressional hearing in 1954 when he was largely discredited, McCarthy’s impact on the nation’s increasing paranoia was significant. Many otherwise influential Americans were cowed into silence as others were singled out for attack.
The lessons to be learned aren’t subtle. When the best, most qualified people are silent, the field is left to the less principled and less qualified—often the demagogues. On the surface, it’s easy to oversimplify this question, but as scenarios intersect with the complexities of real life, the issue of whether to speak out quickly gets complicated. I’ve concluded that staying quietly on the sidelines while idiots argue is usually good judgment. But when the stakes are high and without responsible actors participating, it’s time to step up.



ON PATRIOTISM
REAL SUPPORT OF A NATION IS MORE THAN FLAG PINS.
—
Amtrak Northeast Regional train 186 traveling from Virginia Beach to Boston was packed, which for midmorning on a hot July day surprised me. But I found a coach seat in the quiet car, a single car on each train where phone calls, conversations, and all other noise-producing activities are prohibited. It was a good environment to do some work.
Periodically, the conductor would announce things on the loudspeaker system: upcoming stops, hot coffee in the café car, and admonishments not to use your briefcase or anything else to occupy more than a single seat. Interrupting the silence of the quiet car, the announcements can be a bit jarring but aren’t a big deal.
On July 20, 2023, however, the conductor took the “open mic” opportunity during the trip to provide a series of history lessons. After discussing, in unabashedly patriotic terms, America’s Founding Fathers, the immigrant-turned-US-citizen then told us who invented things like air-conditioning (a man named Carrier), when the nation’s capital was established, and how the America he loves is truly exceptional.
It began comically, as “real Americans”—those of us whose only qualification for the advantage of American citizenship is having been born in the right place—were amused but a bit dismissive. As the miles and stops passed, however, people seemed to think a bit more. And when he reminded us that many of the train’s passengers were tourists from abroad, I started to take real pride in what the conductor was saying.
I’m not overtly patriotic. I don’t wear red-white-and-blue pins, don’t routinely fly the flag, and although I enjoy fireworks, I am not emotionally impacted by the Fourth of July. I’m not embarrassed to be how I am. I’m not ashamed of our nation. I have worn her uniform and fought for her. And given the choice, I’d do it all again. I feel that I am intensely patriotic but may interpret and display the concept differently than many other Americans do. My way is neither right nor wrong.
Our patriotism, like our faith or the people we love, is a uniquely personal choice that we each must make, respecting the choices others make, as well. Most of us follow the religion our parents exposed us to, are the nationality we received at birth, and often work in the same jobs our forebears did. We didn’t shop around for a nation to believe in. At a young age, we were issued a team jersey, taught to cheer, and when of age, encouraged to serve. In most cases, as we did so, we came to believe. We certainly believed we were right, at least more right than our foes. But as I watched terrorists, often suicide bombers, die year after year in Iraq and Afghanistan at the hands of the patriots I led, I couldn’t doubt the commitment of those terrorists, although it was to a cause I opposed.
We’ve all seen the most soaring manifestations of patriotism in practice. Accepting the idea of America can make each of us stand a little straighter and recognize our responsibilities to our nation: to the principles upon which the republic is built and to our fellow Americans. I’m undeniably and unabashedly proud to be an American. But our nation isn’t great simply because we proclaim it loudly. It is based on what we do and the people we are. And all of those are choices.
Patriotism and pride aren’t as simple as they might seem. An unattributed, but accurate, quote reminds us, “An idea isn’t responsible for the people who believe in it,” and we’ve all seen the corruption of patriotism.
Autocratic regimes have long leveraged an arrogant form of nationalism to unite populations against others. The difference between a bloodthirsty terrorist and a courageous freedom fighter, between an oppressor and a defender, is just a matter of perspective. The challenge is to hold the seemingly competing beliefs that as Americans we can be exceptional, but other groups or nationalities can be as well.
I don’t believe in American exceptionalism if it implies that an almighty force anointed us as special. I believe people are as good as they decide to be. If we’re selfish, lazy, or stupid, we can’t be more than mediocre. But I also believe that we can be almost anything if we’re willing to do what it takes. The genius of our flawed but still amazing system is that we have fewer constraints or limitations than almost any other nation in history. We can be as good as we want or as disappointing as we choose.
While identification as an American brings rights and advantages, it also carries important responsibilities. If we are unwilling to perform the latter, we have no valid claim to the former. If we believe character is essential to a person’s value, then doesn’t true patriotism demand that each of us pursues the best character we can achieve? Conversely, can someone be simultaneously truly patriotic and of poor character? I don’t believe they can.
I believe that, like true romantic love, patriotism shouldn’t be blind or unconditional. If my wife were guilty of intentionally committing crimes I abhorred, I don’t believe I could love her—and I don’t believe I should. Part of my love rests on my deep respect for her, which could never survive that.
Similarly, the idea of “my country, right or wrong” is something I believe requires mature consideration. If I disagree with something my nation does, that doesn’t give me the freedom to ignore the decision. But if I believe my nation is wrong, my responsibility lies in doing what’s right. I freely recognize the complexities of that concept. It opens the door to draft dodgers of the Vietnam era and arguably to the January 6 storming of the US Capitol—something I deeply disagreed with. But patriotism should not be reflexive. It carries too much responsibility.
Most of us want to be proud of the jersey we wear and the team it reflects. We take comfort in comrades, and when the band starts, we are thankful we need not march alone. But as we step off and take pride in our patriotism, we must accept our duty to help make and keep our nation worthy of it.
In the character of a nation, patriotism is both a cause and a result. A nation is stronger if its citizens are patriotic, but ultimately the source of that patriotism must emerge from the reality of the nation’s greatness. If it’s built on lies or illusions, it vanishes when needed most.



HEROES
PEOPLE TRULY WORTHY OF OUR EMULATION ARE RARE—BUT IMPORTANT.
—
There are too many heroes around—or maybe not enough. It’s hard to tell sometimes. We need to decide what, or more specifically, who is a hero. Like the term rock star, we use hero for a range of people, from athletes to philanthropists, from service members to teachers. None of this is necessarily wrong, but in our lack of precision, we confuse ourselves with how we identify true heroes, what we expect from them, and what role we want them to play.
It’s not a trivial issue. Heroes are figures we choose to venerate and emulate. Their conduct, achievements, and sometimes sacrifices serve as an example, a beacon, for the rest of us. Their very names become shorthand for communicating standards and ideals. Granted, they are not gods—we accept that no human is perfect—but without heroic role models, we struggle to understand or describe what we believe “right” looks like.
There is no agreed-upon standard for heroism, and the figures we choose to admire and mimic are often complicated. Benedict Arnold, for example, was a courageous soldier and trusted patriot—until he betrayed his country. The Greek warrior Achilles, peerless in combat, was also petulantly emotional. However, both, in moments of need, served important purposes. But neither, in the fullness of time, represents the individuals we seek as role models for our children.
In my life, I’ve known some incredible people, soldiers whose heart-stopping courage—not in an instant, but over months and years of close combat—defied description. Less dramatically, I’ve also watched selfless advocates of worthy but doomed causes whose perseverance in the face of inevitable frustration seemed impossibly altruistic. In both cases, I have admired the commitment of these individuals without necessarily seeking to match my life to theirs. They are people I call heroes, but do I have that right? And more important, do they deserve it? Are these individuals whom, for one reason or another, I admire to the point of emulation? In many cases, the answer is no.
What, then, is a hero?
Heroes, I believe, are that small group of people whose convictions, character, and conduct combine to create the kind of person I would seek to become, even if those accomplishments felt beyond reach. No single event, however brave, brilliant, or inspiring, can fit the bill. I can recognize and salute the performance of the moment, but heroism, in my view, is not merely a spasmodic response to a single situation. It is the result of measured actions over time that cumulatively constitute a level of behavior that sets a person apart from, and above, what we usually expect.
To that point, even the best actors are undermined by unworthy conduct. And even true heroes are rarely embodiments of perfection, such as a Lancelot joining King Arthur’s Round Table. Rather, it means a hero’s actual conduct and values must be considered holistically. We are all capable, like Medgar Evers’s killer, combat veteran Byron De La Beckwith, of both good and bad, being hero and villain. But I believe true heroes stand out.
It’s time for us to sharpen our definition of what a hero is. Time to purge the charlatans and two-dimensional superstars who from one angle loom large but upon closer inspection instantly shrink. Yes, we can cheer talent and accomplishments, and there’s little harm in focusing on the noblest traits in all of us, including those of our heroes. As long as we reserve our identification of those very few who warrant serving as examples of who we hope and strive to be. A hero is not something we are as much as it is something we strive to be. And whether we make it is something left for history to decide.



WHO’LL BELL THE CAT?
WE MUST GUARD OUR RIGHTS BY MEETING OUR RESPONSIBILITIES.
—
By the end of America’s Civil War, more than 178,000 African American volunteers had joined the Union Army, with approximately 20 percent dying of combat wounds or other causes. Sixteen won the Medal of Honor.
Initially, arming African American men was an unpopular idea, and even the Great Emancipator, President Lincoln, opposed the concept, fearing political backlash in critical border states. But the pressure to field additional soldiers combined with a desire on the part of free African Americans and former slaves (known as freedmen) to serve proved decisive. With General Order 143, issued on May 22, 1863, Lincoln authorized the formation of the Bureau of Colored Troops, which facilitated the formation of 175 regiments ultimately comprising 10 percent of the Union Army.
Despite the well-recognized brutality of the conflict, the freedmen were eager to serve. They believed that once they had shouldered one of the most traditional responsibilities of citizenship and shared the hardships and dangers of combat, they would have stronger claim to the rights enjoyed by white Americans. These were rights they were willing to fight, kill, and possibly die for. And although their country failed them for more than a century after ending their bondage, their belief in the value of service was correct. Ultimately, those who do the hard things essential to any society have claim to its benefits.
Many of us now take for granted the rights Thomas Jefferson labeled “inalienable”—the guarantees of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Even rights, like voting, that took generations to be extended to women and some minorities quickly feel secure and are too often not exercised. We rarely recognize the frail nature of the republic that defends them, but we should. The framework of rights we enjoy rests uneasily on the responsibilities we choose to bear. The less compelled we feel to do the many tasks of citizenship, large and small, that give sinew to the compact of nationhood, the weaker the protections unity provides.
In short, our rights don’t come from a divine being or a well-written document. They are created by a mutual agreement to respect and, when necessary, die to defend those rights. The matter is, therefore, neither theoretical nor philosophical but an intensely practical proposition to which enough of us must agree. Rights and responsibilities go hand in hand; you can’t have one without the other.
Sovereignty for any nation, and survival for any democracy, means there can be no free rides. Borders are secure only if someone secures them. Laws are enforced only when citizens do so. There are no votes to tally if voters don’t recognize their responsibility to select candidates. And there will be only poor candidates when we don’t convince men and women of character to bear the burden of positions of consequence.
An old children’s tale raised the necessary question of “Who’ll bell the cat?” And this is precisely the challenge we face today: Who will do what must be done for the common good? Obviously, it must be us. Cemeteries are full of soldiers who gave the last full measure of devotion for their comrades, for their country, and for the rights we casually accept as guaranteed largely by the fortunate accident of being born in America. But we cannot simply admire the accomplishments and sacrifices of those before us. These men and women were great, but they are gone. And now it is only us. The responsibility to perform so many often thankless deeds, large and small—from voting to defending to preserving our most sacred values—is ours and ours alone.
Although it feels strangely contradictory, we must jealously protect our right not to be served, but to serve. When hard work and difficult things must be done, we have to lay claim to the responsibility of doing them. Only then do we truly possess the rights we dare to call sacred.



WHITE WATER RAFTING
THE BEST TIME TO BECOME A TEAM IS AT THE OUTSET. THE NEXT BEST TIME IS NOW.
—
When the subject of America’s involvement in Afghanistan arises, as it often does, I’m frequently asked what I might do differently if given a chance to do it all over again. My answer usually amuses, and probably puzzles, many.
I say that I’d go white water rafting.
Of course, that might be a good way to get off the grid and avoid the entire experience in the country often referred to as “the graveyard of empires.” But it’s not what I mean. Specifically, I am referring to June 2009, when I unexpectedly assumed command of all US and coalition forces in the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan.
In that moment, almost eight years after 9/11 prompted foreign intervention to pursue al-Qaeda and topple the Taliban regime that was providing them sanctuary, progress appeared to have stalled. A resurgent Taliban constituted an existential threat to the nascent Islamic Republic of Afghanistan’s government, and as a nation, we felt we had to step in.
The mission, which began smoothly enough in 2001, eventually proved frustratingly difficult and consumed American troops and treasure with limited apparent return on the investment. Notable casualties had been the enthusiasm of the American people for the effort and the patience of our political leaders. January 2009 brought in a new administration under President Obama, who immediately directed another review of the strategy. In that moment of uncertainty, I became the new military commander.
I knew from experience, particularly my role in the complex counterterrorist fight in Iraq, that regardless of the strategy, success would require a level of cooperation and collaboration across parts of the US government that would demand understanding and trust among key actors. I also knew that such a level of interaction could not be directed by executive order or secured with handshakes in office visits. It needed to be developed intentionally through an iterative process of engagement that would build personal and professional relationships.
That’s where white water rafting would come in.
What I saw in my mind was a weeklong trip with the president, vice president, secretaries of state and defense, key intelligence community leaders, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and me—the commander on the ground. No business would be conducted, much beer would be drunk, and some rafting might be completed. A taxpayer-funded boondoggle that would amaze the press, anger pundits and watchdogs, amuse our foes, and greatly increase our probability of success in Afghanistan. It would be the perfect plan.
Why? Because without clear communication, team building, and trust, no complex effort can succeed. Modern technology has shrunk the world in many ways, but distance still matters. The physical expanse separating Afghanistan from Washington, D.C., and the cultural separation between leaders who have vastly different career paths, speak English in unique organizational dialects, and view ownership of the Afghan adventure differently all make collaboration challenging, if not nearly impossible.
For such a project to succeed, these gaps—physical, cultural, and experiential—need to be shrunk as much as possible. When the press or a staffer reports that one leader has said or done something another resents, there needs to be a moment when the offended person takes a beat and responds, “But I know that person. They aren’t stupid or evil.” The small sinews of trust that bind a team during moments of stress and tumult can be decisive. They just might be enough to help compensate for the distance.
Of course, white water rafting could just as easily be hiking, mountain climbing, or something else. But it can’t be a meeting—or even a convivial dinner—in Washington, D.C. It needs to take the participants out of their given roles for a time and create conversations focused on the raft, not on the war. We need to find ways to get lost in discussions about the fish that need to be caught, the beer that needs to be drunk, and so on. The veneer that every successful leader has created over a career needs to be pierced, if only for a time, so that something deeper and more personal can be forged. Hopefully, after such an experience, that trust could continue and leak out into other endeavors, both political and military.
Would we ever do this? Probably not. The pressure of daily duties prevents many busy leaders from taking time to do the things that often prove truly important. But it’s fun to think about.
In the early days of World War II, Winston Churchill understood that Britain’s survival would depend on American support, and he judged his personal relationship with Franklin Roosevelt to be of utmost importance. For several decades, Churchill had been the more established world figure, but now America’s colossal potential meant Roosevelt wielded the bigger stick, and Churchill unabashedly pursued the partnership.
In early 1942, the British prime minister traveled to the United States and spent three weeks in the White House—an unthinkable period today. For the leader of a nation in a war of survival, it was an extraordinary but effective move. This was immediately following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, and the effect of the visit was that both Churchill and Roosevelt declared war on Japan by the end of it.
Wars are waged by nations, and their strategies recorded in binders, then later in books. But they are led by leaders of flesh, blood, values, biases, and emotions. These leaders are, of course, people, and every person needs to climb into a raft once in a while to fight some rapids with their fellow teammates. Who knows what might have happened had we done that or something similar?



AFGHANISTAN
FAILURE ISN’T MEASURED ENTIRELY BY OUTCOME.
—
In the days, months, and now years following the collapse of the Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (GIRoA), I’ve frequently been asked for my analysis of what happened and why. Even more often, I’m asked how I feel about it.
Obviously, this is a tough question. For me, and thousands of other veterans, family members, Afghans, and taxpayers, it’s undeniably relevant. I won’t try to speak for others, but I can describe my thoughts.
I first deployed to Afghanistan in May 2002 as part of a military force whose purpose was to provide a three-star military headquarters for command and control of the relatively small (about seventy-five hundred) US and coalition service members in-country following the rapid fall of the Taliban government in the autumn of 2001.
There had been additional fighting in the winter of 2002 as efforts to locate Osama bin Laden and to destroy the remainder of al-Qaeda continued, but things were turning rapidly to providing Afghans the opportunity to organize a new government, reestablish basic functions, and move forward as a sovereign nation.
For the next seven years, I was in and out of Afghanistan frequently as part of the special operations task force I commanded before returning full-time in June 2009 as the commander of ISAF. During those years, the Taliban reemerged as a major opposition force, and al-Qaeda, operating primarily from Pakistan, remained a high-priority foe of the US. By the summer of 2009, they had developed sufficient presence and momentum to seriously threaten the survival of GIRoA.
I left Afghanistan in 2010. From then until 2021, the US remained engaged at ever-reduced troop levels, but the situation could be summarized much as it had been in 2009. Then, despite more than a decade of foreign investment in Afghanistan, particularly its security forces, the state appeared vulnerable to Taliban takeover—and it was.
The Taliban’s strength, and GIRoA’s weakness, were largely a question of perception. GIRoA possessed overwhelming military capacity, but weak institutions and little confidence reduced that capability to near zero. By 2021, not enough had changed. After twenty years of outside assistance, the Afghans had squandered their opportunity to build an enduring state—and they bear responsibility for that failure.
The complex and uniquely challenging nature of aiding client states in combating insurgent opposition movement is historically proven and difficult to overstate. The advantages that accrue to those seeking to undermine and overthrow nascent governments are considerable, and foreign forces aiding regimes are, regardless of positive intent, foreign. Political candidates and movements, not responsible to govern, can throw virtual (and actual) hand grenades with abandon—to great effect. As countless insurgencies have shown, it is easier to win than to govern afterward.
Americans, as we do, also hold ourselves accountable. And we should. Despite a generous and often courageous effort to help Afghanistan, our internal political squabbles and inability to maintain a narrative that convinced our foes of our resolve undermined our effectiveness.
There were also many mistakes and shortcomings at every level (including mine), and it’s tempting to link our failure to missteps and incompetence—examples of both are easy to find. But in all my years in Afghanistan, I saw almost no one who wasn’t talented and trying their best for a good outcome.
That should give pause, because if there were a single decision, a bad leader, or another factor that we could hang failure on, it would be easier. But good people working hard and coming up short should make us look for the myriad factors that we let weaken our effort. Absent fixes for mistakes we made in Vietnam and Afghanistan, we’ll fail again at a similar venture in the future.
The other question, of how I felt in 2021 after watching Afghanistan’s fall to the Taliban and the chaotic scenes at Kabul International Airport, really has two parts. The first is strategic. As someone who for a time was involved in and helped shape America’s involvement in Afghanistan, I believe the essential question is whether the US should have gone into Afghanistan in the first place.
Here, I don’t really think we had much choice. In the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, popular demand for operations against al-Qaeda quickly involved toppling the Taliban government that sheltered them. Once on the ground in Afghanistan, a nation torn apart by what had already been two decades of conflict, turning our backs on them abruptly after attacking al-Qaeda was an enticing idea, but it would have been difficult to justify.
Arguably, our biggest mistakes began there, as we failed to learn enough about Afghanistan and its problems to allow us to identify and pursue realistically achievable objectives. Just learning would have taken serious effort, but our more superficial methods, combined with turning our attention to an ill-considered invasion of Iraq, doomed our Afghan project.
To be sure, despite hobbling our effort with murky objectives and limited resources, I don’t think the premise of our involvement was invalid. When judging America, and the situation we found in the fall of 2002, might a greater failure have been lacking the will to try?
Our departure was another story. Regardless of our desire to leave Afghanistan, our willingness to allow a final act of such dramatic failure to play out on the world stage was a mistake of strategic importance. Current and future allies, with distant memories of Saigon’s fall, refreshed by panic at Kabul International Airport, won’t soon regain faith in American partnership. It’s the kind of wound that is unseen but debilitating.
And although contradicted by stories of compassionate hospitality for former Afghan comrades and their families, the larger story is disappointing. For the uninitiated, and those lacking energetic sponsorship, building a life in America is exquisitely difficult. Highly educated special operations officers stalled in menial jobs in a misuse of talent and poor example of loyalty to many who have earned it.
The second part is personal. When asked how I feel about having something I invested so much in and led other Americans to wounds or death over turn out so badly, I try not to be defensive. A friend of mine, retired lieutenant general Sir Graeme Lamb, the former commander of Britain’s special forces, puts it best: The question a soldier should be asked is whether they did their duty. If we honestly feel that we did our duty as charged, to the best of our ability, then the outcome can be disappointing, but it won’t detract from the quiet satisfaction of having served with honor.
That’s not a dodge for explaining away the tragedy of Afghanistan’s current fate, but I hope other veterans and families take pride in their service. I do.



UNREASONABLE BOSSES
WHAT PRICE ARE WE WILLING TO PAY FOR SUCCESS?
—
The soldiers were ordered to dance. The order might sound silly to our modern ears, but it was deadly serious at the time. As their commander, the king watched his barefoot warriors dance on a field covered with sharp thorns, each step driving barbs into their bleeding flesh. Any man who flinched or lightened his step at all was pulled from the formation and executed on the spot.
In my military career, I have had some bosses I considered unreasonable, but this nineteenth-century account of African emperor Shaka Zulu made even my feet hurt. His methods, although unorthodox, were clearly effective, allowing him to establish an impressive empire and build the Zulu military into a formidable force.
Today, we live in an era largely consisting of reasonable bosses. We rate businesses on how much people enjoy working there (an indirect judgment of the boss’s behavior), celebrate thoughtful and caring leaders, and urge ourselves to become more empathetic and understanding.
Why wouldn’t we?
At the same time, we buy Tesla cars and Apple computers and phones from firms once led by famously unreasonable bosses—men who could be absurdly demanding and personally abusive to the people they led. On top of this, we love winning teams without thinking too much about the cost of success.
Texas A&M football coach Bear Bryant infamously subjected his players to a brutal ten-day preseason training camp near Junction City in 1954, an experience so demanding that the boys who finished it refused to quit labeling themselves the Junction Survivors. While he was never an uncontroversial figure, Bryant’s coaching success, which included winning six national titles, is indisputable.
So, what are we saying with our words and actions? Do we like nice leaders but value obsessively demanding ones more?
There’s certainly an argument to be made that movies and books love it when the get-things-done individual cracks the whip on lackadaisical organizations, the profits subsequently rise, and the team begins to win. There is something compelling about a comeback story, no matter the cost it takes to get there.
But fundamentally, I think we confuse ourselves. We genuinely desire our leaders to be positive, inspirational examples of personal conduct and leadership. But just as genuinely, we want the organization to succeed. Often, those objectives can be in tension. Are we willing to lose to retain the civility we value? Or will we only be as nice as we can while still winning?
As a boy, I remember watching George C. Scott’s portrayal on the big screen of General George Patton slapping a traumatized soldier and accusing him of cowardice. The audience’s reaction was clearly conflicted. They didn’t like the slap; yet, they did. Few approved of physical abuse, but there was sympathy for a no-nonsense commander with a war to win.
Under the best of circumstances, we all like to be stretched and challenged, to believe we can do more than we thought we could. Arguably, and perhaps understandably, humans seem to want to win far more often than we want to be nice.
Like many leaders, I have struggled over the years with the tension between driving the organizations I’ve led to perform well and the natural desire to be liked. Most of us have an instinctive empathy for the people we lead. Even appearing unreasonable can be uncomfortable for many. Also, by structure and tradition, leaders are increasingly isolated as they become more senior. Finding yourself both lonely and unpopular can be difficult.
Personally, I’ve found a few things to be helpful.
First is to focus on the mission.
In the military, only the most extreme situations require a leader to intentionally allow the destruction of his organization to accomplish the task at hand. But it’s important to remember that the unit’s raison d’être is always the mission. A leader must make every effort to protect the organization, but that person’s popularity and the well-being of team members must be subordinate to the mission.
In my experience, it was always important and helpful to explain this to my soldiers. Unreasonable standards feel silly unless connected to a team’s overall performance. When properly explained, however, even the most demanding of requests can be contextualized, understood, and adopted.
When I first joined the US Army Rangers in 1985, the prescribed standards for the maintenance and configuration of our equipment seemed picayune to the point of absurdity. Expectations of discipline and military courtesy felt the same. But in the disorienting chaos of night operations, both proved surprisingly valuable.
Over time, I saw the reason for such unreasonable measures. Similarly, most great coaches know that pushing athletes to the point of physical and mental failure builds capabilities and confidence that are revealed at critical moments. I have found the same in the organizations I’ve led.
Second, team members must believe they are not simply suffering for “the man.”
If soldiers sense they are being sacrificed for a general’s ambitions or workers believe they are toiling only to make executives even more rich, this tends to undercut a team’s commitment, as it should. Most people work for some form of a wage, but the implied agreement between employers and employees rarely includes the “all-in” commitment needed for the kind of performance many challenges require. Team members must believe they are invested in the endeavor, not because they are told to do so but because they believe in the mission.
Finally, the presence and conduct of leaders is essential.
In the early summer of 2005, during a particularly difficult time in the counterterrorism fight in Iraq, my command suffered a series of casualties near the Syrian border. I’d asked—some might say demanded—the organization to do unreasonably difficult things. I personally couldn’t do these things; this was their task and theirs alone. But it was still important that I be there. My presence communicated, I hoped, a sense of solidarity with the men, giving them the motivation to continue when the work became demanding enough to want to quit.
Few leaders portray themselves as autocratic or unreasonable. Even fewer think of themselves that way. Nonetheless, some objectively are just that.
When boards of directors search for new CEOs to lead their companies, they never articulate “unreasonableness” as one of the desired traits for the job. But by communicating in euphemisms and codes, it is clear what they’re looking for. Their first priority is not to find someone nice. And maybe it shouldn’t be.
As leaders, it’s up to each of us to understand our mission and the context in which we operate. From there, we must be the leader that the mission and moment demand—and that’s where leadership is more art than science.



AIDES AND ASSISTANTS
LEADERS ARE RESPONSIBLE TO SET THE TONE FOR THEIR TEAMS.
—
On a cold January morning, as a rifle company commander, I stood on a rock outcropping siting key weapons—.50 caliber machine guns and DRAGON anti-tank systems—in preparation to defend against an expected enemy attack. It was ten days into a fourteen-day rotation at the Army’s National Training Center at Fort Irwin, California. My soldiers and I were exhausted.
The division commander arrived to inspect our positions and see how we were doing. A bearlike major general who later achieved fame as a four-star in Operation Desert Storm, he was imposing but friendly as he looked things over. He knew a bit about me and had expressed an interest in having me replace his current aide-de-camp, a young captain I knew well. We stood on the windswept hill, my nose running as usual, the general in front of me and his current aide behind him—both in my field of view.
The general told me that he wanted some hot soup and asked if I would like some. Of course, I wouldn’t take soup when my soldiers were shivering around me, but the general decided he would have some. Still looking at me, he announced, “Soup,” reaching his right hand out and a bit to the rear. His aide fumbled with a green bag designed to carry pilots’ flight helmets but also perfect for the miscellaneous things aides needed to carry. The aide produced a green thermos, poured some soup, and placed it carefully in the general’s outstretched hand.
For the aide, who was my friend, it was a demeaning act. To have me watch the process must have been even more humiliating. At that moment, I knew I wouldn’t take the aide job, at least not for that general.
In some form or fashion, most senior leaders have a team around them that helps them perform their duties. The team is a combination of personal staff—aides and assistants—and key team members, like the chief of staff. Some, like the chief, are experienced operators, and others, like aides and assistants, can range from very junior to those having accumulated decades in service. Their shared function is to make the flow of information, time management, and implementation of decisions as efficient as possible.
The best teams I’ve seen tend to perform as teams, not as a set of individual actors connected only to the boss. Achieving that level of cooperation and connection demands clearly defined roles and responsibilities, underpinned by a shared sense of mission. Each member owns their particular function but automatically backstops the others.
A key function on any team, of course, is to represent the leader in the best manner possible. Many who deal with a president, commander, or CEO only ever speak or meet with an assistant who reports directly to that person. This is normal and expected in many positions of leadership. And yet, a positive or negative experience is often attributed to the leader themselves—as it should be.
In 2008, I assumed the role of director of the joint staff and inherited an executive assistant who had served a career in the Army and then transitioned to serving as a civilian. Her mastery of managing my calendar, coordinating across the entire Pentagon, and making our office function was exceptional. But her skill in dealing with others was even more valuable. With her, those under my command and I were all measurably more effective in our roles.
Not surprisingly, when I entered the civilian sector, I coaxed Cherylanne into working with me again, and the effect has been the same.
Conversely, when I was a staff officer in the early 1990s, my command had to interface with the staff of a four-star general, and they mirrored his prickly personality. Instead of compensating for their boss’s emotions, they acted like a Greek chorus of a-holes echoing irritating pronouncements. Your team should help make you better, not accentuate your shortcomings.
A team’s duties do not include making the senior leader feel like royalty, although that can be common practice. Young aides and even wizened older assistants often feel an obligation to anticipate and fulfill the boss’s every desire. And many leaders, feeling entitled due to their previous success and the crushing weight of their responsibilities, either encourage or at least don’t discourage the practice.
Leaders’ spouses can do the same. In my military career, and since, I’ve seen a small but notable minority of spouses who leverage their unofficial position for special treatment—sometimes aggressively. Don’t believe me? Ask a junior aide to make dinner reservations or book a hotel room, and provide no other guidance. Unless your organization’s policies prescribe otherwise, the aide is likely to go high-end for fear of disappointing you with something more modest.
Responsibility falls on the senior leader—the great woman or man in charge. It begins with defining expectations for attitudes, behaviors, and decisions made on behalf of the leader. Personally, I found it important to articulate not just what an aide’s job was but also how I expected them to carry themselves and interact with others. My effectiveness as a leader was based heavily on people’s experience with my team, not with me personally.
Setting a standard for values like integrity is more necessary than you might think. A young aide or assistant who would never take advantage for themselves feels pressure to secure the best of everything for their boss. In World War II, the term “dog robber” was often applied to energetic aides seeking privilege or luxury for the leader they worked for.
A good rule of thumb is that if you get anything provided to you, you “own” responsibility for how it was obtained. Leadership begins at the top. Doing it well often starts with selecting, teaching, and leading the people around you.



ANGER AND FRUSTRATION
FRUSTRATION IS NATURAL, SOMETIMES USEFUL, BUT OFTEN COSTLY.
—
The general’s temper was legendary. He leveraged the threat of his ire, and occasionally unleashed it, with great effect. But our memory of George Washington is not of a volatile hothead, or even a smoldering leader whose peers and subordinates approached with trepidation.
Like most leaders, the soldier who participated in the disaster of General Braddock’s defeat in the French and Indian War, suffered the humiliation of redcoats easily routing his army from New York, and stumbled upon the perfidy of Benedict Arnold had countless reasons for his frustration. Still, it’s not what we remember about him. Instead, our perception of George Washington is one of towering self-control and discipline.
As a young leader, I experimented with angry outbursts that resulted in uneven outcomes. I remember Lieutenant McChrystal flinging his steel helmet to the ground when a platoon of paratroopers failed to hustle as directed. In the moment of the outburst, they scrambled to respond, but I felt embarrassed and diminished, realizing they probably thought just a bit less of me.
Not long after that, during a twenty-five-mile foot march, my battalion commander stopped his jeep alongside my platoon, dismounted, and from several inches away screamed at me so energetically I had to wipe his saliva off my face. I felt humiliated in front of my men. After he’d sped off, they smiled at me, and I understood that it was the “old man” who had degraded himself in their eyes.
At some point, most leaders get frustrated. It’s normal to feel angry from time to time. How we respond in these moments, though, comes down to discipline. There are two ways to look at frustrating moments, one on an operational level and the other on a more personal level.
On an operational level, this can translate into calmly developed and patiently executed strategies instead of emotional charges to failure. Quiet, relentless determination replaces hyperbole. Setting the tone and example for the organization can allow the leader to harness passion and commitment without unleashing immaturity or misbehavior.
After the shocking events of 9/11, America’s anger drove us to righteous retribution—with predictable missteps that played into our enemy’s hands. Not long after, during the fight against al-Qaeda in Iraq, I witnessed how terrorist atrocities and uncovering cruel barbarism constantly threatened to pull our forces down a slippery slope toward a darker side of warfare.
As a leader, I had a responsibility to leverage the fervent desire to defeat our enemies without becoming an angry force that violated the values we claimed to represent. But I was human and shared the seething rage. The urge to kill was primal and powerful. For several Christmases in our converted Iraqi aircraft shelter, we had a tree that was decorated with photographs of terrorists we’d eliminated. Maintaining balance and perspective, even personally, was a constant challenge.
Leaders have a responsibility to wage a never-ending effort to maintain self-control. It comes easier for some than for others and counterintuitively seems to get harder the more senior you get.
Despite the advantage years of experience provide in building maturity, when a leader gets very senior in an organization, they find fewer peers to corset their urges and discover that loyal subordinates will tolerate levels of anger and abuse they otherwise would have deeply resented. In truth, they do resent it, but when you’re senior enough, there aren’t many people around to call you on it.
So, should we get angry? And if we do, what can be done about it?
The first is a stupid question. Unless you keep yourself constantly medicated or have learned not to care, you’re going to get angry. The more you care, the more frequently you’ll be inclined to anger.
The second question, however, is important. You will occasionally—maybe even often—get angry, and there is something you can do about it. My advice will sound mundane, but it’s sound.
If you want to get excited, let it be when a friend’s book is published. Outward displays of positive emotion are often far more appropriate than lashing out in response to someone doing something you don’t like. When your granddaughter is born, it’s time to get emotional. Don’t hide how you feel in those moments.
But when a business stumbles, a colleague lies to you, or an investment banker says one thing and does another, the question is whether an outburst, or even overt emotion, is likely to help. The short answer is not really. Instead, I’ve found that calmly but directly telling someone you’re deeply disappointed or very angry is more powerful than acting it out. The contradiction of appearing calm while signaling fury is disconcerting to many. It isn’t a tactic to be used lightly, but it works.
This, I would argue, is more important than ever, as there are huge swaths of people across the globe dealing with feelings of boiling-over rage in regard to slights both imagined and real. In the Islamic world, this feeling is often described as a sense of humiliation brought on by generations of colonialism, exploitation, and more recently, corrupt governance. China is erupting with the righteous indignation of one of the world’s greatest civilizations forced to kowtow to foreign forces for almost two centuries. This kind of frustration is increasingly expressed by people of every nation, race, and religion who feel disadvantaged, disrespected, or downright oppressed—often with good cause.
Of course, anger and resentment are not limited to just those groups. Seemingly, everyone feels like they aren’t getting all they should in life and are sometimes forced to accept circumstances they shouldn’t. Entire generations resent what other generations, younger and older, are or are not doing. Is the frustration warranted? That depends on your perspective.
The sad reality is that while discontent can energize change, it can also serve as fertile ground for opportunistic demagogues and less than thoughtful actions and emotions. Failing to alleviate justified frustrations and address unwarranted rage is dangerous.
Being honest with myself, I know that I get angry and will in the future. But I also know that the more passionate my anger is, the more vulnerable I become to saying or doing things I later regret—or in alienating the people I care for and depend upon. Although I am not immune to the effects of frustration, it is too costly an emotion to go unchecked.



WHEN THERE’S NO RIGHT ANSWER
SPEAKING FROM YOUR HEART AND VALUES IS ALWAYS THE RIGHT ANSWER.
—
As I write this, there is once again strife and conflict in the Middle East. In the aftermath of another round of horrifying assaults, the world at first recoiled, then divided into diametrically opposed camps supporting one side or the other. For leaders, silence wasn’t enough, and previously acceptable, intentionally nonpartisan expressions of sadness or regret drew the ire of emotionally charged advocates.
Seemingly as proof, the public shaming of three elite-university presidents for providing vanilla responses satisfied some politicians but terrified a legion of leaders, inside and outside academia. At any time, they knew it could be them on the hot seat struggling for the right words.
A phalanx of public relations professionals can’t protect senior leaders from the uncomfortable challenge of controversial issues. The pressure to take a public position comes from both inside and outside any organization. Situations can be manipulated and questions framed so that a person feels like the unfortunate prey of relentless hunters. And often, there is no easy answer, no glib reply or vanilla comment that satisfies the mob.
In life, we will invariably watch our peers, friends, and even ourselves struggle with this predicament. For most of us who are leaders, it is often our plan to remain uncontroversial, focused on the organization we lead instead of getting embroiled in the latest dispute. Most managers and leaders I know tend to avoid the spotlight and stay away from contentious issues. That’s not to say there aren’t those who attract and foment drama, but most seem wary of it.
At some point, however, we will likely find ourselves onstage, in front of a jury of our peers, in the crosshairs. In these moments, what do we do? What can we say? The controversy has come for us, whether we asked for it or not. There are no brilliant answers to provide for these times, but there are guideposts I believe in.
Speak from your heart and to your granddaughters (that’s what I do). I know that what I say may be attacked in the near term, but I try to consider how Emmylou, Elsie, and Daisy will assess my comments in future years. That can seem foolish, but I think it is anything but. What I say and do must be aligned with the values I espouse and appreciated by the people whose judgment I care most about. Interestingly, that leads me to take the high road and the long view.
In the Army we’d remind ourselves: Command like it’s your last job. If you make overcautious decisions or parse your words to the point of voicing no position so that you can ascend to a higher level, you’ll become a leader the organization doesn’t need. I’m not recommending a reckless pursuit of career suicide (stay in your lane), but be the person and leader the organization needs.
If you find yourself ousted or fired for something you did or didn’t say, make sure it reflects how you honestly feel. I can imagine nothing more soul-crushing than being the timid one who goes down attempting to find the politically acceptable answer to an impossible question.



THE ARC TO IRRELEVANCE
ADMITTING TO OURSELVES THAT WE STILL WANT TO MATTER.
—
As the aircraft taxied, I put away my laptop, looked across the cargo space of the C-130 transport at my primary assistant, Colonel Charlie Flynn, then craned my neck to see out the window. We’d arrived in a relatively remote part of Afghanistan as part of routine battlefield circulation, and I was anxious to disembark and get after it.
Then I spotted the waiting band: a collection of uniformed but humorously disheveled musicians arranged alongside a red carpet to meet the arriving dignitary—me. I had little time, less interest, and no patience for this type of thing but knew that neither the assembled performers nor the person who’d decided to convene them knew that. They were hedging their bet on what I wanted by over-delivering on protocol. It was an honest and earnest gesture.
I was irritated and never thought this at the time, but how would I have felt or reacted if there had been no one at all there to meet us? I suspect my ego would have been bruised a bit, and my behavior might have reflected that. The guy who pulled together the band to meet this military commander wisely decided to err on the side of celebrating my relevance. And in retrospect, that was probably the right move.
Because most of us very much like to feel relevant.
My first memory of feeling relevant came in youth sports. Putting on my red Mario’s Pizza basketball uniform or my Arlington Motors Little League hat, shirt, and baseball pants made me feel legitimate. For the period of the game, what I said and did mattered, and people cared.
That feeling was reinforced as the level of sports, attention, and seeming importance rose. Coaches inquired how you felt, trainers worked vulnerable joints like a race car being prepared for the track. The feeling was heady, even addictive. Then one day you graduate, are reassigned, or leave the team for any one of a million reasons.
At that point, you’re no longer a “player.” You visit practices or games, are briefly greeted, even feted, but attention quickly turns to the “men in the arena,” as it must. As it should.
In different forms, this process continues throughout life. For a while, during the “ascending” phase of a person’s life, your departure is for bigger and better things, so the ache of no longer belonging to that team is overcome by the self-importance of “moving up.” But at a certain point, the journey peaks—earlier for some than for others, but there comes a point for us all—and we become the former, the something emeritus, or one of any number of other euphemisms for “once but no longer relevant.”
As compensation for this demotion, there’s less responsibility and pressure, no irksome bands to review, and long-sought free time to do all the things you previously wanted to do. But what you really wanted was to be relevant. To be wanted and needed on the field and in the room. You studied, worked, and practiced to make the team, then to hold a valued position. As the dynamic changed, though, and you collected your trophies, medals, wealth, and reputation, you came to treasure those. But they are nothing like the feeling of being truly and legitimately relevant.
These days, I’m regularly invited to conferences the Army convenes for retired four-stars. I don’t go. I appreciate the thought but know that sharing the “great wisdom” I believe I have won’t make me relevant. It’s their game now, and they need the field to themselves. I can load muskets and roll bandages, so to speak, but when the enemy assaults, they will do all the fighting. I need to mostly just stay out of the way.
Navigating this transition to irrelevance isn’t easy and takes grace. Some delay leaving the field longer than it appears they should, but judging them too quickly or too harshly can be a mistake. Absent that person’s perspective, it’s tricky to judge someone’s choices. Taking a lesser role in an organization you once shone in needn’t be demeaning. Our abilities to contribute change over a lifetime, and if we can’t do all we once did, shouldn’t we be open to doing what we can now?
But each of us knows our own situation and must choose the course that best suits us, regardless of how it might appear to others. For me, pursuing things disconnected and different from my military career seems to have worked well. I enjoy learning new things and know myself well enough to know that standing on the sidelines of a game I once played, but not being able to get on the field, would be torturous. I’d rather just do something else.
In the end, much of this is a matter of accepting that life is an arc, not an ever-ascending slope we climb to all we ever dreamed. I don’t try to be all I once was but also don’t accept being less than I can be. Do I miss seeing the band waiting when the plane lands? Not really. But do I miss being someone people want and need in the room? Sometimes, I do.



GETTING OLD
DON’T WORRY, IT DOESN’T LAST FOREVER.
—
In the fall of 1996, as Bob Dole and Bill Clinton squared off in what felt like a contentious presidential election, I began a year at Harvard Kennedy School, a fellowship in lieu of attending the US Army War College. It was a great opportunity to read more, but early on, I began having some difficulty. The words were harder to see, and my eyes tired quickly.
At the time, I was forty-two years old and had just completed consecutive commands of a parachute infantry and then a ranger battalion, both physically demanding jobs. I ran every day, worked out consistently, and frankly considered myself young. But now I needed glasses, and that sucked.
To be fair, I only needed them to read, but when I returned to the rangers the following summer to command the regiment, men who had known me for years smirked when I pulled out my spectacles to read a map. The moniker “old man” is often used for commanders, usually in good humor, but suddenly it hit a touch too close to home. I intended to get old, just not then.
I didn’t do anything about it, of course. I didn’t need to. Time passed and things took care of themselves, as they always do. In 1999, I had the first of eleven orthopedic surgeries to fix things I’d damaged through overuse or stupidity, and I found that hot showers were useful for more than getting clean. Hot water in the morning before PT helped me loosen up, and a couple of years later Annie had no trouble convincing me to buy a hot tub. But I continued to parachute and do other physical activities (albeit not as impressively as I thought I once had), and life went on.
Age creeps in. Over time, I found myself feeling gradually stiffer, and bending to tie my shoes became increasingly uncomfortable. Now I nod off early in the evening but struggle to remain asleep throughout the night. Fortunately, many of the things I can’t do anymore, like staying up late, are now things I have no interest in doing, so there’s no real sense of loss. But to be fair, I couldn’t do most of them even if I did want to.
Physically, I refuse to go quietly. I work out assiduously and refuse to buy larger trousers. There may be a time when all these acts of resistance give way, but not yet. For me, the most impactful aspect of aging is the sense of a finite limit to my life. There are things I’ll never do and places I’ll never go again, and I have mostly come to accept these facts.
There’s a sadness to recognizing boundaries, but this recognition also helps me appreciate the value of the things I still do, the places I still go, and the people who matter most to me. Without being morose, if I watch a special movie, see a beautiful sunset, or do anything I love with people I care about, I appreciate it a bit more than when I was younger. So that’s good.
I don’t worry about my legacy; I figure that game’s been played, and the stats are recorded. I don’t like everything in the scorebooks, but I’m OK with the overall story and can’t change it anyway. I do wonder what my three granddaughters will think as they compare what history might say about me with what they remember. I spoil them to try and tip the scales, but it’s not really something I can control.
The physical act of dying doesn’t frighten me, nor do concerns about the afterlife. If there is something beyond this life (and I’ve never fully decided what I believe about that), I figure I’m comfortable with the sum total of it.
Of course, the part that worries me most about aging is Annie. After fifty years together, the thought of losing her grips my soul in fear. If I pass, hopefully with her nearby, I know she’ll miss me, but I believe she’ll be fine. She’s strong like that. For my part, for all that I’ve seen and done, I doubt I could live well without her.
They say getting old is not for the faint of heart, but it’s obviously for everybody lucky enough to live a long time. Your body starts the process and provides a constant reminder of the journey. You delay as you can and accommodate where you must, but it is ultimately a losing venture.
Emotionally, it is harder because you never look through the eyes of an old person or think with an aged mind. You are the same person, except in the ways you’re not. You take stock, realizing life has been an uncertain journey, but in most cases, you’ve reaped what you sowed long before. You got some things right and some wrong, but where you are isn’t all bad—hopefully. And after all, it’s the only place you really can be.



MONUMENTS
CELEBRATING WHAT WE HOPE TO BE.
—
I’ve seen a lot of monuments, an awful lot. I’ve gaped at the pyramids of Giza, saluted with French veterans alongside Paris’s Arc de Triomphe, climbed the steps to the top of the 555-foot obelisk honoring George Washington, and read, touched, or been touched by the stones, statues, and sometimes the sadness of things we build to remember. But I’m not a monuments guy.
I admit that I like seeing where something historical happened, and reading how those who chose—and often paid—to erect it wrote about the person or event, but I’ve always had a nagging problem with what can feel self-congratulatory.
Three days after forcing the humiliated French to formally capitulate to him in June 1940 in the same railcar near Compiègne in which the Germans had concluded the painful armistice with the victorious French twenty-two years before, Hitler had the railcar taken to Germany. I suspect that just the idea of allowing France’s monument to their earlier victory to remain was offensive to the German dictator, who had experienced combat and bitter defeat in World War I.
And that’s the point. A monument to our victory, or even just our cause, can feel harmlessly respectful of the greatness and sacrifice of our team, of our nation, or of our tribe, but offensive to others. Even when I’d walk the hallowed grounds of the battle at Gettysburg, where fifty-eight thousand Americans were killed or wounded, my initial reactions were reserved—that the victors not only write the history but also erect the monuments to their superiority.
As I’ve aged, my perceptions have evolved. Reading the unit stones, often recording the organization’s participants and casualties, there is rarely any hint of braggadocio. Typically, a monument simply provides what the soldiers did over the three days of fighting, and the cost in blood. I’ve come to believe the veterans simply sought to have recognition, on the ground where it happened, that they did their duty when called.
It is worthwhile to note that rarely do monuments vilify, or even mention, the enemy. Soldiers know that labeling one side good and the other evil serves well from afar, but it gets complicated the nearer you get to reality. To be sure, in my career I believed enemies needed to be fought, and if necessary, killed. But it was harder to claim that although they’re the enemy, they deserve to die. Whether our cause was more just than our enemy’s is a matter of perspective; I satisfy myself that I tried to perform my duty as asked.
In America, particularly in the South, monuments have been a hot, contentious topic of debate. Statues erected to honor sons of the South who served as Confederate soldiers in the Civil War, often erected during the late nineteenth century to propagate a Lost Cause narrative (one that downplayed the role of slavery as the war’s cause), have been removed, defaced, or at least argued over. It’s rarely a debate about the merits of the individual involved, but instead the question of whether memorializing the soldiers endorses the flawed cause they fought for.
This raises the essential question of what purpose monuments serve. As Marcus Aurelius reminds us, to act with the hope or expectation of being remembered or honored by future generations is pointless. Those generations pass away, too. Instead, he advocates not complicating our calculus. Just do what we believe is right simply because it’s right. Besides, if they build a statue of any of us after our demise, we won’t know about it, much less be able to view it.
Still, I believe that monuments serve a useful purpose, and that purpose is forward-looking. The imposing Lincoln Memorial on the National Mall in Washington, D.C., is not testament to uncommon greatness but a reminder that common citizens can make uncommon contributions. It serves as a benchmark of values we hope to emulate in a country that has been costly to create and sustain. It also reinforces the ideas we say are sacred—a point of continuity for generations navigating the evolution of our nation.
Remembering actor Jimmy Stewart as Senator Jefferson Smith in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington soul-searching in front of Lincoln’s marble statue, or Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. speaking from the steps of that same monument one hot summer afternoon in August 1963, we are given a common narrative around which we can coalesce—and be inspired once more. It isn’t the marble statues or bronze plaques that make monuments remarkable. It is what we want to remember from our history and what we choose to believe about our past that ultimately determines our future.



SAYING GOODBYE
FUNERALS HONOR THE DEAD AND REMIND THE LIVING.
—
It was summer when we gathered for the funerals. My father and Annie’s father, both professional soldiers and nearing ninety, had died the previous winter, but it was summer before we could hold their funerals at Arlington National Cemetery.
In recent years, funerals in the nation’s most famous burial site for veterans had been delayed due to heavy demand. In our case, we scheduled a later date to allow my father’s four grandsons who were serving in Afghanistan the day he died to rotate home before the interment. For the convenience of both sides of our family, we coordinated June funerals on consecutive days.
My father was first, and we marshaled the family cars in a parking lot next to our Alexandria townhouse to drive to Arlington. Despite the heavy military DNA, assuming our family could automatically organize an orderly convoy was a mistake. But we finally got lined up.
I jumped in the car and told my driver (Annie) to take off.
My wife looked at me disgustedly and asked, “Where’s your father?” It wouldn’t be much of a funeral without the guest of honor, of course, so, embarrassed, I ran back into the house to grab his ashes, and we were off.
Funeral ceremonies in the more-than-a-century-and-a-half-old cemetery are solemnly impressive events; after gathering in a reception center, guests drive to a point not far from the grave site, park, and line up to walk the final path. A horse-drawn caisson carries a flag-draped casket, and a riderless horse accompanies the blue-uniformed soldiers of the Army’s 3rd US Infantry Regiment, the Old Guard, as they escort the remains to the awaiting burial site. Families and guests typically walk behind the procession.
Arlington is a popular tourist destination, and on that particularly warm and sunny morning, shorts, tank tops, baseball hats, and cameras abounded, giving it a Disney World feel. At first, I was irked that my father’s ceremony was the object of out-of-town gawkers, but as the horses, soldiers, and my father passed, tourist after tourist removed their caps and silently watched—parents whispering to children that an American soldier was being taken to their rightful place of honor. It felt sacred.
On a wooded hillside, a hole was ready, chairs neatly lined up nearby. I knew the place well, because more than forty years before, I’d stood there as my still-young mother was buried, my stoic but devastated soldier father watching. As was policy and practice then, the headstone identified Mary Bright McChrystal, wife; the other side of the stone would be inscribed when my father joined her, many years later.
When the caisson stopped, the Old Guard burial party removed my father’s urn and carefully escorted it to the grave site. I knew the faces and service of every soldier present that day. The regimental commander was a former comrade from our special operations task force in Iraq, and he had assembled soldiers for the ceremony who all shared that bond with me.
We did what each of us does as we bury those we love: remember. I thought of my father, building our patio, teaching me small bits of the woodworking skills he had, and of the magic moments when he came home from tours in Vietnam. Looking out across the sea of headstones, I thought of his mother and father, and of the seemingly endless ranks of those who had served, and those who had served quietly beside them.
After some brief words, three volleys first startled and then focused us, and a bugler played “Taps.” For a moment the melody carried us elsewhere, some to faraway battlefields. Then there was nothing to do but comfort one another and move on with life.
The next day was a replay of the first, but now it was Annie’s dad. I’d known him as an imposing—and only occasionally intimidating—army colonel, a tanker. Seized, as tankers must be, with vehicle maintenance, he once met Annie when she’d driven to Fort Jackson, South Carolina, to visit and inspected our car. When Annie got home from that trip, she dutifully delivered to me a Department of the Army (DA) Form 2404 (record of inspection) on the car, filled in on both sides with “faults” he’d identified, then inscribed at the top of the paper with, “How could you let my daughter drive a car in this condition?” That year, my mechanized infantry company had won a prestigious Army Award for Maintenance Excellence, a point I didn’t even consider using in my defense.
As we followed “the Colonel’s” casket, I thought about the young man from Pennsylvania coal-mining country who lost his father as a boy but worked his way into the Army, to Korea and then Vietnam, raised six children, and never seemed to have a bad day. After he retired, he pursued and won his PhD, taught a bit, and more than anything embodied a cheerful optimism and unflagging faith in the nation he’d served and in the girl turned matriarch of the family he’d journeyed with.
The two people we honored and buried were not “simple old soldiers.” No veterans ever are. They were complicated men of character and conviction who made mistakes, fought in tragic, frustrating wars, and left uniform with some youthful dreams still unfulfilled. But each had done their best. Neither of the two men was more special than the other, nor more important than the thousands of fellow soldiers they now lay with, but not a bit less. Their wives, our mothers, were also strong, loving women, joining the legions of spouses who were cut from the same cloth. And now they all are on sacred ground together, in good company, where they belong.



THINKING ABOUT THE END
CONSIDERING HOW THE GAME WILL FINISH REMINDS US HOW TO PLAY.
—
I’m pretty sure I will die. I joke with friends that humanity is due for an exception to the trend, but I accept that I’m unlikely to be that exception—so I’ll die. In all probability, you will, too.
In our culture today, we don’t talk much about dying. We talk around it, discuss preparations with euphemisms, but rarely address the moment or finality of the event directly. Interestingly, my granddaughters have not yet learned that protocol; at one time or another, each has asked when I am going to die. Grandfathers portrayed in Disney movies rarely survive to the end, so my granddaughters are familiar with the idea of the old man passing from the scene—sometimes dramatically. Touchingly, the oldest, Emmylou, told me she’ll be “super sad” when I’m gone.
I don’t fear death, although I’m terrified of car crashes and would flee imminent danger as rapidly as I were able. But that’s more fear of pain than of the finality of dying. Given the choice, it would be nice not to suffer.
But most of us will have no control over the circumstances of our death. I don’t expect to, either. Absent the unexpected, I anticipate that as I age I will one day learn about a cancer or other illness inside me, or perhaps suffer a fall, stroke, or heart attack. I hope that the “flash-to-bang” time lag (the time between seeing the flash of an artillery strike and the sound reaching you) is mercifully short, but I can’t guarantee that.
I have a living will and directives that instruct medical personnel to let nature take its course, but I know it doesn’t always play out so smoothly. I am certain, however, that the result will be the same: I’ll be gone. At that point, I’m not at all sure where I’ll be. My confidence in an afterlife, like my religious faith, is incomplete. If there is one, I’m comfortable with any reckoning—probably because the record I’d be judged on is already largely complete. And if there is no judgment and I simply cease to be, it won’t matter. So, I don’t spend time or energy pondering what will happen to me after I die.
But I do think about death. Often. More specifically, about my life thus far and what I can and should do between now and the moment I pass. I hope I’ve been a good man, but I know I haven’t been the person I could have been. And for my remaining time, I’d like to do better.
But I’m not sure I could clearly tell you exactly what that means. I don’t think it means being more successful. Perhaps it means being more useful. Being the kind of person whose presence and contribution make things better in every situation, from the trivial to the truly big.
For decades, I’ve sought to build and protect a reputation, but now that feels clearly less important and maybe never mattered as much in the first place. I’d like to be more respected than despised, but as Marcus Aurelius reminded us, eventually even the people who look up to us pass from the scene—so what people think shouldn’t really matter. But I admit that I still do care. I’d like to be more needed than superfluous, but soldiers learn early on that cemeteries are full of indispensable people. We can be valuable, but we will never be necessary. Life goes on in our absence, always.
I’ve been lucky to be loved and hope it continues until I die. I’d like to feel that people love me not because familial ties or other dynamics demand it, but because I’m worthy of it. I’m keenly aware that as we age people can often love the person we were more than the fading entity we’ve become. I hope not to resent that natural tendency—I’ve been guilty of it myself.
I think about what will become of those I care for after I’m gone, but I am confident they are capable of navigating life without me. I inscribed copies of each of my books for my granddaughters as keepsakes that I hope they’ll someday read, but more out of sentimental curiosity than for life guidance. I hope I’ll be a pleasant memory that provides a bit of context for the world they experience.
I probably fear living more than dying if life is anxious and lonely and makes me burdensome or irrelevant. When young, I was a person of possibilities. During my service, I filled roles that were important to me. Now I am the informal patriarch of a family, capable of providing opportunities that would otherwise be difficult or impossible. But all roles are temporal, and my ability to perform mine will eventually diminish. Perhaps what I fear most is a life in which I have no role.
But inevitably, my life will reach an end, and then, if I reflect on it, what will matter to me? I don’t expect that I’ll be burdened with regrets. There will be some: friendships lost, commitments not kept, and perhaps some potential unrealized. There will be pride, but not much in the rank I wore or accomplishments I contributed to. The reality is that when you’ve been close to even great events, their majesty shrinks a bit. You are glad you were there, but the war story eclipses the grittier, more modest truth. And that’s OK. There’s little harm in legends.
Instead, I believe I’ll think about the gift of conviction. A life with fewer things to believe in, less opportunity to commit, and little to trust everything to would have been an empty room in which to live. From the start, I knew that life was finite. Each decision was a choice, and as I went through one door, others closed behind me. With each choice to be something, I decided what I wouldn’t be. And with each commitment and conviction, I chose what I would be—who I would be.
Overall, I’m satisfied with my chosen course, with the convictions that have defined me, and with where it’s all led. I occasionally ponder where a different course might have taken me and what my life might have been. I’m guessing we all do. I wouldn’t have missed the path taken or the life lived.



EPILOGUE: THE FINAL ROLL CALL
PERHAPS ALL WE CAN LEAVE IS THE IMPACT OF OUR CHARACTER.
—
Depending upon the weather, the gathering may be quite small. But I’m sure to be on hand. The day of my funeral—hopefully some years in the future—along with that of my birth on August 14, 1954, at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, will bookend my life.
Finally, there will be no more early-morning workouts, sleepless nights, long meetings, lines to wait in, or difficult decisions to make. Like I would at the end of a thirty-mile foot march, I can drop my rucksack and relax—for a very long time. Not even my old regimental sergeant major will be able to force me to get back up and keep marching. That’ll irritate him.
If buried at Arlington, I’d be not far from my father and mother, Annie’s parents and brother, and the pre–Civil War home of fellow West Pointer Robert E. Lee. For different reasons, both Lee’s and my long careers in the Army didn’t end as we’d envisioned. And with life in general, I think that’s often the case. In the end, it is what it is—or, more correctly, what it was.
By custom and protocol, my remains will be brought to the grave site on a horse-driven caisson and followed by a riderless mount, symbolizing the fallen soldier’s trusted steed. I never rode a horse during my time in uniform, but families, as well as tourists, love the idea of it.
Immaculately uniformed and well-drilled soldiers of the Old Guard will move the remains, fold the flag, and fire three volleys in salute, and then another will play a hauntingly beautiful version of “Taps.”
That’ll pretty much end the proceedings. Annie and other family will mingle briefly, then move to their parked cars. Any friends in town for the funeral may gather for drinks and funny stories afterward, but there will be flights to catch and lives to carry on. It will be over sooner than it started.
Soldiers have always pondered the value of their service. On a grand scale, defense of the nation, defeat of evil dictatorships, and the freeing of enslaved people provide absolute clarity of the sacrifice. But on a more granular level, from the height of a soldier’s eyes, the worth of a hill captured or a terrorist killed is less clear when lofty objectives are never attained or simply abandoned. That’s the reality of the world, and soldiers know it. But knowing something doesn’t change the question: Does all this matter?
Does any of it?
In the same way, it’s natural to question the true value of our character. If every road leads to the same grave site, why traverse difficult terrain carrying a heavy load? There are easier routes. Arlington cemetery’s ceremonies for veterans of both admirable and poor character are exactly the same, so the final chapter doesn’t vary. The burdensome discipline required to develop sound convictions and translate them into a life of character would seem to be energy wasted.
I’m reminded of the military axiom that the most difficult battles for soldiers to fight are those in which there is no hope of victory. But often, those battles must still be fought, and the real victory lies in the effort. The willingness to fight for what matters, regardless of outcome, is a concept that is difficult to explain, but essential to understand. Without it, we might ask, “If we’re all going to die, what’s the point of living?”
In the end, living is the point. Yet it is not when or where we live, but how we live. The score reflects a game’s outcome, but the manner of play defines its quality. The character we reflect summarizes our lives as no other metric can. Until the end, I will judge that my greatest challenge lies in closing the gap between the character I display and what I was capable of. We often hope players will “leave it all on the field,” and our pursuit of character should do nothing less.
Once the family and Old Guard soldiers depart, the grave will be filled in. Several weeks later, after cemetery officials ensure the inscription is correct, the headstone will be placed. More frequent at first, then only rarely, family members will come. Occasionally, tourists or visitors in search of another grave will recognize my name and perhaps pause briefly, maybe to relate a story of service we shared or something they heard.
Life continues. And if each of us lives by our convictions, I believe it will be better for us having lived.
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