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Conquer Anything

			“The greatest leaders I know lead by example. They are role models who adhere to standards they set for others and never ask more of them than they demand of themselves. Great leaders don’t just ‘manage’ or ‘motivate.’ They inspire courage, tenacity, perseverance, resilience, and commitment in all who work with them. Greg Stube is such a leader—and an American hero.

			“In Conquer Anything, Greg draws on a lifetime of ‘lessons learned’ as a highly decorated U.S. Army Special Forces medic in this lucid, straightforward resource for parents, teachers, students, athletes, employers, supervisors, and soldiers. If ‘success’ is in your vocabulary, Conquer Anything is a must read.”

			—Oliver L. North, Lt. Col USMC (Ret.), host of War Stories on FOX News

			“Greg Stube’s book, Conquer Anything, shows us through his harrowing story how to stand up for freedom to become embodiments of the American dream. This is more than a Special Forces book, this is a guide to creating our own A-Teams to help us succeed in life and business.”

			—Chris Cox, executive director of the NRA Institute for Legislative Action

			“This is the best translation of how to effectively translate and use the United States Military Special Operations ethos in your everyday work environment. Great military stories combined with life lessons learned, bring this book from the battlefield to the boardroom. A great read!”

			—Scott McEwen, #1 New York Times coauthor of American Sniper, 
American Commander, and the bestselling Sniper Elite series of novels.

			“My friend Greg Stube provides a defining example of an American who has met the call to duty as a human being, a father, a heroic combat disabled Green Beret, a life coach for vulnerable children, and a motivational speaker for corporate leaders and the FBI. Conquer Anything: A Green Beret’s Guide to Building Your A-Team is an exceptional roadmap to success for individuals, families, corporations, and government entities. Greg has distilled hard-won lessons from his extraordinary life experiences to illuminate how each person can create the future they want.”

			—Chuck Deleot, Captain US Navy (Ret.), president of the Patriot Foundation  
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			I chose for this book to be released in May because 
I want to dedicate it to the real fabric of America, 
to every mother back in Fort Living Room 
who is behind every man and woman who served 
or is serving this great nation.
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			FOREWORD 

			Three hours after being dropped off at our insertion point, our rifle platoon had moved less than one hundred meters into the Panamanian jungle on a crushingly hot, humid, tropical afternoon in August 1979. The portion of the jungle where we were to enter must have been severely cut back some years ago, and now the jungle had returned with a vengeance. Towering well above our heads, the seemingly endless wall of elephant grass, massive vines thick with thorns, young black palm trees wrapped in their leather-piercing needles, and every other kind of vegetation imaginable actively resisted all our efforts to cut, hack, or slither our way through it. All the while, every kind of ant, hornet, and nasty stinging thing attacked us in their endless numbers. That, combined with the vegetation, created the most hostile, unyielding physical environment young Second Lieutenant John Mulholland had ever experienced.

			I had been assigned as a platoon leader of an infantry platoon within an infantry battalion in the old Panama Canal Zone a mere seven days earlier. That day had begun with my introductory office call with our battalion commander. He was a very distinguished combat veteran with multiple combat tours in Vietnam, and the kind of man and officer whose presence alone commanded respect. To be honest, reporting to him was pretty intimidating to this young lieutenant fresh from the Infantry Officer Basic Course at Fort Benning, Georgia. At the end of our interview, his last words to me, I now realize, were really the beginning of my leadership experience as an officer in our Army. He literally fixed me in place with the stern gaze that he was well known for and said, “I’m assigning you to Third Platoon, Charlie Company…the worst platoon in the battalion.”

			Now the soldiers and non-commissioned officers of that platoon were staring at their new “LT” (slang for a lieutenant) with something significantly less than love and enthusiasm in their eyes. We were already hours behind schedule and all the men were very tired from the hours of fighting the heat and humidity, the jungle, and the “flying teeth.” Truth be told, the men had come to this training mission with a noticeable lack of enthusiasm. The fact that their platoon was given the most undesirable of all the training areas for this five-day exercise, Panama’s notorious Mohinga Swamp, as a consequence of their platoon leader being “the new guy,” only added to their already low motivation. But, now, it was clearly decision time. We had to do something. I was getting no help, no recommendations from my NCOs (non-commissioned officers). They, too, were looking for a way out. Their faces told me everything I needed to know—this decision was all on me. Welcome to leadership.

			Although I don’t believe most of us find ourselves making decisions while baking beneath a tropical sun and being molested by evil, flying, biting things, I do believe it’s common that many of us frequently find ourselves as the person “in the spotlight”—the accountable individual responsible for ensuring something gets done under difficult conditions. Sometimes that responsibility and accountability is specific and well articulated. Other times, it may be implied, and, in some cases, it might simply emerge as a result of circumstance. It may be at home, at work, or anywhere. Regardless, conditions manifest themselves that demand someone to step in, assess a situation, balance outcome and risk, and make a decision that he or she is willing to be held accountable for; in short, there is a need for a leader.

			I had the honor and privilege of serving in the greatest army in the world, an army that places an absolute premium on leadership and its centrality to everything that happens, or fails to happen. In the course of my career, I have enjoyed the privilege of being trained and educated about leadership, to observe leadership in action, and to embrace the expectations the organization has of its leaders. That commitment to leadership began from the moment I enrolled in my university’s Reserve Officer Training Corps program, and it has continued throughout my nearly 38-year career. But I also know that, outside of the military, specific and organizational focus, training, and continuing education on developing leaders is relatively rare. This is why I believe Sergeant 1st Class (Ret.) Greg Stube has made a powerful contribution to those seeking to be better leaders with this new book, Conquer Anything, A Green Beret’s Guide to Building Your A-Team.

			Greg is a medically retired Army Special Forces veteran of twenty-three years service to our country, most of that time spent as a Special Forces Medical Sergeant. The men of the U.S. Army Special Forces, commonly referred to as “the Green Berets,” specialize in the art and practice of what we call “unconventional warfare.” This mission specialty requires Special Forces teams to be prepared to live and operate alongside indigenous populations suffering under the yoke of oppression or occupation. Each Green Beret must devote himself to enduring focus and training, not only on the operational skill sets each Special Forces Soldier has, such as medical sergeant, weapons sergeant, and engineer sergeant, to name a few, but also on critical skills such as foreign language proficiency and studies in specific cultural understanding. While conducting combat operations with his operational detachment against the Taliban in Afghanistan, Greg was grievously wounded—wounds that very nearly killed him.

			Not only did Greg fight back and win the most difficult fight of his life, the fight to live, but he also took that experience to heart and has since become a motivational speaker and trainer, sharing his experiences and advice with Americans across this great country. Part of his life’s new mission is to share what he’s absorbed, learned, and used about leadership as an Army Special Forces’ professional through his new book about leadership.

			Greg wrote this book to appeal to the broadest possible audience. Anyone can benefit from the advice, recommendations, and insights from the personal examples Greg uses throughout the book to more deeply understand what it means to be a leader. Greg stresses the value of applying a consistent framework to one’s leadership challenges, whether they are simple or complex. Most importantly, he brings to the forefront the critical linkage of character, ethics, humility, and integrity which are essential components of a good leader’s decision-making foundation.  

			Over thirty-seven years of service in the U.S. Army, with over thirty-four of that in Army Special Forces, has left me with the unshakeable belief that leadership is the cornerstone of every undertaking that takes place within the sphere of human interaction. If leadership is important to you, read Conquer Anything. You will be a significantly better leader for it.

			—Lt. General John F. Mulholland, U.S. Army, Retired

		

	
		

			INTRODUCTION

			We Kept Running Out of Ammo

			“Everybody has a plan ‘til they get hit in the mouth.”

			—MIKE TYSON

			A bullet smashed into my side of the steel chicken plate in the turret on the top of the Humvee and ricocheted away. I ducked deeper into the Humvee’s gun turret and glanced back across the red ground to an adobe wall 50 meters away. Someone was back there. Someone who was trying to kill me with an AK-47 was on that wall.

			I couldn’t turn the whole gun turret around to face the Taliban fighter as bullets were banging into the front of the steel plate in twos and threes. All I could do was rely on my team to take care of the fighter before he got me or someone else.

			Our column of twenty vehicles—a dozen Humvees and eight light trucks being used by Afghanistan National Army (ANA) soldiers—were filled with twenty-nine other Green Berets and about fifty ANA soldiers. We had run into an ambush. Machineguns were pounding at us and brass was falling hot onto the red earth as we returned fire.

			In those tense seconds, I could feel my back itching as if I were expecting a bullet. I was wielding death and waiting for death, but I wasn’t waiting complacently. I don’t recall what I said into my “whisper mic,” a headset connected to the team of Green Berets around me. I like to think what I said was controlled, calm. I’d been in the Army eighteen years, by then, fourteen of them with the Green Berets. So, dammit, I was no cherry, but, in the frantic blur of this desperate moment amid days and nights of gunfights in those rough hills far from base, I don’t recall precisely what I said or how I said it. 

			I do remember looking behind me and clearly seeing branch clippings falling as that Taliban fighter fired bursts from his AK-47 from the top of an adobe wall and through some brush. I remember seeing that brush disintegrate in slow motion, and can still see in my mind’s eye what the clippings from the branches looked like as they fell. You don’t, of course, see the detailed pieces as they fall, but you see the blur, the movement, the displacement, and the blast, and your mind fills in the rest. 

			I also remember when the second and third bullets smashed into my side of the chicken plate. I was on the whisper mic, asking someone—anyone—to kill the Taliban fighter before he got me or someone else.

			For that crazy moment, I felt alone, naked. Still, I kept firing bursts of .50-caliber ammo into Taliban positions in front of the red rocks and to the sides along the adobe walls in the late-afternoon desert light. As I did, I contemplated feelings of mortality for fleeting moments as I had several times before. In moments of true fear, what even a Special Forces’ guy wants can be the same as anyone else. At times like this, what we want is our mommy, or warmth and safety of any kind. But that’s not there, so you are left with a feeling of mental solitude, as if you are hunkered down within yourself and searching fast for solutions. After that moment ran through me like a cold shiver, I felt the team more acutely alive around me and with me than ever before, as if the twenty-nine other Green Berets were a part of me.

			SFC Sean Mishra, who was driving the Humvee, had screamed, “Grenade!”

			Sean, another Special Forces’ soldier, had leapt out of the vehicle to get the nearby Taliban fighter. At that time, Sean was a trainer for ANA soldiers. He was a big, quiet, strong, and tall hombre. He was the best driver I’d ever seen, and I felt like he would be the best at anything he did. He was one of those guys who are always calm in a storm. He had taken on a “Big John” persona for many of us, like the Jimmy Dean song about a giant of a man who performed heroically to save others. He just couldn’t sit there behind the wheel, waiting for me to get it in the back.

			This was the fourth day of our mission moving deep into the belly of Taliban country south and west of Kandahar to cut off the escape routes of the Taliban fighters as Canadian and ANA soldiers moved in from the north. We could see our objective by this time, a sort of pyramid-shaped hill known as Sperwan Ghar that was maybe a kilometer in front of us. We’d kicked a hornet’s nest of Taliban fighters as we closed in on what intelligence told us was the very place where the Taliban movement had been born. We had contact from three directions. Well, that’s dry, military talk. What I mean is machineguns and RPGs (rocket-propelled grenades) were being shot at us by who knows how many Taliban fighters from three directions. 

			Sean had screamed “grenade” after he’d leapt out of the vehicle and tried to throw a grenade at the enemy position. His intention was to throw it over the adobe wall that the Taliban fighter was using for cover, but the grenade didn’t clear the wall. Sean had served quite a bit of active duty by then. He also trained Afghans, but, like many of us, he had obviously never rehearsed throwing a grenade when wearing full-body armor. As his arm came forward, it ran into his chest plate, causing his arm to stop and the grenade to fall within twenty feet of our Humvee. He kicked sand to run to the other side of our vehicle where he was exposed to even more enemy fire and hit the ground.

			I dropped down into the vehicle. Moments later, the grenade exploded, rocking the Humvee. I stood up again into the gun turret and saw shrapnel marks near the bullet dings on my side of the chicken plate. 

			Sean was apologizing, asking if I was okay. I could hear his voice on the headset in my helmet. When I said, “Yes,” Sean said he was about to throw another grenade. I watched this grenade make a beautiful arc toward the adobe wall, but then bounce off the top of the wall and come rolling back our way. We had to take cover all over again, and this grenade boomed. Meanwhile, machine gun fire and RPGs were still coming from three directions, and the enemy behind me was still alive and shooting. 

			Other Green Berets around us had heard our conversation over the whisper mics. SSG Zack Harrison, a former school teacher and coach that 9/11 had turned into a real-life Chuck Norris, saw what was happening, turned, and leveled an MK-19 grenade launcher (also known as the Mark 19), a 40 mm belt-fed automatic grenade launcher that was first developed during the Vietnam War, at that section of adobe wall behind us. He sprayed the wall and the area beyond it with grenades. The Taliban fighter who had almost had me was blown into bone fragments.

			Zack was tougher than woodpecker lips and had a mission focus, matched with a level of competence, that no enemy could prepare for. I didn’t even pause to thank him. I don’t even think Zack knew what a difference he made as he moved on to the next target as he was just doing his job. No time for that in battle. I just got back on the .50-caliber machine gun and felt it boom-boom-boom out ammo, saw the bullet splashes on rocks and adobe walls, and saw Taliban fighters pop up as they tried to advance and then smashed down by .50-caliber bullets. 

			Then a command came over our headsets calling for an organized retreat. Basically, what happens is everyone fires whatever they’ve got left all at once at a high rate in the direction of the enemy. We’ll do this for maybe thirty seconds as the drivers get the vehicles ready to leave all at once. Then, on command, everyone stops shooting and the drivers race us away. By the time the enemy realizes we’re driving away, we’re out of their effective kill range. 

			We timed this to coincide with an incoming airstrike. Air support is in constant communication with us as they come in. They tell us when they are a minute from hitting their targets, and then, typically, again at thirty seconds. 

			As we drove away fast, those Taliban, seeing us retreating, got brave and jumped out of cover as they fired on us. This exposed them to the incoming ordinance they didn’t know was coming down on them. I saw the plumes of brown dust rising as the bombs hit the enemy positions. Now that’s teamwork. In everyday life, this would be horrifying stuff, but in our desensitized state, it only evoked deep sighs of relief and even ear-to-ear grins. This with the knowledge we’d have that many fewer to fight alone.

			So, yeah, we were retreating from hundreds of Taliban fighters, but we weren’t giving up. We fell back about three kilometers to a wide open, flat area in that arid wasteland between oases of marijuana fields with plants much taller than me and villages that looked almost Stone Age. We knew trying to hide all our vehicles would be foolhardy. Our night-vision capability and weapons, which gave us much better range than the Taliban fighters, would keep us safer in the open at night than trying to hide in the terrain. We weren’t allowed to use our night-vision advantages in offensive operations at that time because the Afghanistan National Army (ANA) with us didn’t have the training or equipment to hunt Taliban at night. However, we did harness our night vision’s full defensive potential by scanning for approaching fighters.

			We circled the vehicles and set up a perimeter. Our total force included three A-Teams of Green Berets—thirty soldiers in all—and about fifty ANA soldiers. I found that none of our men were badly wounded as I did my rounds as the senior medic. 

			We did have to medevac out one ANA soldier. He had accidentally shot himself in the hand. This happens so often it’s unbelievable. The ANA soldiers like to stand with a gun’s barrel resting on their foot and with one hand holding the butt of the rifle, or the barrel up with a hand or wrist covering the muzzle as they use their other hand to smoke. All too often somehow—maybe because the rifle slips and they use their cigarette hand to grab it and stupidly jerk the trigger—one of them shoots a hole in his own hand or foot. I have never witnessed how the negligent discharges actually take place, but I’ve always wondered what kind of circus act it takes to depress the trigger in that way. It’s worth the time we put into our training to avoid minor distractions like shooting your own hand off.

			Our leadership spent two hours that night going over the maps and calling in questions to command as they made plans. They then called us together to let us know what the plan was. I have always enjoyed listening to leaders contemplate what is being faced in grave situations. I liked this part of the process because it directly affected me, and because seeing human nature tested in those ways is deep stuff. There are no second chances. A leader has to do everything they can to make the right decision the first time. A good team with open communication up the chain of command is so important. It’s life and death on a Special Forces team at these moments. As a result, my respect for leaders and team players is undying.

			Yup, we were going back in after sunrise. We took this news solemnly, but deep in our thoughts was the general conviction that we’d have preferred to go in at night. We owned the night. We had night-vision capabilities. The enemy didn’t. We’d trained a lot at night for these missions. We could have hunted Taliban at night like the alien did by day in the movie Predator. But the credit for the victory was to go to the ANA soldiers, and they didn’t know how to fight at night, so we had to take even bigger risks and give up our tactical advantage to fight the Taliban in daylight. Constraints and restraints are a part of life, but they can degrade the morale of a team. Resentment from these constraints can break a team’s dynamic and stall its momentum, and we were doing all we could not to let this happen by not talking about it. 

			We set up infrared beacons, little flashing lights we call “fireflies,” a minimum of 300 meters from our location in order for the C-130s to drop us pallets of munitions and other supplies. These come down without flares and are as quiet as a light wind rattling sheets on a clothesline. You can sometimes glimpse these pallets falling fast under parachutes against the stars. They fall swiftly and hit the ground with a roar. If a pilot misses his drop point and one lands on you, you’ll never know it—some letter home, and that’s it.

			The night was eerie. We slept, if we could, in shifts. Between naps, we’d sit behind thermal scopes, watching for the enemy. Conversations were whispered and short. No one bitched or talked about dying. That doesn’t happen in an A-Team in this type of situation. There might be a few private conversations between two close men about their wives or girlfriends back stateside, but none of that is made public. Special Forces, at such times, are not robots, but they have been trained to be a team. Anything that detracts from the mission is controlled or even eliminated. 

			During that dark night, under a bright sea of stars twinkling with no light pollution to dim them, we weren’t thirty separate men. We were one team. We also weren’t thirty men all cut from the same cloth or molded into the same war machine. We had common values and had gone through much of the same intense training, but we all had different personalities and specialties within the team. Like a football team with its quarterback, linebackers, and so on, our team members had to fill many roles to make the team into a fighting unit.

			Any team, especially an A-Team, can’t be a monolithic thing. These teams are dynamic fighting machines because they are many parts that fit together. In a regular Army unit, orders are given and basically applied, but not questioned. There is a brain and a body. But Green Berets are all trained to be parts of the brain and body. Anyone can quickly bring in new information and he or she is trained to share it quickly and effectively. In fact, the Special Forces have the distinctive practice of having the members of the team combine their subject matter expertise to construct their own plan as a team. This is unheard of elsewhere in the military, where plans are handed down for execution. Once the plan is completed, command is briefed and the mission is either approved or we are asked to rethink something. When we do have a plan, the team responds together. The members of an A-Team know one another like we know our right and left arms. Moving together, thinking together, becomes natural.

			So when the pallets of ammo hit the ground, they were quickly broken down and distributed among the Humvees. These were organized so we could reload them quickly when the next day’s gunfight began. Little of this had to be discussed. We all knew what our parts were. We were receivers running perfect routes and blockers forming an impenetrable wall. We even kept a running count of ammo and supplies, so we knew who needed more and who needed less. Without training and rehearsing, this would never have worked this smoothly.

			Looking back at this now, I know that team leadership in our lives, our families, our businesses, and in our armed forces comes down to the same principles, but I also see that to achieve our dreams, we must dispel some big misunderstandings. The best way to explain this isn’t to preach, but to show you, which is why I began with this true story at such a dramatic point. Things were about to get hot, really hot, and it was the team that made us formidable—the weapons, equipment, and technology were just the tools the team used. 

			But, now, to really show you how an A-Team works so you can apply their skills to your life, we need to step back a few days to when I made this big, bold decision I don’t regret even though it resulted in my body and life being blown apart. I want to tell you all about this clearly, honestly, and humbly because it’s not about me, but about giving back to America all that this struggle has given me. I owe you these lessons learned on the battlefield in the service of our country.

		

	

		
			PART ONE

			THE “I” IN TEAM

			“We few, we happy few, we band of brothers; 
For he today that sheds his blood with me
Shall be my brother; be he ne’er so vile,
This day shall gentle his condition.” 

			—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, KING HENRY V, ACT 4, SCENE 3
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			1

			THE DECISION

			All Great Leaders Begin with This Conscious Choice

			“Purpose affirms trust, trust affirms purpose, and together they forge individuals into a working team.”

			—GENERAL STANLEY MCCHRYSTAL

			The red earth under my striding feet had been stomped hard by a thousand combat boot heels. The sun was hot over Kandahar, and the base was busy between the HESCO barriers (collapsible wire-mesh containers filled with dirt and rocks), sandbags, concertina wire, and concrete perimeters. It was late August 2006, and I was going to volunteer for Operation Medusa, a mission every American should know about, but few do. I saw a patrol coming in through the gates and paused to watch the sand-colored Humvees and the men in their battle gear, desert camouflage, and dusty goggles, and I knew I’d soon be out there with them again. I turned on my heel and kept going.

			I see this scene now in my mind like it’s some clichéd part in a Hollywood war movie. Not that I’m casting myself as some kind of hero. No, we’ll get to all that. I see it that way because I was so simplistic then, and because I now understand the strengths and weaknesses of the well-defined part I was playing as I entered that A-Team of Green Berets about to go on a mission that would be a key part of the biggest single battle of the war. I was like an actor who immerses himself in a character, only I wasn’t aware I was doing this. I was completely in step with the Green Beret ideal. I was a badass Special Forces soldier fighting for good, and I let that warrior persona define me, even put blinders on me. 

			Playing a role is important in anything we do in life. The key is to know we are playing a part so that we don’t become two-dimensional in our thinking. This is important because, though there are many quarterbacks, only a few leaders have the right personality and enough experience to decompress a stressful situation as it unfolds. To the rest of us, we seem to have no time to react. But the ideal quarterback is able to act in decisive and timely ways within spaces that leave the rest of us struggling to catch up with what just happened. They can do this because they don’t let outside worries, desires, and more get in their way. This is why playing a role is important—it allows us to have clarity of mind so we can do the right—even the impossible—thing in the stress of an important moment.

			In the same way, they are able to see early on how the little things add up to what we all see in the big picture—to a successful outcome. I was good at playing my part and contributing, but maybe a bit of a late bloomer in getting the bigger picture in relation to my actions and identity at the time. Now I describe it as maturity, but this is something I wouldn’t have admitted to then.

			So, yeah, I thought I knew myself at that time. I was one of the toughest men on the planet, and I fought for peace, for freedom. We define ourselves by our enemies, and we had a stark contrast to compare ourselves with. We were fighting an enemy who’d sheltered Osama bin Laden, an enemy who denigrates women, who defaces others’ beliefs, who murders innocents, who suppresses human individuality, who wants to turn us all back to the Dark Ages while claiming all of this is God’s will. There was no confusion in my mind, not then. I knew exactly who I was and what I was fighting for. 

			Funny, though, how I’d laugh then at the cartoonish parodies Hollywood often passes off for Special Forces soldiers. I’d think, That’s not us. That’s some GI Joe cartoon character. Then I’d toss my head and think, if those screenwriters and directors only knew what Green Berets really are like and what we do, well, then they could tell some stories about A-Teams. Oh, boy, they could tell stories that would make you jump up and start belting out “God Bless America.” They could tell some stories that mean something, that would make your skin go all goose bumps, that could even help people understand when we must fight and when we shouldn’t. They could even show where the military goes dead wrong—which isn’t at all where they think it is. All that would take honesty in the most extreme sense, and Hollywood is rarely into that these days.

			But, the truth is, there was a lot I didn’t get then, either. Arrogance has a way of blinding you, especially when you’ve seen so much, when you’ve seen things all those people back home don’t know anything about, not really. You know this, and it makes you conceited. Yes, I’ve seen the enemy, and he is me.

			So when I look back at my Green Beret persona before Operation Medusa and all that would come after, I know how right I was about a lot of it, but how so very blind I was too. My strict adherence to what a Green Beret should be actually became a weakness. The complete devotion to this ideal is why so many of our returning soldiers are not recovering from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorders (PTSD). Perhaps much of our training leaves out the fact that we are human, and no matter how much we prepare, we can never escape the cascades of feelings and emotions that inevitably rush in. Again, this is why we must understand the roles we play. Technical and tactical proficiency just aren’t enough to overcome the fact that our own hearts and minds go with us into these dark places to do unthinkable things.

			But now I wonder if I can show you this shattering of my Green Beret perspective without making you think I’m condemning everything I stood for. So I’ll first say this straight out: Just because I had to die on the operating table and miraculously come back and struggle through a darkness in which many get lost before seeing how wrong I was about myself and so much else doesn’t mean what I stood for was wrong. It was just that I was only half of what we all should be. I’ll get deeper into that later, but, right now, I’ll just say it takes a hell of a lot of truth to live right. I found out that much.

			So, as I walked in to volunteer for Operation Medusa, there were soldiers rushing here and there in the August sun on errands related to war. The base had the officious feel and layout those temporary military installations do—spend time in one such base and you’ll know where the mess hall, the latrines, and the barracks all must be. Not far away, I knew there were young men leaning over machine guns, peering across this sea of red earth into the moving mirages of heat waves outside Kandahar, all hoping to see the Taliban coming. This viewpoint might sound fatalistic to some, but young soldiers almost universally long to be tested by fire, even if few of them know a damn thing about all that.

			I had been tested, and so I should have had my perspective blown open already. By then, I’d been a Green Beret for fourteen of the eighteen years I’d been in the U.S. Army. I was thirty-seven years old. I had no doubt I was a veteran of the toughest breed alive. I lived by the creed of an iconic warrior. I’d learned over years of training and missions to live up to this ideal. This Green Beret part is consuming; when a Green Beret is at his best, he personifies this ideal. All through our years of training, our struggle was to be this perfect soldier Hollywood portrays but barely comprehends. This Green Beret ideal is at first presented as a perfect possibility. For those few who pass the gauntlets of tests, both physical and mental, this ideal grows into a possession. 

			I was pumped up when I reached the plywood front door to a building constructed from cement blocks on that base outside Kandahar, as it was the literal entrance to what I’d spent my life training for. The building had ponchos strung over its windows, and when I pulled open its front door, I found another poncho hung to hide the scene inside when the door was opened.

			I did pause then, just for a moment, and remembered what I’d promised my family back home: I wouldn’t “volunteer for anything stupid.” But, dammit, I was a Green Beret. They’d understand. I’d taught men to be Green Berets at the U.S. Army John F. Kennedy Special Warfare Center and School (SWCS)—known informally as “SWC”—at Fort Bragg for four years. I was an instructor at SWC on September 11, 2001. I had to stay there for years after that horrific day. Imagine that, spending years training Green Berets to fight battles you’d been trained for yourself. You go home to your soft life and play with your son and feel like you’re some kind of poser, a man who teaches but doesn’t do.

			After 9/11, I was even one of the Special Forces’ instructors tasked with creating a program designed to expedite the creation of Green Berets ready for the battlefield. At the time, Special Forces guys with years in the Green Berets like I had called the graduates of this expedited program “SF Babies,” though I’ve now lost the taste for that elitist and false phrase. 

			I was at SWC too many times when news came back that someone I’d trained was coming home in a body bag. Some of those men were killed on their first mission. These were fine men who’d struggled and endured and earned a place among the elite. They were the best America can produce. Many of them had given up professional sports careers, medical practices, lucrative businesses, and more, to answer the call and dedicate all they were to the cause. But if they were going to do this, they wanted to be the best. I had seen enough of the hot zones of the world to know that many of those who die in war did everything they were trained to do, but still a bullet or a bomb found them. I knew this and more, but I was still frustrated that I wasn’t in the fight. 

			Like all Green Berets, I went through Airborne (parachute) Training at Fort Benning, Georgia. I got my wings and went through the Special Forces Assessment and Selection course and then the Special Forces Qualification course. I then spent about 57 weeks at the Special Forces Qualification course at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, before going to Phase 3 of the Special Forces Qualification course. After that, I spent six months learning Russian at the Special Forces Language School at Fort Bragg.

			All that was just the preliminary training to see if I was good enough to be a Green Beret. Next came more specialized training. If I failed any of those stages, I’d have been reassigned to regular Army infantry. The Special Forces training pipeline has a washout rate so high the Army would rather not publish that statistic. I was one of the few to make it through. Sure, you have to be smart and tough to pass all that, but you also have to be lucky. I saw good men go down because they rolled an ankle in jump school or pulled a muscle during a navigation course in the very grueling mental and physical process of trying to be a member of the Special Forces. Mr. Murphy was always there to threaten the dreams of great soldiers. Many times, I somehow slipped through the cracks in testing as I watched someone better than I am have a bad day and go home to make other plans.

			Through this training, you are a soldier—in my case, a Special Forces’ soldier. Your uniform has creases in the right places. Your beret is cocked on your head at just the right angle to show honor, pride, and bravado. You are doing everything to live up to the ideal of what a Green Beret is supposed to be. You can get lost in this ideal. He is like your perfect self, and you want to be him. You shut off other thoughts and desires. You pare away anything that contradicts this ideal. You live that way, really live that way, and the Army loves you for this. They see this in you. They trust you because you are in step with their ideal. This isn’t a bad thing; it’s a very useful thing. An A-Team like this can do things others can’t. 

			Now, I’m not saying Green Berets become some sort of machines. Green Berets aren’t like Army infantry. Green Berets are taught to think and to lead. They aren’t a mindless team blindly following orders. They are all a part of the “brain” helping the “body” (the unit or team) achieve its goal, which is how any great team must work. I think it’s easier to be detached when someone else is giving the orders. But when you are also part of the brain, you can’t blindly follow. You are responsible for yourself and everyone with you. Further, when you are seen wearing that distinctive headgear and a tab sewn on your shoulder that reads “Special Forces,” you are expected to be the one in any venue who will save the day. Once you decide to parade around with the appearance of all the wonder and greatness of those who actually built the reputation attached to that distinction, you find that it becomes impossible to be the common man anymore. Leadership becomes synonymous with simply leaving your house. This adds to the intensity of being a Green Beret. It consumes you. 

			When this part ends, as any part in life must, you are left lost in a sea of people, as you have so suppressed your own individual identity that it doesn’t even seem to exist anymore. You are like a professional athlete who suddenly finds himself retired. All his life he’d been a football or baseball star, and then, suddenly, he is a has-been, a man with no living identity. This is made even worse when an athlete is injured in his prime. One day he is the ideal, and then, suddenly, what is he? 

			Or, worse, he risks being defined by his injury. Who wants to live with that identity? This is even more extreme for a soldier stationed at a foreign base in a hostile land, as he must live that part every hour of every day. He can’t go home and take off the uniform and love his wife and sleep soundly knowing the only thing that’ll wake him will be an alarm clock. In war, he must always be in character. He must always live on the edge with fear in every heartbeat, prepared to meet the end of his time on earth. He must let himself fall away as he goes headlong into what he was trained to become.

			Now, a person who has lived this way, who has tried with every part of himself to stay in step with this iconic part, obviously wants to follow this ideal into battle. That’s understandable, right? This is a good thing when you really believe you are fighting for good. 

			I had actually made it to Afghanistan only days before to serve as a Special Forces medic attached to a civil-affairs team. So I was in a unit focused on improving the livelihood of the local populace in Afghanistan. But two of my former students saw me coming out of the mess hall and came running up to me in the morning sun. “Sergeant Stube. We have this mission—it could be a real humdinger—and we need another medic,” they whispered to me urgently. Their excitement was infectious. They were about to do what they’d spent years training for and wanted me along. I wanted to go. I wanted to stand behind what I’d taught.

			I said, “I’ll see what I can do,” but I meant, I’ll move the bureaucratic Army with the sheer force of my will to make this happen.

			Going meant getting permission from Civil Affairs, Special Forces Command, and others, and getting the A-Team (Operational Detachment Alpha) I’d be joining to let me in. A team of Green Berets is a unit more tightly woven than any sports team could hope to be, as soldiers know if they fail, they die. They know even if they do everything right, they still might die. This reality binds them together in blood, and in what I call service beyond sacrifice.

			A Green Beret A-Team works as if each member is an extension of one body. Each has a critical part to play. They have to know the team’s SOPs (Standard Operating Procedures) and each other’s strengths and weaknesses. Each is trained to think and make decisions as a situation changes and to communicate this with their team. There is no filler in a Green Beret A-Team. Members practice together so they can move as one down the field of battle. And I hadn’t done any of that with this A-Team.

			Still, if I didn’t try to go, I’d be a hypocrite, not the warrior I’d spent my life becoming. I’d trained for this and spent years getting others ready for this kind of mission. Saying no just wasn’t an option. My whole self-identity was fashioned for this. I had made my decision.

			So I pushed the poncho aside and stepped into a dim, cave-like room. 

			The scene inside would barely be believable in a movie. Eight Green Berets were staring at me with the expressions of hungry wolves before a hunt. They were sitting and standing among piles of ammunition, automatic weapons, and explosives. One was breaking down an M4A1 carbine to clean out Afghanistan sand. Another was counting grenades for the M4’s grenade launcher. A few were loading rifle magazines with 5.56 ammo. But all of them stopped when bright sunlight shot in with me. They all stayed still as a photograph; most were giving me the stink eye. Two who had been my students at SWC nodded at me, but didn’t say anything.

			Captain Rusty Bradley strode across the room, stepped over piles of ammo, and pushed me back through the green poncho and out the plywood door and into the bright sunlight with his palm on my chest. 

			Rusty had a heavy brown beard and intense eyes. He is over six feet tall with the build of a linebacker. I’m five feet, nine inches, and, then, weighed 180 pounds. I was a distance runner and could outmarch or outrun almost anyone into the dirt. Rusty was a big, John Wayne wannabe. He did good work on the team, but was also in search of a reputation through the process. He would carry out orders perfectly, but then retell them as his own version, as though he were the commanding general.

			Rusty stopped pushing when we were well outside. He always thought of himself as a John Wayne character—don’t apologize, as it was a sign of weakness. He lived that ethos in a way that would seem like an overdone character in a movie, but, out there, with what we had to do, his persona put soldiers at ease, as he was a man who was what he seemed. He was a man who lived the part so completely you knew he would be there doing the right thing when you found yourself in the throes of battle.
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