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TO THE CHOSEN FEW.


They lived it.


AND TO MY SONS, 
Jackson and Noah Zoroya,


for their humanity, their love, and their affirmation of life.
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> > > FOREWORD


I assumed command of a joint special operations unit in June 2008. As I sought to gain understanding and appreciation for the fight our elements were engaged in, I quickly learned that the remote mountains of Kunar and Nuristan Provinces in northeast Afghanistan provided a nearly impenetrable sanctuary for several international terrorist groups. Within a month of my taking command, the Battle of Wanat occurred. This battle served to draw international attention to this area. It also served to highlight the tough fight being waged by “the Rock”—the 2nd Battalion, 503rd Parachute Infantry Regiment, 173rd Airborne Brigade.


This was a twenty-first-century war against terrorist insurgents. The young US Army paratroopers stationed there were locked in close-quarters combat not unlike the infantry experience of Vietnam, Korea, and World War II. They faced determined enemies who more often than not controlled the high ground—and with certainty, it was an enemy who sought to fight the Americans. At that time, there were not the resources we had later in the Afghanistan fight. There was not enough air support, MEDEVAC, or ground support. Not enough troops for the front lines.


While the world’s attention was consumed with the broadening conflict in Iraq, the Rock fought desperate engagements, often outnumbered, with only their training, determination, and acts of valor helping them to prevail.


There had been some media attention for the battalion’s Battle Company, whose exploits in the infamous Korengal Valley became the focus of the well-received documentary Restrepo and the book WAR. But in a valley just north of the Korengal, fighting in relative obscurity, were two platoons and a headquarters unit of one of Battle’s sister companies—Chosen.


Those paratroopers liked to call themselves the Chosen Few. They were, in fact, seemingly chosen by fate to experience some of the most brutal aspects of war. In three major engagements and several small skirmishes, they fought off successive, coordinated efforts by an enemy determined to wipe them out. 


After fifteen months of combat, nearly two-thirds of the Chosen Few would be Purple Heart recipients. Two would be awarded the Medal of Honor, two more would receive a Distinguished Service Cross; more than a dozen Silver Stars and more than two dozen Bronze Stars for valor would be awarded to this company. Rarely in the annals of modern war have fighting men displayed such teamwork, courage, and fighting heart as the Chosen Few. 


People often look back with awe upon early generations of American combat troops, up to and including the famous Greatest Generation of World War II, as if to conclude that that kind of warrior has come and gone and we will never see their like again. But that is just not true. 


If there is any lesson that the Chosen Few teaches us, it is that the kind of spirit and sense of sacrifice borne out in the young men and women who fill the ranks of the US military are as strong today as they ever were. Special operators, conventional forces, active or reserve—our nation should be grateful to have the troops we do. Paratroopers like the Chosen Few demonstrate what our country has come to expect of our warriors—commitment, selflessness, and grit. This is an American story that rivals any in our history for valor, heroism, and sacrifice.


 


William H. McRaven


Admiral (US Navy, Retired)














I feel how weak and fruitless must be any words 
of mine which should attempt to beguile you 
from the grief of a loss so overwhelming.


—ABRAHAM LINCOLN,
from an 1864 letter to a grieving mother of sons killed in battle
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> > > PROLOGUE 
ALONE AND UNDER ATTACK



So this would be the end.


Ryan Pitts lay covered in his own blood, the paratrooper’s twenty-two-year-old body so riddled with shards of metal from exploding grenades that his legs were all but useless. His friends were dead all around him. Others had fled. Pitts propped himself against a dirt wall inside a sand-bagged observation post in an obscure valley of a mountainous province of eastern Afghanistan, seven thousand miles from his home in New Hampshire. He pulled a rifle into his lap and sat tucked into a corner of one fighting position facing the direction from where the enemy had been attacking.


I want to kill at least two or three of them before they finally kill me.


Even over the din of gunfire and explosions, he could hear enemy fighters just yards away yelling back and forth at one another in Pashtun or Dari or one of those obscure Nuristani dialects that were impossible even for the Army’s Afghan interpreters to understand. Oddly, the pain from his wounds was not so bad. Ryan’s nervous system was still in shock from the explosions that had tossed him like a rag doll and engulfed him in a cloud of steel parts. Blood ran down his face from where the skin of his forehead had been filleted open. The shroud of shrapnel was so condensed that several small pieces had nearly punched holes through two narrow, black memorial bracelets that Ryan wore, each engraved with the names of Chosen Few soldiers who had died during the fourteen months he and the others of his paratrooper company had been fighting in this valley of sheer cliffs and breath-robbing altitude.
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They all cherished that nickname for their company, the Chosen Few. It was a play on the unit designation: C Company, or Chosen Company, of the 2nd Battalion—“the Rock”—503rd Parachute Infantry Regiment, 173rd Airborne Brigade. “Sky Soldiers.” Paratroopers.


The “Chosen Few” nickname carried plenty of meaning for these men in their late teens and early twenties. Made them feel special. Prized. Maybe because so many of them came from places or families where they had grown up feeling anything but special. Where fathers died or disappeared. Where parents never married or drifted apart. Where a mother lost herself to drugs, leaving a son in despair and desperate for a family. Grandparents had taken charge when some of these men were boys, raising them to adulthood. For others it was just a matter of biding time until they were old enough to break away and start defining life on their terms, which would ultimately mean joining the Army.


Growing up, Ryan never knew his dad. His parents never married and broke up within a year after he was born. He spent much of his childhood moving between New Hampshire and Vermont, living with his mother and a younger half-brother in a string of rented apartments, switching schools every couple of years. His mother worked as a secretary—married, divorced, and married again—and his family struggled with finances and lived modestly.


When he flew to basic training at Fort Sill, Oklahoma, in 2003 at eighteen, it was his first time on an airplane. The structure, the clarity of purpose in the Army—all of it made sense to Ryan when he enlisted. A roof over your head, food, health care. No worries with any of it. And the men he trained with or jumped with out of airplanes or fought beside—he’d come to know they would never abandon him as others had. More than that, he realized they would actually lay down their lives for this child of a broken home.


Some of his paratrooper buddies—now lying near him, dead or wounded—were quiet and kept to themselves. Others were brash and played fast and loose with Army rules and regulations. A couple of them had incredible comic timing and a gift for mimicry that left everyone in stitches. More than a few could sometimes be a real pain in the ass.


But it was family, Ryan realized. Like sharing the same blood. More than that, it was a family each man had chosen. Not one issued at birth, no questions asked. Ryan had even passed on a chance for a promotion to staff sergeant just so he could stay with 2nd Platoon and Chosen Company. And if their worst nightmare came to pass—as it did in the stifling heat of this predawn Sunday in July 2008—the brothers would place themselves between Ryan and whatever was trying to kill him. They would move—and the sight of this was riveting—toward the gunfire.


The rest of the world simply had no idea.


Since May of the previous year Chosen Company paratroopers had been fighting against annihilation in a series of battles and stand-offs in the Waigal Valley with far larger numbers of fierce, mountain warriors augmented by highly trained terrorist groups made up of Afghans, Pakistanis, Arabs, Chechens, and Uzbeks. The American public might as well have been on a different planet.


Back home people were waiting in long lines to drop $500 on the first iPhones, or clamoring to get their hands on J. K. Rowling’s last Harry Potter installment, or gaping at suggestive Vanity Fair photos of fifteen-year-old Disney star Miley Cyrus. They were arguing about whether Barry Bonds and his 756 home runs deserved asterisks because of a steroid scandal or whether Tony Soprano actually died in that diner in the last episode of the HBO series. Home mortgages were collapsing; Barack Obama’s presidential prospects were rising, and George W. Bush was rushing twenty thousand troops to Iraq with his “surge” to save a foundering war effort.


That last event had direct bearing on these paratroopers’ fortunes, not that anyone back home had a clue. Shifting America’s military focus to Iraq left the US war effort in Afghanistan with what uniformed leaders euphemistically described as an “economy of force” campaign. Everyone had to do more with less—fewer aircraft, fewer surveillance drones, fewer soldiers. Within this world of rationed military resources, arguably the most obscure battlefield was the Waigal Valley, a serpentine scar trailing northward between towering escarpments inhabited by a hardy, warlike subculture separate from the Pashtuns, Tajiks, or Hazaras who populated the rest of Afghanistan.


The land was brutally inhospitable. When the paratroopers first entered the valley in May of 2007 aboard helicopters straining against thin air to reach their most remote base, they disembarked at an outpost called Ranch House built on the side of a mountain at more than seven thousand feet. Some of them vomited from the effects of altitude just hiking up to their barracks for the first time.


They would fight for their lives on that mountain. And later again along the cliffs of a narrow canyon near the Waigal Valley and still later in this place where a bleeding Ryan Pitts now lay ready to kill as many of the enemy as possible before they could kill him. Fighting through the spring, summer, and fall of 2007 in the Waigal and then through the winter, spring, and summer of 2008 would change the meaning of life for those of the Chosen Few. It would draw some of them closer to God and cause others to lose their faith entirely. But nearly all, to a man, would discover something they never expected: love. It was a seismic revelation, particularly for those who came from difficult childhoods where they were starved for affection, where they knew nothing about unconditional acceptance and sacrifice.


Some of those same people would be cut down with Ryan this day as the first rays of daylight filled the skies over the valley with a rich sapphire blue and the surrounding hillsides suddenly exploded with an earsplitting thunderclap of unleashed violence. Rocket-propelled grenades, Soviet-designed PK machine guns, Kalashnikov rifles all fired at once at the rudimentary combat base the paratroopers had only started to build five days earlier on the valley floor. The enemy focused their torrent of gunfire not only on the new combat base but also higher up, on a series of terraced fields, into the sand-bagged observation post the soldiers called “Topside,” where Ryan was the forward observer.


The Chosen Few were plunged into what would become the bloodiest battle of possibly the bloodiest combat tour any US troops had endured since jet planes flew into the Twin Towers in New York, the Pentagon in Washington, and a furrowed field outside Shanksville, Pennsylvania.
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When the shooting started early that morning there were forty-nine Americans manning the base and the Topside observation post. There were another twenty-four Afghan soldiers split between a traffic-control bunker south of 1st Squad’s position and dug-in positions along the north edge of the base. Potentially three times that many or more attacked—a force of fighters from terror organizations such as Al Qaeda, Army of Mohammed, or Army of the Righteous. Assisted by the local police and the people of Wanat, they had crept in the darkness up to the paratroopers’ defenses, setting up their weapons in buildings, hedgerows, and even tree tops in a rough encirclement of the partially finished base and nearby Topside.


About a half hour into the fight Ryan was now the last one alive at Topside. He could peer around the side of a sand-bagged wall and see his friends’ bodies.


Only minutes before, a wounded Sergeant Matt Gobble had yelled out from the other end of their maze of fighting positions: “Is there anyone alive?” Gobble was a sergeant assigned to the observation post. He too could see the bodies of his soldiers everywhere. Gobble had been stunned by a rocket-propelled grenade blast and peppered with countless small pieces of metal. He was having a hard time shaking off the effects of the explosion. It felt like he couldn’t gather his thoughts. Right beside him, still alive, was Specialist Tyler Stafford, covered with penetrating shrapnel wounds and looking like he had blood oozing from every square inch of his body.


When Gobble heard nothing after his shout-out, he and Stafford half-crawled, half-stumbled their way across a single strand of razor wire that was Topside’s outer perimeter. They moved along one of the terraces and then down toward the nearest American fighting position fifty yards away. The terraces had stood for generations, offering slices of tillable land for mountain farmers. Gobble and Stafford scrambled down each embankment to flee Topside. And when Gobble learned later that he had left his buddy behind, it gave rise to a guilt that would torment him for years to come, bringing him to tears of shame over the memory of it: “I should have known.” But how could he? Neither he nor Stafford heard an answer from Ryan when Gobble called out. The enemy was very close, possibly just on the other side of the sandbags across from where Pitts lay. Some were certainly over by a huge boulder that anchored one corner of Topside. That meant enemy fighters were actually inside the wire. One of them had reached around the rock with an AK47 and taken a shot at Gobble as he and Stafford slipped away.


Ryan feared the enemy would simply point their rifles over the edge of the sandbags and finish him off. And all at once he was alone, terrified. He reached for a radio handset and whispered into the mouthpiece to Chosen Company commander Matt Myer, who was down below in the besieged compound trying desperately to manage the battle from a makeshift headquarters.


“I’m the only one left alive,” Pitts said in a hushed voice. “Everyone else here is either gone or dead.”


Myer’s heart fell. But he had his own burden of dying and wounded paratroopers around him at the command post. The West Point graduate calmly told Ryan the truth: there was no one to send.


The valley continued to reverberate with the noise of competing walls of gunfire. Insurgent fighters in positions up and down the ridges, from immediately outside the perimeter of the rudimentary combat base to high up in the rocks of the canyon walls, poured fire down on the Americans. They could see every fortified position where the paratroopers were pinned down—it was laid out before them like a neat series of targets.


The paratroopers, fighting with a few Army engineers and Marine advisers for the Afghan troops who were also present, pushed back against the volume of incoming bullets and propelled grenades with their own counter-fire, shooting at muzzle flashes or rustling branches or the vague outline of a human figure in a darkened window or behind foliage. A thick haze of dust and smoke was building up over the battlefield, fed by burning piles of large, flat, folded layers of fabric liner the Americans used for constructing fortifications. In the center, rising skyward, was an inky column of smoke from the flaming remains of an Army Humvee. The vehicle had contained the best defensive weapon the Americans had that day, a wire-guided missile system so precise and lethal in its effect that Islamist terrorist fighters called it the “Finger of God.” It was one of the first things they targeted that morning with the opening barrage, and they destroyed it almost immediately with rocket-propelled grenades.


The militants had used machine gun fire to drive the paratroopers out of their only fortified mortar position on the base, forcing them to abandon a 120mm mortar that could have wreaked havoc on the enemy positions. The same barrage of bullets disabled one of only two .50-caliber heavy machine guns the paratroopers were using to defend themselves.


Now all the soldiers were hunkered down in four isolated islands of sandbagged foxholes, each braced on one side with an armored Humvee. Two dozen Afghan Army troops assigned to Chosen Company fought from their own built-up defensive positions close within the unfinished fort.


At Topside Ryan Pitts absorbed the news from Myer. Either send someone, or Topside will fall, he told his commander in a hush, and he signed off.


“Nine-two out.”


What else to do, Pitts thought. He had a grenade launcher slung under the barrel of the M4 rifle he held in his hands. Pitts loaded a 40mm, brass-covered grenade into the launcher, pointed the weapon skyward, almost straight up, and fired. It arced upward and for a second he thought it might fall right back down on top of him. But it landed instead in the direction from where the enemy had been attacking. He launched more grenades. He used the radio to reach the closest group of paratroopers hunkered down in a fighting position at the base of the terraced hillside about fifty yards away. His buddy, Sergeant Brian Hissong, picked up the mic and heard Pitts give directions to fire over Topside, lay down an umbrella of bullets to maybe keep the enemy from overwhelming him. Hissong obliged, opening fire with his M4, aiming right over the Topside defensive walls.


As Pitts worked to wreak some havoc on the militants before they could launch their final assault, he realized he was no longer afraid. In fact, a sense of calm swept over him. There was nothing more he could do now but wait for the attack.


He held the rifle in his lap and could hear voices. 


They’re coming.
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> > > FALLING FROM THE SKIES



There’s a definite pucker factor when the door opens on a C130 jump plane at 1,250 feet. The sudden roar of the outside airstream has a way of instantly focusing the mind, sending tremors through the nervous system right down to the balls of the feet. The amygdala of every young paratrooper-in-training is lighting up with the same neon-blinking message: your destiny is a raging void of air and sky. Just outside the open doorway of the airplane that is bucking up and down in the turbulence is a small ledge bordered with a white stripe marking the last footfall before thin air.


Paratroopers never forget the first jump.


Jeddah Deloria, who used to catch rattlesnakes for fun while growing up in Rancho Cucamonga, California, had a palpable case of the jitters when he stepped onto that ledge. Like so many who would become part of the Chosen Few, he hated heights yet was compelled to push the limits of that fear by volunteering for the US Army Airborne. When the moment finally came and the Philippine-born Deloria stood second in line approaching the door, the patchwork pattern of the earth below looked almost artificial. And when he jumped, it wasn’t at all the way he thought it would be. The warm, loud airstream sucked him up and away so that a fraction of a second later he was floating under a canopy in utterly peaceful silence. That stutter step of terror followed by absolute serenity was thrilling.


Only a three-week course at Fort Benning, Georgia, separated earth-bound soldiers—“dirty legs,” paratroopers called them—from the ones in the sky. The Fort Benning “black hats,” trainers who cruised the instruction lanes in their black T-shirts and baseball caps to turn service members into paratroopers, cranked out fourteen thousand of them a year. Fort Benning had been making paratroopers since 1940.


The Chosen Few trickled through airborne school at different times, depending on when each entered the Army. In a few cases they went through side by side. The hulking wrestling champion, Pruitt Rainey of Haw River, North Carolina, wound up rooming with beefy Iowa-native Jonathan Albert, and they became lifelong friends, both destined for Chosen.


It was literally a ground-up training program. The first week was devoted to parachute orientation—what it looks like, how it fits, the way it’s worn. Jumping during that first week was limited to stepping off a two-foot-high platform and practicing how to hit the ground. They learned the up-36-out-36 drill, jumping up three feet and out three feet to acquire some distance and separation once they squirted out of the metal monster that would be traveling well over one hundred miles per hour.


During the second week trainees entered an area of Fort Benning that looked like something out of a Universal Studios theme park where there were 12-foot stands with swing harnesses and 34-foot platforms with zip lines attached—all to recreate the feel of descending under a canopy at 16 feet per second—and there were soaring 250-foot towers dominating the skyline. From these a soldier dangling from a parachute was lifted high into the air and dropped. A definite white-knuckler. The point was to teach the trainee how to control the parachute’s descent by tugging down on risers—the straps connecting him to the canopy—in the face of a wind.


Then in the third week they did it all for real. Each had to successfully complete five parachute jumps to pass the course.


When Jon Albert, who enlisted at age twenty after getting a cold call from an Army recruiter, woke up in the barracks on the morning of his first jump, the reality of what he was about to do hit him in the face like a bucket of cold water.


What the hell did I get myself into? I’m deathly afraid of heights…


His stomach churned as he waited with the other trainees on wooden benches inside a warehouse-size staging area, each of them trussed up tightly into a harness with a parachute on their backs and a reserve chute tucked against their bellies. They sat staring at a plaque tacked up on the wall for inspiration. It was shaped like the jump wings they would earn if they graduated. Then came the single-file hike onto the aircraft, and soon they were airborne and ten minutes from the drop zone. Heart rates quickened, and they stood up in unison, hooking up their static lines and checking the harness, helmet, and straps of the soldier in front of them, sounding off if everything was okay. Then the door was opened.


Any refusal to proceed at this point meant automatically failing the course, something that only happened about once every six months.


When Jacob Sones, an eighteen-year-old Texan, was walking out to the plane for his first jump, a trainer nearby trying to put the fear of God in him yelled out, “Shit, Airborne, there’s something wrong with your parachute!” Sones fired right back, “Fuck it, Sergeant Airborne. I’ve got a reserve.” The trainer laughed, but Sones couldn’t help but keep asking anyone standing nearby if his parachute looked okay.


Planes always made the same approach to the drop zone during training. Flying over the Chattahoochee River, they were one minute out. Over a paved road, they were thirty seconds away. And then there would be the green light, a tap on the rump by a jump master, and blue sky.


For Alaska-raised Kyle Silvernale, who would later become a Chosen Company squad leader, the shock of the airstream sucking him away in the midst of his up-36-out-36 felt like divine retribution.


Like getting smacked out of the sky by God. That’s the only way I could describe it.


Jason Baldwin, who turned eighteen one week before basic training, closed his eyes during that first jump—exactly what they tell you not to do.


Oh my God, I’m going to die.


It was straight out of the paratrooper joke guide, the one that says everybody does a night jump the first time because they always do it with their eyes closed. Every one of them found the experience when the chute popped open and they floated soundlessly down to earth exhilarating.


When Mike Denton, the Florida son of a paramedic, first launched himself out of an airplane, his chute popped opened and he was terrified to find that his risers were twisted above his head. He somehow managed to follow protocol and start bicycling his legs like crazy to spin himself out of it.


Scarier than hell.


New Jersey native Chris McKaig, son of a mail carrier, thought his heart was pounding its way out of his chest when they opened the aircraft door and he could hear the rush of air. When they all rose to their feet to hook up static lines, his legs were shaking. And when he jumped, McKaig actually skimmed the side of the aircraft. He wasn’t hurt, but when the chute popped open, there was so much adrenalin coursing through his veins, McKaig couldn’t help but yell, “THIS IS FUCKING AWESOME!” so loud that the black hats could hear him down on the ground.


“Shut up, Airborne!” one of the hats hollered into the sky through a bullhorn. “Quit screaming up there!”


When McKaig touched down, he desperately needed to relieve himself and did so soon afterward, the birth of a ritual. From then on he would christen every drop zone.


It was only about sixty seconds from chute-opening to ground, and trainees quickly found that not everyone was created equal when it came to falling out of the sky. Truly, the bigger they were, the harder they fell. Mike Denton, at six-feet-one, 190 pounds, dropped like a rock.


Almost like a B-movie script for a vintage war film, the troopers who would fill the ranks of Chosen Company hailed from literally every corner of the country. Jason Bogar, the son of a Baptist minister, was raised in Seattle, Washington; Sergio Abad, whose mother abused heroin, grew up in Miami. Jonathan Ayers was from Georgia and vacationed with his family on the Atlantic at Hilton Head, South Carolina; and Matt Ferrara from Southern California and Jonathan Brostrom from Hawaii were Pacific surfers.


For twenty-nine-year-old Chuck Bell, a country-born child of the Ozarks, the first airplane he ever flew on in his life was the commercial flight the Army paid for to take him to boot camp in Georgia. The second airplane he ever rode on he jumped out of.


Every one of them had volunteered, their portal into the military usually a local recruiting office tucked into a strip mall with other competing office space taken up by the Marines, Air Force, or Navy. Often what sealed the deal were the videos a recruitment officer would slip into a VCR—“Here, son, take a look at this”—of soldiers jumping out of airplanes or crawling through mud, looking aggressive and heroic.


It was surprising how many of them signed up after simply driving past a recruiting station and pulling into the parking lot on a whim just to see what the military was all about. That’s exactly what Justin Kalenits did. Living on the outskirts of Cleveland at twenty-one, he wound up joining the Army almost as an afterthought. Life after high school had turned aimless, and the idea of a sudden and dramatic shift into the Army had strong appeal.


I need to get out of here. My life isn’t going anywhere. I’m kind of a punk. I need discipline.


He was twenty-two when he joined Chosen Company. At five-feet-six and 140 pounds, he wound up being one of Chosen’s smallest, even while carrying one of its biggest guns, the squad automatic weapon (SAW). His big, loopy grin and ears that stuck out like jug handles gave him an impish look, like he was always up to mischief.


Tyler Stafford was working as a waiter and bartender at a Champps Sports Bar in Denver in 2005 when he got drunk one night at his buddy’s birthday party and the two suddenly made a pact to join the Army “before we miss the war.” Stafford was the youngest of three children to middle-income-earning parents living in suburban Parker, Colorado. He’d lettered in basketball, football, baseball, and track at Ponderosa High School, and his dream was to fly aircraft. But he blew out his knee playing pick-up basketball shortly before starting basic training for a Marine ROTC flight program, and after that his life lost some direction. The Army offered a course correction. He enlisted at twenty-one.


For many of the Chosen Few, signing up was a chance to exorcise, once and for all, that feeling that they had become perennial disappointments to their parents.


“I know very well that I haven’t turned out to be the man you might have wanted me to be,” Joseph Lancour wrote to his mother, explaining his decision to quit his job at a Burger King and join the Army. He penned the letter from boot camp in Fort Benning in early 2006. “I always allowed myself to accept second place. But that’s not going to be good enough anymore. I’m not going to settle for first loser anymore.… I won’t let you down.”


Joe was the only son of Rob and Starla Lancour, a native of Michigan who grew up near Lake Michigan. His parents divorced when he was five, and Joe spent a childhood shifting back and forth between households during the week.


Joe was five-feet-nine with a narrow build, olive-colored skin, and dark brown eyes. It was after graduating from high school and living in Flint, Michigan, working the grill at a Burger King, that Joe felt the need to turn things around by enlisting in the Army. His father was stunned by the transformation after Joe graduated from boot camp. He seemed confident and mature, and loved the structure, discipline, and camaraderie of the Army. After finishing paratrooper training, Joe Lancour was sent to the 173rd Airborne Brigade.


During the fall and winter of 2006 and the spring of 2007 Chosen prepared for war in eastern Afghanistan with a stew of seasoned combat veterans and brand-new recruits. The roughly 150-man company was, like much of the Army infantry, predominantly young and white. The largest minority was Latino, a little more than 10 percent. There were about ten African Americans; two members of Chosen were born in the Philippines; one was half-Thai, half African American; and one was a full-blooded Native American.


No one stayed with Chosen Company forever. The new company commander in 2006, West Point graduate Matthew Myer, could be expected to remain in charge for the one combat rotation of 2007–2008 before moving on to another assignment and a likely promotion to major. Chosen Company platoon lieutenants like Matthew Ferrara and Devon George could very easily follow the same pattern. Senior enlisted officers like Company First Sergeant Scott Beeson or Platoon Sergeant Matt Kahler and Shane Stockard were probably “lifers” for whom the Army would be a career, but even they would be expected to rotate out of Chosen.


Further down the ranks squad leaders like Staff Sergeant David Dzwik from Michigan or six-feet-three Kyle Silvernale might be just as likely to make the Army a career as go back to civilian life. That was even more true for sergeants who led teams within the squads—because they had even less time in the Army and might be more uncertain about their futures.


But most of the GIs who made up the Chosen Few were young men barely out of their teens. For them the Army was just one doorway on a life path still in search of a destination. Most of them joined for reasons that had nothing to do with a career.


Ryan Pitts just kind of drifted into it. It was early 2003, the nation was at war, Iraq was about to be invaded. Serving his country would be a good thing, Pitts thought, though he was certain all the real fighting would be over by the time he got into uniform.


He was only seventeen, and Pitts’s mother had to approve, and he knew she would never agree to him joining the infantry. The Army recruiter had an idea. He suggested Pitts ask his parents to let him become a forward observer who calls in artillery and air support.


Hey, it wasn’t infantry.


She agreed to sign.


Mike Denton was resolved to serve just as his grandfather and older brother had served before him. These were the wars of his generation, Denton believed, and it was time to step up.


Others, like Chris McKaig, were lured for the reasons a lot of young boys become enthralled with the military, playing at it for hours in the hills and forests of their childhoods and developing a growing fascination with guns and shooting.


Still more were like Jon Albert, who found himself living at home in Cedar Rapids after graduating from high school with no plans for his future as his dad, Dave, prodded him about where he saw his life heading. Jon was ripe for some direction when that cold call came from an intrepid Army recruiter. A video of soldiers in action against a hard-charging musical score did the trick.


A large number of the Chosen Few came from broken homes and arrived in the Army without a father figure or at least none who had been around full-time. Some were like lost boys searching without realizing it for a surrogate family after a childhood of abuse or neglect.


Jacob Sones was one of them. He was born in Waco, Texas, and had one sibling, a younger brother who died in infancy. The tragedy strained the marriage of Phillip and Teri Sones. The couple divorced when Jacob was just a young boy, and he went to live with his mother.


Teri was a free-spirited woman, a new-age parent who taught her son to question authority and encouraged him to read contemporary literature. His father was the opposite—practical and clear-eyed, believing that only sacrifice and hard work led to success. When his mom remarried and moved to Connecticut, Jacob shuttled back and forth between there and Texas. He dropped out of high school in the tenth grade and did a poor job of trying to make it on his own. He was drifting. At his father’s urging, Jacob joined the Army after obtaining his high school degree equivalency certificate and chose Airborne. He was eighteen.
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After Fort Benning, troopers in Chosen Company were sent to Italy for additional training before their deployment.


When he reached Camp Ederle near Vicenza, Italy, in mid-2006, for the first time in his life Sones felt really safe—like he had finally caught up on a pathway that had meaning and he was no longer a screw-up. It was an achievement and he could be proud. And Sones loved Italy, in no small part because the Italian drinking age was eighteen. This fed his reckless streak and before long, Sones earned a reputation for acquiring more punishments for misbehavior—Article 15s—than any other soldier in Chosen Company: missing formation, showing up drunk in formation, having military police escort him back to the base. It usually meant a loss of rank and pay as well as extra duty. By the time they later deployed to Afghanistan, Sones was still a private first class. His profligacy lead to one of the more famous bits of Chosen Company lore when he passed out on the grounds of Camp Ederle after a night of drinking. He could feel someone prodding him with a boot and instinctively rolled over and reacted.


“Fuck you.”


It was Lieutenant Colonel William Brian Ostlund. And it was another Article 15.


The officer standing over Sones would lead him and the 2nd Battalion into combat in May of 2007. Ostlund had taken command of 2/503 (2nd Battalion, 503rd Infantry Regiment) the previous June at the age of forty. He was a focused, fiercely driven officer as comfortable—when at war—at raining fire and death down on the enemy as he was laboring to strike an accord with recalcitrant tribesmen over cups of sweet tea. He was also a child of divorce, born in Park Rapids and raised in Detroit Lakes, a vacation area about fifty miles due east of Fargo, North Dakota. As someone of Native American descent, he was fascinated with the local Indian community; he built friendships there and fought beside them with his fists when white boys threw insults. His was a childhood spent outdoors camping and playing hockey; he earned his spending money recovering golf balls and cleaning fish for vacationers. The family moved to Omaha, Nebraska, when Ostlund was fourteen, and by then he was determined to become a Marine infantryman. When a hapless Marine recruiter put him off, the Army won him on the rebound, and by age eighteen, Ostlund had earned a spot with the prestigious First Ranger Battalion, turning nineteen in the Army’s arduous Ranger course. He served more than four years before shifting into the Nebraska National Guard and attending ROTC at the University of Nebraska at Omaha to become an officer.


Ostlund was a platoon leader in the 101st Airborne when he deployed to Desert Storm in 1990. The battalion he was part of was eventually commanded by then-Lieutenant Colonel David Petraeus. It was during a live-fire exercise with Ostlund’s platoon in 1991 that a soldier tripped and fell and accidentally shot Petraeus through the chest with an M16. Then Brigadier General Jack Keane, the deputy commanding general of the division, was standing next to Petraeus when he went down. When Ostlund ran up, Keane said, “Hey, Lieutenant, your battalion commander has been shot. Treat him, medevac him, and get this range opened back up. Great live-fire.”


Ostlund had to cut off Petraeus’s gear and called over some infantrymen who had upper-level medical training to give aid, with Petraeus muttering all the while, “This is great fucking training.”


In the intervening fifteen years before Ostlund was named commander of the 2nd Battalion, he earned a master’s degree and taught American political and international security studies at West Point. He served a tour in Iraq after 9/11 as an operations officer for the 173rd Airborne Division.


He saw the 2nd Battalion as a jewel of a unit to lead and was thrilled when he was finally named commander.
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The US Army is built on tradition, carefully enshrining what happened in the past for the purpose of enabling and inspiring what happens in the future.


Units of any size can boast a nickname freighted with symbolism: the “All Americans” for the paratroopers of the 82nd Airborne Division, or 1st Infantry Division as the “Big Red One.” The 101st Division “Screaming Eagles” are composed of brigades with such nicknames as “Bastogne” in honor of that unit’s heroism during World War II or the “Rakassans,” the word the Japanese used in wartime dispatches to describe the unit as it fought in the Pacific Theater—it roughly translates to “falling down umbrella man.”


When freshly minted paratroopers arrived in Italy, they found themselves part of a fighting group with its own fabled past. The 173rd Airborne Brigade activated in 1963 took as its nickname the words Nationalist Chinese paratroopers used to describe the unit: tien bien, or “Sky Soldiers.” The brigade was assembled from battalions such as the 2/503, which had its own proud history as one of America’s original parachute infantry units formed in 1941 when that war-fighting concept was still in its infancy. The next year the battalion conducted the first combat parachute jump in US military history into Algeria. In 1943 the paratroopers made the first US combat jump in the Pacific theater of war, dropping into New Guinea. They later fought in the Philippines, earning their moniker, “The Rock,” by recapturing the Philippine fortress island of Corregidor that carried the same name.


The Rock was where US soldiers in 1942 had held out against a Japanese siege for nearly five months after Pearl Harbor. The 2/503 parachuted onto the two-square-mile island on February 16, 1945, and spearheaded taking it back. The victory earned the battalion a Presidential Unit Citation, the equivalent of awarding each soldier in the unit a Distinguished Service Cross, the second-highest award for valor.


Twenty years later the unit was part of the 173rd Airborne Brigade, which became the first Army combat unit committed to the war in Vietnam. The paratroopers fought in some of the bloodiest battles of that conflict and conducted the only major combat parachute jump. The battalion earned a second Presidential Unit Citation for the Battle of Dak To and the assault on Hill 875 in November of 1967. The 173rd Airborne Brigade was deactivated after Vietnam and then reactivated in 2000.


A third Presidential Unit Citation would be waiting for a new generation of Rock paratroopers in the mountains of eastern Afghanistan. Rock Battalion contained six companies: Able, Battle, Chosen, Destined, Fusion, and, lastly, Black Sheep, the headquarters unit.


Chosen paratroopers came up with their own mascot, the Punisher, from a Marvel comic character first created in the 1970s and whose trademark was a skull. The comic-book Punisher was a former Marine turned vigilante who, unlike other superheroes who refrained from taking lives, was not afraid to kill his enemies. The skull emblem found its way onto uniforms and gear, and a five-feet-high plywood version would be posted to the company headquarters building in Afghanistan.


The Chosen Company that prepared for war in Italy had a mixture of experienced soldiers and rookies; many were veterans who had deployed with Chosen to Afghanistan in 2005–2006, including a small number who had been with the unit since its first combat tour to Iraq in 2003. But the majority who went to war during the fateful combat tour of 2007–2008 arrived as new recruits in 2006. And then there were a few who joined Chosen in Afghanistan as necessary replacements as that violent combat tour unfolded.


Pruitt Rainey and Jon Albert had gone through basic training together at Fort Benning. They were roommates during airborne school, and both got tapped to go to Italy and join the 173rd. They had become fast friends, and when they stood together in a formation of new recruits on a parking lot at the Army Garrison in Vicenza and an officer began to arbitrarily assign each soldier to one of the two battalions, Albert took matters into his own hands.


Rainey got picked for the Rock Battalion and Albert for its sister unit, 1st Battalion. So as the crowd of recruits began to split up to form two lines, Albert just eased over to the Rock line and nobody seemed to notice. He got to stay with Rainey and they wound up in Chosen Company together. It was a small violation of the rules, but it profoundly changed the arc of Albert’s life.


Young paratroopers fresh out of airborne school like Kyle White, Tyler Hanson, and Scott Derry were utterly intimidated by the veteran members of Chosen Company after arriving in Vicenza in 2006. Chosen Company had just returned from twelve months of combat in Afghanistan, and the recruits had been nowhere near a battlefield yet. They were in awe of platoon sergeants like Shane Stockard and Matt Kahler, who had already been to war twice—the first time jumping into Iraq and the second time fighting in Afghanistan. And the company sergeant, Scott Beeson, seemed almost larger than life.


The rangy, six-feet-three first sergeant actually had two stars on his jump wings, almost unheard of among conventional forces. He had parachuted with the 82nd Airborne into Panama in 1989, and he had jumped into Iraq with the Rock Battalion in 2003.


A native of Indiana who grew up in the small town of Greenfield about twenty miles east of Indianapolis, Beeson was the second of four children. He had barely finished airborne school when he jumped into Panama and then did an uneventful combat tour during the Persian Gulf War. He left the Army and for a time worked on a factory assembly line making fenders and hoods for Ford while serving in the Indiana National Guard. In 1994 he went back to the regular Army and became one of the original Chosen Few when the company was activated in 2001. By the time he parachuted into Iraq, he had forged this reputation as the apotheosis of a combat warrior. The new recruits idolized him, even though the reputation surprised Beeson himself.


Everybody thinks I’m this super-crazy war monger.


It helped that he was blunt, profane, and refused to suffer fools but had a psychotherapist’s instincts for when to push people and when to acknowledge their pain. Matt Myer and his senior noncommissioned advisor were polar opposites in almost every way. Where Beeson was loud and volatile, Myer was contemplative and careful in thought and action. But the two men somehow made their relationship work and became extremely close, if not always in agreement as the deployment wore on.


First-timers to the Army base in Vicenza found one of the most distinctive US military installations in the world. Because of the land mass required to operate tank or troop formations, most US Army bases were relegated to rural, distant areas. But Camp Ederle was a small, 145-acre military installation located on the edge of the city. It was named for an Italian Army major and World War I hero.


Camp Ederle was more like a campus. There was one indoor gun range. Parachute drops were done at Aviano Air Base two hours away. At the center of Camp Ederle was a statue of the archangel Saint Michael, leader of all angels in the fight against Satan and the designated patron saint of the Airborne.


For some paratroopers who had barely traveled outside the confines of their midwestern hometowns, Italy was a culture shock. Many never fully appreciated the artistic gems only a few minutes’ stroll from the base, preferring instead to enjoy the legal drinking age of eighteen or take in the swanky strip bars on the city’s west side where Eastern European beauties arrived to dance and flirt with American soldiers. They were, after all, young men with plenty of disposable income from thousands of dollars in bonuses earned for enlisting—or re-enlisting.


Many other paratroopers took on Europe as an adventure. Venice was only forty minutes by train, Rome just four hours away. There were low-cost airline flights that could take them anywhere on the continent. Soldiers loved spending a weekend at the Italian seaside resort of Rimimi on the coast of the Adriatic Sea where there were broad beaches, volleyball, alcohol, and night life. The guys who hung out with Jake Walker had the benefit of a translator. Walker, a Mormon who grew up in southeastern Washington, had spent time in Italy as a missionary and knew the language. He helped buddies like Tyler Stafford, Matthew Phillips, Pruitt Rainey, and John Hayes navigate Italian backwaters where English wasn’t readily spoken.


Even better, Chosen soldiers could immerse themselves in the Italian way of life by renting homes in nearby neighborhoods or villages and “living off the economy.” Officers and married soldiers could use their government subsidies to rent flats in quaint seventeenth-century buildings. It was a charmed life for young, single officers. Matt Ferrara, who arrived in 2006 to become leader of Chosen Company’s 1st Platoon, found a two-bedroom, third-floor flat in an ancient building overlooking the piazza in Vicenza with a spectacular view of a thirteenth-century cathedral just outside his balcony.


The five-feet-five officer bore a square-jawed resemblance to a young Bobby Kennedy and held a dual citizenship for the United States and New Zealand. He was only twenty-two when he showed up in Italy in 2006 after graduating from the US Army Military Academy at West Point, where he studied Chinese and economics and finished in the top ten of his class.


Matt Ferrara was born and raised in Torrance, California, the third of five children, including four boys who would all serve in the US military, three of them West Point graduates. Friends called him Matty. He relished living in Europe, buying a Spanish Seat Ibiza supermini car for $2,000 and traveling to Spain to see the running of the bulls in Pamplona, scuba diving in the Mediterranean, skiing the Alps, prowling a Roman emperor’s summer palace in Croatia, and spending weekends in Paris.


For Israel Garcia and his wife, Lesly, traveling to Europe and living in Vicenza was like a dream come true. Sergeant Garcia was born in the Pacific coastal state of Nayarit in Mexico and became a naturalized citizen before enlisting in 2002 out of high school in Long Beach, California. He and Lesly had first met while bowling at the Polynesian-themed Java Lanes and, after a lengthy engagement, married in 2006. They were both twenty-two.


Garcia saw combat in the embattled city of Fallujah while serving with the 82nd Airborne, and when he re-enlisted in 2006, he got the chance to take his new bride to Italy. They were both ecstatic. She had always dreamed of traveling. Now they were going to Venice every weekend, riding the gondolas, tasting gelato, and munching on genuine Italian pizza. Lesly never wanted to go home.


Newlywed couple Sean and Jessica Langevin had married the previous January. They turned their hundred-year-old Italian apartment into a crash pad for some of the single guys from 1st Platoon who had to live on the base. Sean was a native of Walnut Creek, California, just outside of San Francisco. His heritage was a rich mixture of French on his father’s side, Japanese and Portuguese on his mother’s. He was five-feet-seven and stocky, and had long eyelashes that girls in high school thought were hot. Sean was an Eagle Scout who skateboarded, Rollerbladed, and loved to snowboard. He started to lose his hair as a young man and kept his head shaved.


He and Jessica met at a pizza restaurant where she was a waitress and he delivered pies. Sean felt strongly about serving his country and also thought it was a good way to provide for a new family. Despite Jessica’s protests that he stay off the frontlines, he chose to become a paratrooper and was sent to Vicenza.


Jessica loved Italy—the way everything closed down for afternoon siestas, how tending gardens was a daily ritual, and you bought fresh food every day from the markets and cooked it up for dinner at night. That May she got pregnant.


Langevin had a quick, self-deprecating sense of humor and rapidly became one of the most popular soldiers in 1st Platoon. A growing number would come to call him one of their best friends. He and Jessica filled their living room with mattresses, comforters, and pillows so buddies like Chuck Bell, Justin Kalenits, Kyle White (whom they all called Whitey), and Jon Albert had a place to sleep after a night of heavy drinking. Sergeant James Takes, a team leader, and even Lieutenant Matt Ferrara would come by occasionally.


The Langevins weren’t the only ones to succumb to the charms of Vicenza. Gabriel Green fell madly in love. A twenty-five-year-old native of Puerto Rico, he grew up in the Bronx after his parents divorced, got vocational training in food services, and worked as a kitchen manager before enlisting in 2005. He chose Airborne and the job of forward observer, directing artillery fire and close air support. But his life truly changed on a bus in Vicenza when he noticed a dark-haired beauty sitting in the back. He couldn’t take his eyes off of her. When her phone rang with a ringtone from a song by the Puerto Rican reggaeton duo Wisin & Yandel, he struck up a conversation. She was half-Italian, half-Columbian, and her name was Addy. It wasn’t much longer before the six-foot-one paratrooper with the chiseled jaw and dimpled chin had won a lunch date.


It was love at first sight, and within a few months they decided to tie the knot. The day for the civil ceremony in her hometown of Verona unfortunately fell on the day before the platoon was heading to Germany for their last round of field training before deployment. Commanders refused to give him the day off, and Green was frantic. He turned to his platoon leader, First Lieutenant Matthew Ferrara, who managed to fix things. Not only did Green make it to the courthouse on time, but his forward observer teammates were able to show up in their dress uniforms, guys like Kain Schilling and Jason Eller. Lieutenant Brad Mercier was there too. He led the forward observers for Chosen Company, and one of the senior NCOs, Ryan Pitts, attended. Everyone posed for pictures at the courthouse with the beaming new bride. Green didn’t have to report back until the following day.


Matthew Phillips was another of the Chosen Few who got married before heading off to war. The twenty-five-year-old Army specialist from the suburbs of Atlanta, who had enlisted the year prior after living and scuba diving in Central America, had proposed to a school teacher, Eve, he met back in Georgia. He and Eve planned on a wedding in December 2006. Eve didn’t want him spending his bachelor party at one of Vicenza’s famed strip joints, so he, Jacob Walker, and some of the other paratroopers settled on a pub crawl through the city, but not before visiting a dress shop and buying a used white wedding dress that Phillips wore for the duration of the evening. It was a snug fit.


Throughout that spring and summer of 2006 new recruits or transfers filtered into the 173rd, were assigned to the Rock Battalion, and finally divided up between the companies—Able, Battle, Chosen, Destined, and Fusion—and the platoons.


Paratroopers living on base were assigned two to a room, and sometimes apples mixed with oranges. Jeddah Deloria could tolerate a certain chaos in his quarters, but his roommate, Kyle White, was obsessively neat and would follow Deloria around with a broom, making sure everything was ready for any spot inspection.


Life here took some adjusting. When Scott Derry showed up at age twenty-one—the son of an Airborne veteran from Riverside, California, who grew up believing in the creed America First—he woke up the first morning covered in bedbug bites. Without asking permission, he cleared out his barracks room and sprayed some insecticide, an initiative that did not sit well with the Chosen Company sergeant on duty, Jeff Mersman, a big, broad-shouldered Kansan who “smoked” him—made him do push-ups until it ached.


Mike Denton, who arrived in Italy on June 6, 2006, the anniversary of D-Day, quickly broke the code for fitting into an organization top-heavy with battle-hardened veterans: keep your mouth shut, speak when spoken to, bust your backside at every task, and admit mistakes. He breezed into Chosen Company. Denton was born in Pontiac, Michigan, and spent his young adolescence in the suburbs of Detroit after his parents divorced when he was seven. He took the break-up hard, and when his rebellious teenage years began, he was sent to live with his father, a paramedic in Florida. The six-feet-one, 190-pound Denton felt a duty to serve his country and was inspired to be a paratrooper in part by reading about how the 173rd Airborne parachuted into Iraq in 2003. His mind made up, Denton graduated a semester early from high school and was at basic training within four weeks of turning eighteen.


Denton and the other recruits found a culture in Vicenza that was different from many other military installations. It was a tight-knit community where the social formalities of rank among the enlisted soldiers were suspended during downtime. The Army normally frowned on junior and senior enlisted soldiers spending social time with one another—that was fraternizing. But the policy was more relaxed in Vicenza for several reasons. The language barrier with Italians made the Americans feel more isolated. Camp Ederle was a relatively small, more intimate base—you could walk across it in ten minutes. The men tended to venture out in groups, and it was just easier if they could enjoy themselves without the burden of avoiding someone because he was a team leader or a squad leader. During the day it was “Yes, Sergeant” or “No, Sergeant” or “Roger, Sergeant,” but after hours it became “Hey, dude, you wanna go grab a drink?”


For Staff Sergeant Erich Phillips, that breach of protocol took some getting used to. He had come from the 82nd Airborne, where sergeants didn’t share a drink with privates or squad leaders with team leaders. These were the men they had to be tough on during training, to “smoke” for something done improperly. In Vicenza, Phillips watched how they would shed the divisions of rank at night or on the weekends, only to resume when soldiering began all over again in the morning. It seemed to work seamlessly. He was amazed.


“This ain’t the 82nd, dude,” said Stephen Simmons, an old buddy Phillips met up with again in Vicenza. “You’re good to go, man. Just relax.”


The informality was unorthodox, but the end result appeared to be that squads or platoons grew even more comfortable and at ease with one another. They could trust that someone in the group would stay sober enough to make sure everybody got home safely or count on one another in a tight spot if tempers flared at a local bar.


Their trust in one another would be essential in the months ahead.
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> > > EAGER FOR WAR


Twilight gathered across the live-fire training range in Germany as Chosen Company prepared for war. Paratroopers fired their weapons in a simulated combat exercise. A bank of fog rolled in out of nowhere, obscuring what they could see. Matt Myer watched as the pall drifted over the training range.


The paratroopers sensed that the drill would be ending because the weather had turned bad. But Myer instructed them to keep going. This is important training. The enemy they would face in Afghanistan could attack at any time, any place. The soldiers would not have the luxury of choosing the weather or the terrain where they would fight. So they couldn’t let it matter now.


You fight where you have to, and the paratroopers must learn to adapt.


As the training for combat progressed, the new captain leading Chosen Company, twenty-eight-year-old Matt Myer, felt lucky. The virtue of serving in the 173rd Brigade meant that commanders virtually had their pick of leading West Point graduates and experienced noncommissioned officers. One of his new lieutenants, Matt Ferrara, had graduated near the top of his class. His company sergeant, Scott Beeson, had jumped into Panama in 1989 and then did a second combat jump during the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003.


The reality was that Myer felt spoiled as Chosen’s company commander. Every sergeant first class leading a platoon in his company had earned a coveted Ranger tab. A lot of his sergeants and specialists already had combat experience. In fact, probably half of Chosen Company had been to combat at least once before this deployment. As a result Myer felt like he commanded a high-caliber group of soldiers going into the vital training cycle. Myer himself had seen combat while leading a platoon for the 4th Infantry Division in Iraq. He and his men were working the fringes of an operation that led to the capture of the fugitive Iraqi president, Saddam Hussein, near Tikrit, Iraq, in December of 2003—one of the high points for a war that within a year or two would begin spinning out of control.


But Myer’s personal journey into the Army was different from a lot of his peers. In some ways the slender six-foot Army brat was kind of an accidental soldier, although he certainly had the pedigree as the child of an Army colonel, grandson of an Army general who served in Vietnam, and great-grandson of an Army 1st sergeant who fought in World War I. Matt’s father and grandfather were both West Point Military Academy graduates. Matt was born in an Army hospital at Fort Bragg, North Carolina.


But for all the lineage, Myer was never passionate about the Army as a child. He neither dreamed of joining nor felt pressure to carry on any kind of military family tradition, although that heritage certainly shaped his formative years. He and his two older sisters and younger brother moved frequently with their father’s changing Army duties, living in North Carolina, California, New York, Missouri, and Virginia. Like other Army children, he learned to easily make and shed friends.


Lacrosse was his favorite sport in high school, where Matt earned B-pluses and A-minuses and was a pretty easygoing adolescent. He entered his sophomore year largely clueless about where his life might go until his father gently suggested West Point.


For Matt it seemed like something to try, and it was, after all, a world he had known since childhood. But it proved to be an academic stretch at first because of his less-than stellar SAT scores. Matt was placed on a waiting list, using an Army scholarship to attend a Virginia state school for a year before starting his four full years at the Academy. The vaunted institution overlooking the Hudson River pulsed with an intensity and rigor that challenged the young cadet who was by nature restrained and nonconfrontational. And the legendary setting where the likes of Grant, Patton, and Eisenhower had studied was lost on the freshman—Matt didn’t really care about any of that.


But he adjusted, built a coterie of friends, grew more disciplined in his studies, and saw his performance improve. Just as importantly, he appreciated how his future was being shaped, his career guaranteed. He took solace in the knowledge that top-of-the-class excellence didn’t always equate to good leadership. Some of the Army’s biggest stars, Grant and Patton among them, struggled at the Academy. Matt left in spring of 2001 with an academic rating in the bottom two-thirds of his class.


When he arrived in Vicenza with his wife, Laura, who was four months pregnant, he accepted a job as operations officer for the battalion. Within three months he was in command of Chosen Company.


Myer was a quiet, unflappable leader. There would be times in the months of deployment ahead when his effort to radiate toughness wore thin for some of the soldiers. But the Chosen Few largely grew to respect him as their company commander, and he would prove fearless in combat.


In the waning months of 2006, Chosen Company focused on basic principles of infantry—fire and maneuver. Putting out a wall of steel toward the enemy to keep them pinned down and occupied as paratroopers advanced on the battlefield.


The concept of “bounding” was a vital part of infantry tactics. A group of three or four soldiers lays down relentless fire as a second group of roughly the same size maneuvers—bounds—forward to gain advantage. The rushing element then takes up position to unleash more accurate fire so the first group can move. The first one bounds forward, then the other. Back and forth. Each fueling the other’s advance, feeding off the other’s aggression until they close in and destroy the enemy.


The battalion would pile into a convoy of buses for the long trip through Austria and into Germany and four weeks of live-fire training at the Joint Multinational Training Command in Grafenwöhr, Germany, northwest of Nuremburg, where they would fire at pop-up silhouette targets while they negotiated different courses. Or they would do four weeks of training exercises against other soldiers playing the role of enemy forces at an old Nazi military training site in Hohenfels southwest of Nuremberg. On the way up to Germany the troops would always stop at a world-famous McDonald’s in the Austrian Alps with a spectacular view.


The trips were during the fall and winter of 2006–2007, and during the first two training periods at Grafenwöhr, when they were preparing to go to the more urban Iraq, the training largely revolved around operating and fighting out of armored Humvees or practicing how to clear enemy forces out of buildings. They would do drills on procedures if a convoy of trucks came under attack. They’d call in helicopters and learn to coordinate air support with vehicles on the ground. It was military operations in city terrain.


Bill Ostlund put a high premium on live-fire training—drills conducted with live ammunition. He and his command sergeant major, Bradley Meyers, constantly critiqued technique and compared unit performances. Matt Myer pushed the live-fire drills even further with Chosen Company. Through the winter of 2006–2007 he had his men train from early morning into the night every day, six days a week.


Myer wanted the weapon that each man carried to eventually feel like a natural extension of the body, as if muscle and sinew flowed directly into the rifle so that wielding it came as easily and naturally as a handshake. He wanted the firing of a gun to be done without a shred of hesitation.


In the fight that lay ahead an enemy could not be permitted to gain advantage in the moments before aircraft or artillery support arrived. The enemy must immediately pay a price, be set back on their heels. It meant meeting enemy gunfire and rocket-propelled grenades with American gunfire and grenade launchers, standing and fighting as a group, rapidly pouring out a deadly volume of controlled fire in the first “mad minute” after being attacked. Matt Myer talked about creating a “lane of violence,” quickly drawing blood for blood.


Ostlund likewise demanded company commanders instill this concept in their men.


We have to make the men very comfortable shooting their weapon very quickly. Your job is to know when to pull the trigger. Your job is to bring violence upon the enemy.


So Myer and Beeson prowled the assault lanes during the live-fire exercises at Grafenwoehr using handheld controls to trigger pop-up targets so they could assess each soldier’s split-second decisions. Myer would scribble his assessments down in a personal journal: 2nd Platoon’s 1st Squad, “Look at what you are shooting”; 2nd Platoon’s 2nd Squad, “Shoot, don’t talk”; 2nd Platoon’s 1st Squad again, “Bounds too long.”


He did the same with platoon leaders: 2nd Platoon’s Lieutenant Devon George: “Good insert… cover!… take control”; 1st Platoon’s Lieutenant Matt Ferrara: “Practice more initiative… provide your platoon energy/be proactive… build platoon cohesion, always ‘we,’ not ‘you guys.’”


Parachute training was carried out at NATO’s Aviano Air Base about ninety miles northwest of Vicenza. The paratroopers were also trained in battlefield medicine that was a notch higher than rank-and-file US Infantry soldiers. Not only were they instructed in assessing wounds, applying field dressings, and using tourniquets, but they also learned how to administer intravenous fluids and, in fact, carried needles and IV fluids with them at all times in a small field medical kit. Always the crucial lesson was to control bleeding and replenish lost fluids, the two keys to keeping a wounded soldier alive long enough to be medevacked to a field hospital.


Even after returning to Vicenza from Germany, lessons continued without the guns. Staff Sergeant Kyle Silvernale would take 1st Platoon’s 1st Squad down to the athletic field on the base in Vicenza, a place they called the North Forty, popular for tackle football games. They would do walk-throughs, reacting to enemy contact. The focus was always on laying down suppressive fire immediately. Silvernale became impressed with how willing and focused his soldiers were about the lessons, sergeants like James Takes or privates like Justin Kalenits, Scott Derry, Joe Lancour, or Ananthachai Nantakul. Nantakul, twenty-two, was half African American, half Thai, and spoke fluent German; the soldiers called him “Nanny” or “Nancy” for short. Silvernale was proud to see that some of his men—Takes, Kalenits, and Lancour—were proving to be excellent marksmen.


Kyle Silvernale was born in Spokane, Washington, but when he was in junior high, the family moved to Alaska, which proved to be a land of adventure for a teenager. He joined the Army in part as a patriotic response to the 9/11 attacks, chose Airborne, and then was sent to South Korea, where he served with the only US Army platoon working inside the Demilitarized Zone between North and South Korea. When he re-enlisted and couldn’t get assigned to Fort Richardson in Alaska near his family, he chose the 173rd Airborne. Silvernale was a big man, at six-feet-three, 210 pounds, and his squad members loved him.


Physical conditioning was another area of intense focus, pushing soldiers to the brink of exhaustion, a real “ass whoopin’,” as Scott Beeson would say. In Vicenza they ran twenty-five miles a week, taking various routes through the city to the top of Mount Berico, where the Blessed Virgin Mary appeared to a peasant six centuries before. On the summit there was a magnificent Baroque chapel more than three hundred years old.


To keep disruption of the Italian neighborhood streets to a minimum, the paratroopers would head out in small running groups beginning around six in the morning. Scott Derry, for all of his prowess on the baseball field in high school, was never much of a long-distance runner and would fall back as 1st Squad headed out for a run. It could make him a prime target for an angry harangue from a team leader. But that was never Sergeant James Takes’s style; instead, Takes would begin running side-by-side with Derry, the team sergeant pounding along with this five-feet-eight protégé, making conversation about anything, about life in general. It was as if the problem wasn’t lack of stamina for Derry but rather some other issue on the private’s mind. All they had to do was talk it out and he’d run better.


James Takes was another one of Chosen Company’s lost boys. Like so many others, he came from a broken home and struggled as a teenager growing up in Danville, Virginia, never finishing high school. When the Marines told him they had filled their monthly quota of applicants who had only a high school graduation equivalency certificate, Takes walked into an Army recruiting office and signed up. A trim six feet tall and handsome, with a strong score on his military entrance exam, Takes was accepted into the Old Guard, the Army’s 3rd Infantry Regiment based outside Washington, DC, most notably tasked with guarding the Tomb of the Unknowns at Arlington National Cemetery, providing military funeral escorts, and serving as the official ceremonial unit and escort for the president. Takes was one of the soldiers who conducted the rifle-fire salutes during the funeral proceedings. He remembers being severely hung over during the George W. Bush inauguration when he and other members of the regiment were called on to sit in their dress blue uniforms directly behind the Bush family during the swearing-in ceremony. Sweat was pouring off Takes, and he was just praying no one would notice.


But Takes loved the Army and found it to be a world where he could excel. He took every course and strived for every badge he could find. He earned the Old Guard’s black and tan buff strap, went to Airborne school, sniper school, and even barber school. The one thing he hadn’t earned was combat duty. He was serving on a burial detail for soldiers who had died in combat and felt it was his time to experience war. After three years in the Old Guard he transferred to the 173rd Airborne Brigade and Chosen Company in 2006 as a sergeant.


As the time to go to war grew near, commanders found themselves wrestling with issues that were never a factor for the generations of warfighters who came before them.


Company First Sergeant Scott Beeson was shocked to find out perhaps half of Chosen Company was on antidepressants or anti-anxiety drugs, often prescribed for depression or posttraumatic stress disorder. He was particularly upset that he didn’t know this.


There were advances in technology that had never before been a factor for commanders. The new iPhone would go on the market in June. Digital cameras and editing software made it easy for soldiers to create videos. When it became clear that paratroopers were embracing all of this technology, their commander, Bill Ostlund, at first tried to tamp it down. But he finally gave up. The result was that soldiers would be able to assemble footage of anything they pleased with their digital cameras and laptops. There would be hundreds of videos that captured Chosen Company at war.
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When word arrived during training in Germany that their deployment was unexpectedly shifting from Iraq to Afghanistan, Ostlund switched up the training that very night in an effort to replicate conditions in Afghanistan, ordering a battalion-wide assault on three objectives.


A lot of them hadn’t been too crazy about going to Iraq anyway. Too many roadside bombs in that country were taking off legs and arms or worse, and that was just for driving down the road. A good many of them had already been to Afghanistan, and a sense of confidence rippled through the ranks of the veterans that essentially said, “We got this.”


One of those who felt good about going to Afghanistan was Staff Sergeant David Dzwik, a stocky twenty-nine-year-old from Traverse City, Michigan, who grew up deer hunting with his father. Dzwik had been with Chosen Company during the last tour in Afghanistan and didn’t mind going back.


The only hesitation came when their battalion commander gave them a PowerPoint presentation. Some of the slides were images of mountainous terrain the men hadn’t seen before in Afghanistan. One picture showed a combat outpost called Ranch House during the winter, covered in snow. At more than seven thousand feet, it was possibly the highest US base in Afghanistan, and some of Chosen’s men would have to defend it, Ostlund told them.


Dzwik leaned over to his platoon sergeant, Shane Stockard, during the presentation and whispered, “Wow, I hope that’s not me.”
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One of the last to join Chosen before the paratroopers completed training and prepared to head overseas was a soldier whose reputation preceded him. By the time Erich Phillips showed up in Vicenza he had already achieved more than most soldiers accomplish in a lifetime.


He had earned the coveted black and yellow Ranger tab by successfully completing a punishing nine weeks of mental and physical torture in one of the US military’s most grueling training courses. He had already been to war three times, twice to Iraq and once to Afghanistan. In Iraq he led an attack by a scout team against insurgents who had been intimidating voters during one of Iraq’s first elections. Phillips had quickly risen to the rank of staff sergeant, the equivalent of a squad leader.


All this, and when he showed up at Chosen, he had just turned twenty-three.


Chosen’s paratroopers would come to look upon the boyishly handsome Phillips as the closest thing to a true warrior they’d ever seen. Brian Hissong would describe Phillips—Phil to his friends—as something that belonged behind glass with a hammer and a sign that read, “Break in the Event of War.”


All of five-feet-seven and 180 pounds, Phillips seemed to always carry this aura into combat. The men just knew that Phillips—like the light-imbued Colonel Kilgore in the film Apocalypse Now—“wasn’t gonna get so much as a scratch.” Some primordial set of instincts could always be counted on to drive his physical movements—where he stepped or how he turned and fired his weapon—or the split-second decisions he made in the heat of the moment to frustrate foes trying to kill him or to help comrades desperately in need of assistance.


Phillips was a mortar man by training and assigned to the 82nd Airborne out of Fort Bragg, North Carolina, when one of his buddies, Stephen Simmons, called from Afghanistan. Simmons was part of Chosen Company, and the call home came during a 2005–2006 combat tour. Simmons sounded stressed by some of the tough fighting the unit had been through in Afghanistan’s southwest province of Zabul. Phillips was worried about his friend. So, facing the end of an enlistment period, he promptly paid a visit to a re-enlistment officer and told him he’d stay in the Army but only if they sent him to the 173rd in Italy.


There was a slot open for a mortar section staff sergeant. Phillips was on his way.


Army life, especially during war, had a way of working out for Erich Phillips like that, balancing the scales for a young man who had such a disadvantaged past. “Shit,” was how Erich summarized his boyhood. If there were truly lost boys for whom the Army and, particularly, Chosen Company became the family they never had, Erich Phillips was first in line. It began the night he was born in Salem, New Jersey, when his father, exhausted after standing vigil over a long labor, evidently nodded off on his way home and slammed into a telephone pole. His death led to a childhood for Erich of second-hand clothes, food stamps, and nomadic shifting from one low-income neighborhood to another across four states. Erich got in fights, was expelled, and fell into trouble with the police—once ending up with a felony arrest in high school when he was with a friend who was stealing a speaker.


An epiphany came when he was seventeen, bagging groceries at a Fry’s in Tucson, Arizona, and trying to date a girl named Stephanie, whose retired military father sat Erich down and told him in no uncertain terms that he wasn’t good enough for his daughter. Had he ever considered the military?


A few days later Erich was at a strip mall recruiting office where the Marines rejected him for the felony arrest but the Army didn’t care. His basic-training performance and math scores earned him an assignment as a mortar man, mastering azimuth, deflection, tracking the latitude and longitude of targets, setting a base plate, and handling 60- and 120mm rounds. Even his disapproving stepfather was proud. He turned nineteen in Ranger school and headed the next year to Afghanistan for the first of three deployments. By late September 2006 he was in Italy with the Rock Battalion, running the mortars team for Chosen Company.


To keep Chosen Company, the Rock Battalion, and the entire 173rd Airborne Brigade at full strength, commanders ordered an involuntary extension of some of the soldiers’ service under their enlistment contracts, a process that became famously known as stop-loss. The extensions affected at least a handful of soldiers in the company, Ryan Pitts among them. He shrugged it off, in large part because he felt such a deep connection with the other soldiers of Chosen that it seemed right that they should remain together in the fighting that lay ahead.


But stop-loss was a problem for Mike Santiago. He grew up in South Florida and joined the Army with some buddies after he got tired of changing tires in the auto shop at a Sam’s Club warehouse in Port Charlotte, Florida. He had been with Chosen Company since 2004, fought in Afghanistan during the 2005–2006 tour, and was slated to get out of the Army in August 2007, just two months after the company was to arrive in Afghanistan. Under stop-loss he had to remain in the Army for more than a year until the deployment ended. He wasn’t happy about it and had a tough time explaining it to his wife, Ella.


In the months and weeks leading up to their deployment scheduled for late May, there was a mix of excitement and apprehension among the paratroopers. Some of them thought long and hard about what should be done in the event they didn’t come home alive.


Twenty-year-old Joe Lancour gave considerable thought to his own funeral and planned the arrangements with exquisite detail. When the deployment grew near, Joe explained to his mother exactly what he wanted done in the event he was killed. He wanted a wooden casket with a white silk lining, he listed the photographs to be placed inside the casket, and he wanted a white rose to be placed in his hands.


Sergeant Israel Garcia had been to war twice before and was, by any standard, a hardened combat veteran. But for some reason he worried about this deployment. Garcia found himself oddly moved to tears on occasion and struggled to interpret the feelings.


“You don’t understand,” the twenty-three-year-old soldier told his wife, Lesly. “This is my third deployment. I’m messing with fire, and you never know. I might get burned.”


He began discussing where he might be buried, assuring his wife that she could take the liberty of interring him anywhere that was convenient for her. He didn’t need to be buried in the vaunted Arlington National Cemetery a continent away from their home in Long Beach.


Lesly hated this kind of talk. It frightened her, and each time he brought it up, she told him to stop it. Several weeks before he left for Afghanistan, Lesly was cooking in the kitchen and could hear Israel crying in the living room. She rushed out and found him writing a letter, something to be opened in the event of his death.


“I can’t leave without writing something.”


She went back to the kitchen, but they both lost their appetites that night.
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For many if not most of the Chosen Few, the upcoming deployment was an adventure to meet head on. Many were eager to finally experience combat. All had trained hard for this moment. They acquired deadly skills that were about to be put into play. They were young, healthy, and full of piss and vinegar.


One freezing night in Vicenza, Sean and Jessica Langevin, James Takes, Chuck Bell, and Jon Albert were walking back to the Langevin crash pad after a night of drinking. Per custom, they stopped at a Greek restaurant down the street. Everybody was starving, and they wolfed down gyro sandwiches. Then someone suggested that Sean wouldn’t have the guts to run naked back to the apartment.


That was all it took. In seconds Langevin, Takes, and Bell were stripped to their socks, reduced to three white figures streaking down a darkened Italian avenue. Jessica trotted after them, her arms burdened with clothing and shoes. They paused long enough in the cold for someone to take a photo, ultimately to be posted on the Internet—three alabaster backsides for all the world to see.
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“This is an American story that rivals any in our history for valor, heroism, and sacrifice.”
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