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INTRODUCTION



At 3:44 p.m. on January 6, 2021, I was sitting at my desk in the Pentagon holding a phone six inches away from my ear, trying my best to make sense of the incoherent shrieking blasting out of the receiver. House Speaker Nancy Pelosi was on the line, and she was in a state of total nuclear meltdown.


To be fair, the other members of Congressional leadership on the call weren’t exactly composed, either. Every time Pelosi paused to catch her breath, Senator Mitch McConnell, Senator Chuck Schumer, and Congressman Steny Hoyer took turns hyperventilating into the phone.


Two hours earlier, a crowd of Trump supporters had unlawfully entered the Capitol. Congressional leadership had been swept away to a secure location at a pre–Civil War era Army installation less than two miles away. As Acting Secretary of Defense, I was across the river at the Pentagon, speaking to them by phone and watching the mayhem play out on my TV screen.


Pelosi demanded that I send troops to the Capitol now. The irony wasn’t lost on me. Prior to that very moment, the Speaker and her Democrat colleagues had spent months decrying the use of National Guard troops to quell left-wing riots following the death of George Floyd that caused countless deaths and billions of dollars in property damage nationwide.1 But as soon as it was her ass on the line, Pelosi had been miraculously born again as a passionate, if less than altruistic, champion of law and order.


When I could finally wedge a comment in, I pointed out that I had already ordered the complete mobilization of the District of Columbia National Guard and that forces were on their way to the Capitol as soon as they were properly equipped and synchronized with the Capitol Police.


At this point in time, I had been President Donald Trump’s Acting Secretary of Defense for approximately two months. I had known when I took the job that it was going to be wild. But I never could have imagined anything like this—getting reamed out by a histrionic Nancy Pelosi and Mitch McConnell as they implored me to send troops to forcibly expel a rowdy band of MAGA supporters, infiltrated by a handful of provocateurs,2, 3 who were traipsing through the halls of the Capitol, taking selfies, and generally making a mockery of the entire institution.


As a lifelong soldier who had spent nearly 24 years in Special Forces, I’d been in my share of shitstorms. I had been among the first Green Berets on the ground in Afghanistan after 9/11. I’d dodged bullets, grenades, missiles, and mortars in Iraq. I’d captured genocidal war criminals in Bosnia with the CIA. I’d hunted down the world’s most dangerous terrorists as director of the National Counterterrorism Center. But I had never seen anyone—not even the greenest, pimple-faced 19-year-old Army private—panic like our nation’s elder statesmen did on January 6 and in the months that followed.


For the American people, and for our enemies watching overseas, the events of that day undeniably laid bare the true character of our ruling class. Here were the most powerful men and women in the world—the leaders of the legislative branch of the mightiest nation in history—cowering like frightened children for all the world to see.


Do I blame a bunch of geriatrics for acting like a bunch of geriatrics? Of course not. But do I judge them for it? You’re damned right I do. Most of all, I resent that we are ruled by a bunch of geriatrics that ruthlessly and selfishly maintain their hold on power and refuse to develop the next generation of leaders.


In the military, stress becomes hardwired into your cerebral cortex. It’s always there, and you either learn to live with it, or you don’t live. And you sure as hell don’t run away when you’ve got a job to do.


That’s what I learned from my dad and uncles as a kid growing up in Iowa. They survived the Depression, fought in World War II and Korea, then raised their kids to be patriots in the maelstrom of the Vietnam era. All of the adults I grew up around were tough as nails, and they taught us to be just as tough.


At family get-togethers, the typical topic of conversation was ass-kicking. I would routinely overhear crazy stories about my dad’s service in Korea, or an uncle rolling 55-gallon barrels of gasoline into caves to burn out the Japanese.


Their conversations absolutely petrified me—yet I was enthralled. To this day, some small part of me wonders whether I joined the Army out of a desire to live life like they did—on the edge, in the crosshairs, serving the nation they loved on one death-defying adventure after another. I’ve collected a few of my own crazy stories over the years, which I’ll happily share in the pages to come.


Unlike the typical book written by retired military men, this is not a book of recycled policy prescriptions or repackaged “lessons in leadership.” This is the story of one soldier’s rise from a private in the Army Reserve to the highest office at the Pentagon. It’s about the heroes I fought alongside in Iraq and Afghanistan who didn’t live to tell their tales, and the sacrifices my generation has made on behalf of our nation. It’s about the rank-and-file troops I humbly served as Acting Secretary of Defense, who bestowed on me an affectionate nickname: the “Soldier Secretary.” This book is also about our country, and how our military, our institutions, and our leaders failed to change in the decades following September 11, 2001—and how we must change in the future if America is to survive.


The battles I’ve fought at home and abroad have left me profoundly worried for our nation’s future. Yet I am not without hope. I believe we can save America from the self-anointed experts who have led our country into one disastrous war after another. All it takes is a little common sense, and common sense is one thing our elites have yet to take from the American people.


In the pages that follow, I won’t make myself out to be some kind of flawless superhero who always did the right thing. I made plenty of mistakes, as both a soldier and a public servant, and I’ll do my best to give you an honest picture of people and events as I saw them.


I’m not looking to gain the plaudits of a national security establishment that has spent the last two decades losing wars in the Middle East. I’m not looking for fame or fortune or a lucrative deal as a talking head on cable news. Other than my family and a handful of friends, I don’t give two shits about what anybody thinks of me.


I profoundly dislike talking about myself, and I am the first to acknowledge that anything I accomplished was because of others. I have always viewed myself as just a guy doing his job and trying his best to serve his family, nation, and God with dignity, empathy, and honor.


I have written my experiences and thoughts simply to help the American people make sense of this brief, but likely important, period of American history that we find ourselves living through, and perhaps, to help us find our way forward. And, just maybe, some 14-year-old kid in the Middle West like I once was will be inspired to serve and contribute to this incredible experiment that is the United States of America.


Footnotes


1 David Welna, “Don’t Send U.S. Military to Protests, Hill Democrats Warn Trump,” NPR, June 2, 2020, https://www.npr.org/2020/06/02/868338367/dont-send-u-s-military-to-protests-hill-democrats-warn-trump.


2 Larry Celona, “Two Known Antifa Members Posed as Pro-Trump to Infiltrate Capitol Riot: Sources,” New York Post, January 7, 2021, https://nypost.com/2021/01/07/known-antifa-members-posed-as-pro-trump-to-infiltrate-capitol-riot-sources/.


3 Alan Feuer and Adam Goldman, “Among Those Who Marched into the Capitol on Jan. 6: An F.B.I. Informant,” New York Times, September 25, 2021, https://www.nytimes.com/2021/09/25/us/politics/capitol-riot-fbi-informant.html.

















CHAPTER ONE



ON THE OUTSIDE LOOKING IN


The Vietnam War was the background noise of my childhood in Delaware and Iowa. Every night, the TV was an endless stream of stories about battles and killing and death and protest. The draft was still going on, and I just assumed I would join the Army and go to war. I used to lie awake in bed at night trying to figure out how to get out of it.


But when your dad and uncles are a bunch of hard-assed combat veterans in the 1970s, learning to be a man means facing your fears and overcoming them, so that’s what I had to do. In my circle of rambunctious teenaged friends, the code we lived by was “Manliness or death.” An interesting life—not a long or comfortable life—that was what mattered.


When I was 14, Iranian revolutionaries overthrew the Shah, stormed the American embassy in Tehran, and took our diplomats hostage. The story captivated the nation for months, and my group of friends in particular. This wasn’t supposed to happen to Americans—our people were the ones who liberated the oppressed, not the ones who begged to be rescued. Finally, President Jimmy Carter authorized a rescue mission. It was a disaster. I felt personally humiliated. On April 25, 1980—one day after the failed rescue attempt—I decided to join the Army.


As soon as I graduated from high school, I walked into the post office and went upstairs to see the Army recruiter.


I figured you just showed up and signed a form, then they shipped you off to some kind of troop replacement depot where you got a uniform and started marching around and shit. Bing, bang, boom.


The recruiter glanced at my paperwork and tossed it back. “Need your parent’s approval.” Oops. As a 17-year-old, I could volunteer to kill people as long as my parents were cool with it. No biggie. I returned the next day with a signed permission slip.


My recruiter picked me up early Sunday morning and delivered me to the bus station. I always walked briskly past the bus station because that’s where strange people congregated and weird stuff happened. Only vagrants and hippies and hobos rode Greyhound buses, in my mind. And now I was one of them. I had packed a lovely Case brand fixed blade knife that I had purchased from the True Value hardware store, where I worked part time, just in case.


I assumed I’d be dropped off at a barracks and greeted by a shouting drill sergeant as we scurried off the bus. Instead, I was shuttled to a Marriott hotel in Des Moines and issued my first roommate. He was why I packed my Case knife. He was in his 20s, clearly enjoyed using drugs, and didn’t seem mentally stable—definitely the kind of guy who rode Greyhounds. I lay awake clutching my knife the entire night. But hey—at least I was finally seeing the world and meeting interesting people!


The next day, we went to Camp Dodge. I got my physical and took the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery (ASVAB)—basically, the military version of an IQ test—then reported to my career counselor, who asked me what I wanted to do in the Army.


“I just want to be in the Army,” I said. Everything I knew about the Army was distilled from the stories recounted by my dad and uncles, all of whom were combat soldiers. I had no idea there were other jobs available.


“Yeah, I got that, but what do you want to do in the Army?” asked the befuddled sergeant. “You have a super high ASVAB score. You can do anything you want—intelligence, communications, engineers?”


“I want to carry a gun,” I said. “Go on patrols. You know, be a soldier.”


The sergeant realized that Christmas had come early: Here was an above average yet totally clueless recruit that he could jam into whatever quota hole was dogging him that month. And that month, like every month, the most difficult quota to fill was for the Infantry.


Nobody volunteered for the Infantry. To many career soldiers or those who join to gain a marketable skill, the Infantry is the worst job in the Army. You’re always outside, dirty, and tired, and if war breaks out, there’s a good chance you’ll end up dead. I knew none of this at the time. I didn’t even know there was an alternative.


“Miller, I can’t make any promises, but I’ll see what I can do. Go sit in the waiting area.” He was the quintessential used-car salesman wearing down his prey. Six hours later, I was the last recruit in the building when he called me back into his office with “some really great news.”


He told me that a kid from Minnesota had broken his leg and couldn’t go to Fort Benning for Basic Training. I could take this newly available slot, but only if I signed the enlistment contract right now—it was a limited time offer! If he had asked me to hand over $19.95 for the privilege, I would have gladly done so.


I paused as I put pen to paper—“Hey, I want to be a paratrooper too. Can I do that?”


“Sure thing, Miller,” he replied with a grin. “Just ask them when you get to Fort Benning.” And I believed him.


I had a bit of a problem though—I had to get rid of my Case knife. After busting my ass to pay for such a pretty blade, I sure as hell wasn’t going to let Uncle Sam confiscate it. I sauntered outside and surveyed Camp Dodge. I found some loose earth near a lone tree, and buried it wrapped in a pilfered black garbage bag. Years later, I went back and recovered it, still in perfect condition.


A few days later, I arrived at Fort Benning, Georgia, and was greeted by a swirling swarm of screaming banshees. I remember hearing once that psychologists determined that one’s personality is set by the age of 14, and the only way to change it is through a “significant emotional experience.” In 1983, when I attended Basic Training between my senior year of high school and freshman year of college, it definitely succeeded in providing that significant emotional experience.


The days of beating recruits senseless had passed, but the drill instructors were still allowed to inflict enormous physical and emotional stress. No one forgets their first 24 hours of Basic Training. It is a kaleidoscope of pain, suffering, exhaustion, and fear. It was designed to weed out the weak and to instill physical and mental toughness in those who remained. But the stress was calibrated carefully to avoid a mass exodus—it was the rite of passage required to form a new value system.


It was during Basic Training that I first realized I had an above-average capacity for pain, thanks to random luck in the genetic lottery and the example set by my Mother, the most physically and mentally toughest person I know. Apparently, I also possessed above-average smarts—relatively speaking. I’ve never considered myself the smartest guy in the room, except during Basic Training.


The regimen hadn’t changed much since World War II. A task was presented with the conditions and standards announced. For instance, “During this block of instruction you will learn to employ the M47 Dragon Anti-tank Missile. You will perform this task in battlefield conditions in under five minutes.” Screwups were met with increasing levels of physical discipline—primarily push-ups—to allow the recruit the opportunity to “refocus” before receiving remedial training.


Like the rest of my generation, I’d been an unknowing lab rat for the experimental educational approaches born in the 1960s, with self-paced learning and an unhealthy obsession with self-esteem. At the time, the Army’s approach seemed antiquated and barbaric to me. In hindsight, I now realize it was brilliant. If you plopped an M47 Dragon Anti-tank Missile in front of me today, I could put it into operation. This is what the Army does best. Everything our public schools have forgotten, the Army remembers.


Even though it was against the law by the early 1980s, some judges still gave delinquent young men the choice of joining the Army or going to jail. It was viewed as a win for everybody—the community got rid of a troublemaker, the Army gained another warm body, and the “volunteer” got a healthy dose of discipline and a chance to become a contributing member of society.


My bunkmate, a sinewy, hollow-eyed Tennessean who reminded me of a character in Deliverance and seemed prone to psychopathic behavior, was one of many such cases. He had decorated his bony knuckles with a delightful jailhouse tattoo: F U C K on the four fingers of his right hand; Y O U ! on his left. On the off chance that was too subtle for you, he’d fold down his lower lip to reveal the same message. I had no idea there were so many uses for those crappy disposable ink pens!


Needless to say, Private Fuck You! and I did not become best friends, but we did learn to rely on one another. No recruit was capable of meeting the two-minute standard for making our bunks. After multiple failed individual attempts, our disgusted drill sergeant informed us that we were complete dumb shits and the only way to succeed was by using the buddy system. Private Fuck You! and I became partners to avoid the disgrace of failure. That’s another thing the Army does well—it has a way of tearing down barriers between people, including the barriers you’d rather leave up.


I had always been an average student in school—I did the minimum required to avoid an ass-chewing. But compared to my bunkmate and many others in my cohort, I was a genius. If you paid attention and did a bit of homework (which was required anyway), you could excel and earn rewards like additional specialized training, advanced promotion with higher pay, and extra time off. The Army’s incentive system was the ultimate meritocracy: If you got the job done, you were rewarded. It didn’t matter if you were a middle-class kid from Iowa or an illegally paroled ex-con. All that mattered was performing, and it was extremely effective motivation.


I finally figured out that I might have an affinity for this military thing on one brutally hot afternoon in July 1983, four weeks into the eight-week ordeal of Basic Infantry Training. We had marched out to a sandy training area nestled in the pine wasteland and were greeted by a sergeant standing on an elevated platform. We knew he wasn’t a drill instructor because he wasn’t wearing a Smokey the Bear hat. Rather, he was a subject matter expert who was responsible for teaching us a yet to be described martial task.


The sergeant was thin, gangly, and well over six feet tall, with the kind of sinewy leanness that denotes a metabolism working overtime due to severe hyperactivity. I couldn’t tell his ethnicity—he seemed to be everything and nothing at once. But his defining and most distracting feature was the pencil-thin mustache that crept perfectly along his upper lip. It wiggled and danced as he chain-smoked Kools, spellbinding you as he strode confidently across the platform like Genghis Khan surveying his cavalry.


As we sat at his feet, raptly waiting to gather the crumbs of wisdom that fell from his table, Sergeant Pencil-Stache proceeded to unleash the most blasphemous, outrageously profane, scatological tirade I had ever heard. We learned intimate details about every sexual encounter he ever had. We learned about the differences in genitalia of every ethnicity, and what our mothers enjoyed in the bedroom. He clearly reveled in having a captive audience.


After some time, he finally revealed that we were going to learn how to put on our protective masks. He talked us through the process in painstaking detail, though it was actually quite simple. When you heard someone shout “Gas, gas, gas” or the sound of banging metal, you completed a 10-step process that culminated in moving out of the area with your protective mask securely attached.


We practiced until the sun began to drop, when our drill instructors blessedly reappeared and ordered us to march back to the barracks. Once we were breathing heavily and the sweat was flowing freely, a billowing gray cloud began to envelop us. Someone yelled, “Gas, gas, gas” and we all scrambled to complete Steps 1 through 10.


With my mask quickly secured, I could see phantomlike figures scurrying and scattering in every direction until I was alone. I crested a hill and was met by several drill instructors who pulled me off the road and announced, “All clear.” Over the next 15 minutes, 138 recruits staggered up the hill in various degrees of distress. Their eyes were red and swollen and full of panic. Their sinus cavities had voided, and snot sloshed across their faces. Some were vomiting profusely. Others had abandoned their weapons, and many had lost their helmets.


We had just been subjected to our first simulated gas attack. Only two of us out of 140 had kept our cool and passed the test. Maybe, I thought, this was something I could be good at. And if not, it would probably still make for an interesting story.


When I entered Ranger School in 1988, it was the equivalent of the Navy’s Top Gun, but without the screaming F-14 Tomcats, Tom Cruise, or the ambiguously gay locker room machismo.


Ranger School was eight weeks of starvation, sleep deprivation, torture, and abuse unlike anything I had experienced. Only one in three students completed on the first try. It was merciless. I had absolutely no idea if I would pass the test, and to this day, I’m still surprised that I did.


Any time I feel like I suck or have let down the people I care about, I reach deep into my closet and pull out a midnight black sweatshirt that I’ve had for years. It hasn’t pilled or shrunk or faded. I put it on, and I instantly feel stronger and more confident. It has one word emblazoned on the front in gold: RANGER.


I absolutely thrived in Ranger School. Finally, I was doing the type of stuff I joined the Army to do.


Many of our instructors had served as Infantrymen in Vietnam. They were distinguished by the unit patch they wore on their right sleeve. But more distinctively, they wore the Combat Infantryman Badge (CIB) over their right breast pocket.


In the panoply of military awards, decorations, and accoutrements, none rated higher in our young minds than the CIB. It was nothing more than a four-inch-long musket surrounded by a wreath, but to us, it was everything. It announced that you had engaged in close combat with an armed opponent. The CIB gave the wearer instant credibility. When they spoke, we hung on their every word.


The CIB was created during World War II when the generals realized that without some form of recognition for the “poor, bloody infantryman” who carried the burden of the war and suffered horrendous casualties as a result, the Army risked a collapse of morale. Infantry units were eviscerated fighting in Western Europe. It was common for units that landed at Normandy on D-Day to consist of 90 percent replacements several months later. The answer was to follow Napoleon’s maxim and give them a piece of ribbon. Earning that piece of ribbon—leading men into combat—was the singular focus of our existence.


I had heard my father’s and my uncles’ criticism of those who panicked or froze or hid in battle—their stories were forever ingrained in my mind. The endless stream of movies and TV shows about the Vietnam War always had a character that couldn’t hack it. My greatest fear, a fear that kept me awake at night, was that I would fail in the trial of combat—or worse, that I would never get my chance.


I was determined to find out as soon as possible whether I was made of the same stuff as my dad and uncles. In 1987, the only place you could find the answer to a question like that was in South Korea—specifically, the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) that divided the communist North from the democratic South after the 1953 armistice. My dad fought in Korea. I studied Korean in college and spent time learning about the culture and history. I was determined to go to Korea. I just had to find a way to get there.


In the Army’s infinite wisdom, I had been assigned to Germany. For most aspiring career soldiers, Germany was the premiere assignment. The Cold War was still raging, and staring down the Red Army was a great résumé builder. But Infantry in Germany were mechanized, which meant they drove around in lightly armored vehicles to support the tanks that were the arm of decision. Fat and lazy dudes loved mechanized infantry because they always had heat, a dry place to sleep, and never had to walk. I despised those fat pogues. And anyway, Europe was never going to see any real action. The stakes were too high, and everyone had too much to lose. But the North Koreans might be crazy enough to roll the dice.


In 1987, the Army was still operating on the General Motors industrial philosophy of the 1950s—a production line system cranking out identical parts that could be inserted into any product at minimal cost and effort. I quickly surmised that, as a widget, all I needed to do was find an officer in my class who would trade me Korea for Germany. The military machine would swap our numbers and the balance sheet would be unaffected. As luck would have it, an ROTC classmate had a degree in German history and an assignment in Korea. It didn’t take much convincing. I shipped off to the Second Infantry Division in Korea on Memorial Day in 1988.


I was assigned to the 1st Battalion, 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment—nicknamed the “Currahees” after the Native American peoples who once populated Georgia and highlighted in Stephen Ambrose’s Band of Brothers. We were stationed at Camp Greaves on the sliver of land between the Imjin River and the DMZ in Korea, making us the most forward-deployed Infantry battalion in the free world.


Our motto was “Be Ready to Fight Tonight,” and we were. Every bridge was rigged with explosives for rapid destruction. Most hills were bisected with trench lines. Our machine gun positions were studded with range cards, which showed the distance to various points of the terrain to ease target acquisition of the charging North Korean hordes. For me, it was paradise.


I learned I would be the night watch officer in the Tactical Operations Center—the field command and control node for the battalion commander. Early on, I got my bearings from Second Lieutenant Russ Howe of New Jersey, the day watch officer who preceded my arrival by four weeks.


Howe regaled me with gossip about our battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Mitchell “Mick” Zais. Zais was military royalty. His father, Melvin, fought in World War II and was lauded as the ideal Army officer: tough and skilled in combat, but also erudite and intellectual. He retired as a four-star general, the highest rank in the Army.


Zais the Elder was well-known as the commander of the storied 101st Airborne Division during the infamous Battle of Hamburger Hill in Vietnam. Over the course of a week, the 101st Airborne Division waged a brutal frontal assault on heavily fortified enemy positions, finally capturing the strategically worthless mountain after suffering appalling casualties, only to abandon it weeks later. The epic fight is rightfully remembered as a testament to the toughness of the United States Infantry. But it also illustrates the futility and stupidity of the American strategy of attrition in Vietnam, as well as the inability of our leaders to change course once the strategy had clearly failed.


One night, Howe told me something I hadn’t heard about Zais the Elder. Mutiny is as old as armed conflict, but in Vietnam the practice of soldiers murdering their officers for actual or perceived incompetence became widespread enough to gain the appellation “fragging,” after the use of fragmentation grenades for such purposes. Howe told me that soldiers collected a pot of money to be awarded to the one who killed Zais for his conduct at Hamburger Hill.


Fearing the worst, the authorities promoted Zais to three-star general and shuttled him off to a higher command to save him from imminent danger. I had no idea if the story was apocryphal, exaggerated, or true, but it marked the birth of my awareness, which has only grown in the intervening years, that many leaders at the highest echelons of power have reached their lofty stations by failing upward.


Zais the Younger was neither hated nor loved. After graduating from West Point, he did six months as a platoon leader in Vietnam, the minimum amount of time required to receive credit for a combat tour, and then was moved to a staff officer position. Some noted that he wore no Silver Star, an award for heroism that adorned the uniforms of platoon leaders that had seen intense combat. After Vietnam, Zais followed the path of many up-and-comers by getting his master’s degree and teaching at West Point.


Lieutenant Colonel Zais’s academic bent followed him to Korea, and he loved giving writing assignments to his junior officers. Zais would give you an article or book excerpt, and you were required to provide a two-page review the next day.


It didn’t take long to figure out that Zais always agreed with the thesis of each reading assignment, and the least painful approach was to agree with the author, give an example of how Lieutenant Colonel Zais exemplified the characteristics embodied in the reading, and move on.


I never did that. My peers reveled in the sea of red ink that blanketed my critiques of well-worn military doctrines, theories, and strategies. It became something of a game to see how much I could infuriate my battalion commander—but I was also simply writing what I believed to be true.


But when we weren’t pissing away time on high school homework assignments, there was plenty of real work to be done. For three months in the brutally cold winter, we were the unit responsible for patrolling the U.S. section of the 180-mile DMZ and manning two combat outposts to prevent North Korean infiltration. We stared at the Potemkin Village to the north in amazement at the lengths the regime went to provide a facade of strength, power, and prosperity. We went on combat patrols that were planned in microscopic detail and carried live ammunition—the only soldiers in the world to do so at the time.


That yearlong tour in Korea sticks with me. One year in Korea was the equivalent of three years based in the United States. We worked six days a week, spent a huge amount of time in the field, and there were no families or distractions.


I still keep up with a bunch of the lieutenants I served with. I never served in a better unit. We were all alone up there north of the Imjin. We knew that if the shit hit the fan, no one was coming to get us. We’d have to rely on each other, fighting in the most desperate operation of all—“Die in Place.” We’d do it. Together.


And then the Berlin Wall came down. In the blink of an eye, the Cold War was over. America stood atop the world as the lone Superpower. All our enemies were vanquished. History, we were told, had ended.


Euphoria swept across the country, and indeed most of the Western world. I was happy too, of course—who wouldn’t be?


But if I’m honest, there was another part of me—the soldier part, the part that wanted to prove himself—that was disappointed. More than anything else, I just wanted to know if I had what it took to be a real combat soldier. With the Cold War over, how could I ever discover what I was truly made of?


Yet peace had come at the perfect time in my personal life. While serving in Korea, I had gotten engaged to a woman named Kate back home. Kate and I had been dating for three years. I met her in the common kitchen area of my junior-year dorm at George Washington University. Her self-confidence and poise, as well as her ravishing good looks, enthralled me. I began arranging excuses to bump into her regularly. We became friends. Her upbringing in West Hartford, Connecticut, life experiences, outspokenness, and razor-sharp intellect captivated me. She was the most amazing and beautiful person I had ever met. Over the months, as we got to know each other, I broke down her resistance and we began dating. Our relationship survived the separations inherent to the itinerant Army life I chose, and she agreed to go all in during a visit to Korea for my mid-tour leave in 1988. I asked her to marry me (after getting her mom’s approval) in my Quonset hut room at Camp Greaves on the DMZ. Her stunned reply was, “This is serious.” We were married about a year later. The end of the Cold War was a blessing, because it meant I wouldn’t be living in the field at the start of my married life.


Traditionally, officers returning from Korea got to pick their next assignment. Naturally, that tradition ended while I was in Korea. General Maxwell Thurman, an Army legend known for solving major problems by relentlessly driving his subordinates, had taken over the Army’s Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC).


TRADOC was responsible for all Army training, and Thurman quickly recognized that he had a dearth of talent. Unlike the U.S. Marine Corps, which assigned only its best officers to initial entry training units, the Army relied on third-rate officers that couldn’t cut it in the operational formations. Thurman knew the only way to improve Army training was to first improve the trainers. Thus, he ordered all lieutenants returning from Korea be assigned to Basic Training units. The lot I drew was the Air Defense Artillery (ADA) School at Fort Bliss, near El Paso, Texas.


But I was an Infantry Officer. I loathed ADA even more than the mechanized infantry. If you were assigned to air defense, you sat around twiddling your thumbs waiting to fire missiles at waves of enemy aircraft that never materialized. I’d lose my mind from boredom.


I had good reason to think so. Back in 1986, I’d spent four weeks as an ROTC (Reserve Officer Training Corps) intern lieutenant with an ADA unit at Fort Bliss. It was a complete shit show. I had shown up to the battery headquarters to the scene of a uniformed woman chasing a terrified man in civilian clothes down the hallway; she was screaming obscenities and threatening to murder him. He was her Platoon Leader, and he’d been banging her best friend. Every day there was full of chaos and drama.


I only had one other option: the 3rd United States Infantry Regiment (The Old Guard) at Fort Myer, Virginia. All I knew about The Old Guard was that it was a ceremonial unit that buries the fallen at Arlington National Cemetery and guards the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. As it turned out, Mitchell “Mick” Zais’s brother was about to take command of The Old Guard, and my old battalion commander was downright thrilled to arrange my assignment there. In hindsight, I can’t help but wonder if this was his revenge for my being a consistent pain in his ass.


I clearly had no idea what I was getting myself into. I was standing in the basement of a warehouse, pushing two grocery carts down a long line of counters. Every few feet, someone would hand me another stack of clothing to put in my cart: green uniforms, dress blue uniforms, a saber, shoes, and hats with patent leather bills. It was the finest quality, made of wool and natural fibers instead of the polyester crap I had worn up to that point. It was interesting, but perplexing—why did I need all this stuff?


The further I went, the stranger it got. Now I was being handed an assortment of what looked like continental-era uniforms—a long blue coat, frilly white shirt, tricornered hat, leather belts of various colors and lengths, old-fashioned black leather shoes, knee-high socks, and off-white wool tights.


The guy behind the counter smiled at the confusion on my face. “Alpha Company—Commander in Chief’s Guard—right?” he asked. “Yeah, Alpha Company,” I replied.


“You’ll need this too,” he said, holding out not one, but two white powdered wigs.


I stood there paralyzed with fear, struggling to make sense of what was happening, like a shell-shocked soldier depicted in a bad war movie. Then the horrible truth swept over me: I’m in the company that dresses up in period costumes and marches around with muskets in parades. I’m a historical reenactor. An embarrassment. A joke. A fucking toy soldier.


I took the wigs and stumbled with my gear toward the door.


“Hey, don’t forget to grab a couple of hairnets for your wigs on the way out!”


Every aspect of my job was humiliating. Status in The Old Guard was based on appearance, showmanship, and the ability to stand motionless for long periods of time without passing out. Having a loud voice was crucial, so you could impress observers with your crisp and audible commands on the parade field.


Even the leadership elements were embarrassing. You had to inspect your men to ensure they were wearing their hairnets properly—otherwise, the ponytail on their wigs might come undone during a ceremony. You also had to make sure everyone was wearing underwear. At evening ceremonies with the sun setting behind you, your tights would become translucent, and the younger guys thought it was funny to show off their junk.


Since I was 6’4” and slim, I was selected for service as the Cordon platoon leader in the company that conducted the highest visibility ceremonies. The only requirement to be in the Cordon Platoon was to look somewhat physically impressive. We served as the photo backdrop for VIP visits to the White House. I would be the first military officer the VIP would see when driving onto the White House grounds or entering the building. The route would be lined with a member from each service spaced in a visually appealing and militarily precise manner.


My mission—the sole reason for my existence—was to raise the tip of my saber in salute to the approaching dignitary, and then drop it at the exact moment the VIP’s vehicle or outstretched foot drew even with me.


I am not making this up. Mission success for 1st Lieutenant Christopher C. Miller, 2nd Platoon, E Company, 3rd United States Infantry Regiment (The Old Guard) was dropping my saber at the precise moment the VIP bisected the right angle in which I stood. And then I was done. Mission accomplished.


I couldn’t believe how far I had fallen professionally in just a matter of months. I’d gone from crossing the Han River in amphibious landing craft and conducting combat patrols hoping to shoot North Korean infiltrators to being a background extra in some low-budget made-for-TV movie.


More than the fat-ass in the mechanized infantry, more than the air defense artillery guy sitting around playing solitaire, the person I despised most in the U.S. Army was me. At least the other guys were actual soldiers. I was a Christmas decoration—a nutcracker that collected dust on a mantle for a few weeks every winter. It did not fill my heart with Christmas cheer.


For State Dinners at the White House—the big soirees where very serious people discuss very important topics while sipping champagne—I’d typically be the senior military officer from The Old Guard. The higher ranks, understandably, didn’t want to stand around for the four-plus hours from the entry ceremony to the VIP’s departure.


Winter events were especially brutal and reminded me of freezing my ass off back in the DMZ. We had no warming tent and couldn’t return to our bus because it was parked too far away.


Instead, we huddled outside the ornate frosted windows in our ridiculous costumes, shivering like a band of vagrants while inside the fire roared, toasts were made, and world leaders laughed and made the decisions that would chart the course of days to come.


There was no martial virtue in being a toy soldier. I was in hell and on my knees praying for a savior.


But I never thought it would be Saddam Hussein. In one of history’s most epic strategic miscalculations, Mr. Hussein decided that the end of the Cold War was an auspicious time to recoup some of the costs of his destructive and expensive decade-long war with Iran. It was just Kuwait, a tiny appendage that no one cared about. Quickly grabbing his neighbor’s oil fields would be a fait accompli, and no one would be the wiser.


What Saddam didn’t realize was that the end of the Cold War created new pressures on America’s large standing military and the defense contractors that relied on it. Some politicians were talking about delivering a “peace dividend” to the American people by rapidly reducing the number of active-duty troops. To the military-industrial complex, and most especially to the neoconservative movement ascendant in the first Bush Administration, this was a disaster to be avoided at all costs.


President George H. W. Bush and National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft couldn’t have asked for a better alignment of interests and constituencies to advance their vision of a new world order. This was the first test—would the world be divided by tribal concerns, or would the community of nations join together to overturn Saddam’s blatant act of aggression?


And it was going to be a big war. Colin Powell put 250,000 GIs into the region and then doubled it. What was Saddam thinking? His timing couldn’t have been worse. Over the preceding half century, the United States had spent hundreds of billions of dollars to create the most lethal fighting force in the history of the world—and now it had nothing to do.


The actuarial tables predicted significant casualties. This was going to be a real war, not some contingency operation like Grenada or Panama. After so many years of waiting, it looked like I’d finally get my chance to fight.


But soon the word came down that no one in The Old Guard was going overseas. Our mission would be to bury those Killed-in-Action. Our services were needed at home.


I immediately requested reassignment to the Middle East, but without my colonel’s approval, I wasn’t going anywhere. After several attempts, I was called to the regimental headquarters for an audience with the deputy commander, Lieutenant Colonel John Shortal.


Shortal had been my Battalion Executive Officer at the 1/506th in Korea. I idolized him. He was the Patton-like counterbalance to our effeminate battalion commander. Shortal had a PhD in history and taught at West Point. He’d written a book on General Robert Eichelberger, an obscure figure who served under the megalomaniacal Douglas MacArthur in the World War II Pacific theater. Now he was back in the field.


Shortal was a real ass-kicker. He camouflaged his intellect behind a stream of profanity and invective that would have horrified the nuns at his parochial school in New Jersey. His genius was that he always let you in on the joke. He’d tear into you with a volcanic tirade highlighting the enormous shame and embarrassment your dereliction of duty had brought on the United States Army, then punctuate it with a wink or friendly pat on the shoulder.


“Hey, Chris, I’m with you. I’m trying to get over there too. I’ll sign it,” Shortal said. What more could you ask for? Shortal saved me from eternal embarrassment and shame. I was finally on my way.


Thankfully—for our nation, if not for me—the war concluded after 100 hours of ground combat.


I still hadn’t tested my mettle, and I was beginning to consider myself a failure as an Infantryman. I knew that our nation typically engaged in serious warfare once a generation. I’d missed my generation’s war and needed to come up with an alternate plan if I was going to continue serving in the Army. I’d read about Army Special Forces as a kid—maybe I could give it a try. If it didn’t work out, I could always be a cop back in Iowa City.
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