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			“Unpopular views are always hard to hear until they prove to be true. What Stuart Scheller has to say is critical for the military and nation.” 

			–LtCol Oliver North, USMC. Vietnam Veteran. Silver Star. Bronze Stars. Purple Hearts.

			 

			 

			“Those of us who wear the uniform took an oath: to support and defend the Constitution of the United States. The President and all Members of Congress took that same oath. It is a commitment to put the interests of our country first. Those who are not committed to this cause should not hold positions of power in our government. LtCol Stu Scheller’s unique perspective will spark conversations and questions about leadership and accountability that are necessary to bring about positive change.”

			–Tulsi Gabbard, United States Army Reserves, Former 
Congresswoman, Former Presidential Candidate. Iraq War Veteran. Combat Medical Badge. 

			 

			 

			“If your reaction to the botched American withdrawal from Afghanistan was, ‘what the f@#%,’ this book is a MUST read. Marine LtCol Scheller, jailed for demanding accountability, offers hard truths to the Pentagon’s top brass. If the military wants to prevent the next failure, they should start listening to leaders like LtCol Scheller.” 

			–Congressman Brian Mast, United States Army. Afghan Veteran. Bronze Star. Purple Heart.

			 

			 

			“Crisis of Command is raw, real, and courageous, just like Stuart Scheller. Stuart is a man on a mission, and the country needs him now more than ever. He is an intelligent, educated, combat tested, and command selected superior warfighter. Now he’s calling out our so-called ‘leaders’ who have failed the mission, troops, and nation.”

			–Pete Hegseth, Army National Guard, Fox and Friends Host. Afghan Veteran. Bronze Stars. 

			 

			 

			“We are in a crisis of leadership at the senior levels in the military. Senior military leaders have failed over the last two decades. The book Crisis of Command addresses the shortfalls perfectly. We need more people like Stuart Scheller with the courage to challenge the system. The future of America depends upon it.” 

			-General Don Bolduc, United States Army. Ten tours in Afghanistan. Bronze Stars. Purple Hearts.
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			I’d like to dedicate this book to the following three groups:

			My three sons. I hope this book one day helps you understand the circumstances surrounding my decisions. I love you three more than anything. I will spend the rest of my life demonstrating the behavior required of an American man and father. 

			My parents. I distanced myself from you for the seventeen years I served in the Marine Corps. But like true warriors, you showed up when the fight began, and defended me in my time of need. I appreciate your love and support. I will spend the rest of my life proving I was worth the sacrifices. 

			The American people. You supported me in my time of need. I truly believe the American people are the most compassionate people in the world. I will spend the rest of my life dedicated to making this nation better for all of US. 





Preface

			My name is Stuart Scheller. I am the seventeen-year Marine Corps infantry officer who resigned at the rank of lieutenant colonel after witnessing a poorly planned and executed Afghanistan withdraw. I was thrust into the media when I posted a video on Facebook and LinkedIn from my office as a battalion commander. Wearing my uniform, I identified myself in the video with rank and title and then proceeded to criticize the decisions of my senior military and political leaders. A series of escalating events occurred following the release of the video, which resulted in my imprisonment, court-martial, and resignation.

			The central question I had for my senior leaders then, and still have today: How can the greatest military power in the world tolerate keeping those in power who continually squander the lives and treasure of the American people? I have unpopular theories to the question. I wrote this book because senior military leaders and politicians demonstrate an inability to engage or acknowledge obvious failures. I dedicated my life to this country. I led service members into battle who died fighting for the initiatives of our senior leaders. We win all the tactical battles, yet when it is time to link our tactical success to operational and strategic goals, the United States consistently fails.

			This is my story. This is my perspective. Why I joined the Marine Corps. Why I love America. Why I joined during a time of war, and why I wanted combat experiences. How I progressed through my career. How my experiences in places like Iraq and Afghanistan shaped my thinking. How my military education created deeper questions about America’s foreign policy approach. And how the events of Afghanistan compelled me to sacrifice everything in my life up to that point.

			The book is structured as follows: Chapter 1 jumps straight to the suicide attack at Kabul, Afghanistan, airfield on August 26, 2021. Chapter 2 starts with my enlistment into the Marine Corps in 2004, and the story progresses in a linear fashion thereafter. Chapters 2 through 9 describe my career prior to the Afghanistan withdrawal. This section is relevant for the reader’s understanding of my perspective and experiences and overlays my career within a time frame that America conducted two of its longest wars. It’s a glimpse into my generation’s struggles during those wars. Additionally, my personal and family life permeates each chapter of the story. This additional storyline illustrates an often-untold baseline for the pressure applied to families impacted by a military career.

			Chapters 10 through 17 describe the struggle I endured with the Marine Corps after I posted my first video. There are many hard truths in this portion of the book, but transparency is critical for evolution. I hope service members learn something about addressing failures of the bureaucracy. More than that, I hope all Americans open their eyes to the fundamental problems facing the military. The executive branch, legislative branch, and military system have demonstrated unwillingness to make the changes required. If American citizens can’t force reform on the military, the United States’ ability to enhance power in the foreign policy arena will continue degrading. America’s evolution requires acknowledging failure and breakdowns in the system apolitically. My son’s future depends upon it.





Introduction

			“The great political conflict of our century, I believe, is that between a networked public and the elites who inhabit the great hierarchical institutions that organize modern life… The public, which swims comfortably in the digital sea, knows far more than elites trapped in obsolete structures. The public knows when the elites fail to deliver their promised ‘solutions,’ when they tell falsehoods or misspeak, when they are caught in sexual escapades, and when they indulge in astonishing levels of smugness and hypocrisy. The public is disenchanted in the elites and their institutions… To maintain the authority of institutions, an explanation must be provided to the public that connects events to the ideal. The moments of defeat are always instructive.”

			—Antonio Martinez in The Prophet of the Revolt

			The United States military’s obligation is winning wars. Period. Since World War II, the United States military has continued losing wars. Period. Military generals have insulated themselves from accountability of failed wars by deflecting blame toward politicians and adjacent foreign diplomacy departments. This excuse cannot be tolerated much longer without great risk to the American people. Addressing the American military’s problems through action will increase chances of success in a future war. Unfortunately, there is no simple solution to the military’s problems. Military planners would refer to it as a wicked problem. I will call it a complex problem. And solving complex problems requires pulling on one thread at a time.

			The problem affecting all other shortfalls originates from how generals obtain their positions. Promotion only occurs in the military when service members receive favorable evaluations from their superiors. Military members receive favorable evaluations by reflecting the ideas and beliefs of their superiors. As service members climb the career ladder, at each step of promotion, they become susceptible to veering away from a warfighting focus. Reflecting the status quo ideology of a boss is the easiest way to promotion. Currently, warfighting capability and winning wars are not priorities for promotion. A warfighting focus may factor into the boss’s impression of a military employee, but it is a small slice at most. I witnessed several talented officers wash out of the system because their warfighting focus detracted from the peripheral tasks prioritized by superiors.

			The military system heavily favors those who focus on career progression. Focusing on career progression at times develops an officer’s warfighting skills, but at other times it detracts from it. In the current military bureaucracy, promotion is not synonymous with the necessary ideals of militaristic command. Ultimately, we have people in critical leadership positions making egregious errors because they simply are not prepared for the job. Despite the systemic failures, senior military leaders must be held accountable.

			To be clear, accountability doesn’t solve the problem. Fixing the promotion system, career path ladder, and culture of the military should be the long-term approach. However, accountability does cause a course correction. When Americans begin holding senior military leaders accountable, it forces acknowledgment from military leaders that in addition to pleasing their bosses they must also focus on winning wars.

			The military hierarchal institution, built by the greatness of each military branch’s forefathers, is rarely questioned in terms of foundational effectiveness. Instead, the path to mediocrity is continually refined within these systems. The military officer career progression is one such pathway. Leaders now require subordinates to move through small choke points of career advancement. The “career roadmap” is yet another mechanism for conformism. Modern military leaders degrade fresh perspectives by moving service members through narrow paths designed to imitate predecessors’ experiences. While the system should replicate the experiences of senior leaders, if senior leaders consistently fail in their primary task of winning wars, then the path should obviously be reexamined. Additionally, choke points deemed essential to the organization, but absent any correlation to warfighting, have been inappropriately prioritized for promotion. When or if changes do occur in thinking or approach, they are incremental at best. The military in large part, due to a lack of fresh perspective and critical thinking, demonstrates an inability to fundamentally change at the pace required to maintain competitive advantage.

			Senior generals are promoted based on their willingness to please superiors. Said another way, they are promoted because they don’t push back. Thus, when General Kenneth F. McKenzie addressed why he withdrew military forces in Afghanistan during the peak fighting season before evacuating American citizens, his justification, “I was following the orders I was given,” was not surprising. Sadly, it’s also not surprising that General Carter Ham, when ordered, stood down military response forces during the Benghazi incident. His blind obedience to orders resulted in Americans dying needlessly. There is predictability in both responses when people understand General McKenzie and General Ham became senior military leaders by not pushing back on authority. Unfortunately for Americans, courageous people are needed now more than ever in the senior military ranks. As a product of our promotion system, senior military leaders wholistically don’t have the ability to disobey orders in commonsense moments.

			As you may have heard in the media, the military depicted me as the bad guy.

			Yes, I did break the rules.

			Yes, I should have been held accountable.

			And so should every senior leader for their violations. However, they only acknowledge the failures of those below them and lack the courage, fortitude, and wherewithal to acknowledge the failures of their counterparts at the top. My story is a microcosm for the hypocrisy of the system.

			The culture of “yes men” at the senior military ranks is not an easy fix. In any other industry, companies bring in new ideas and approaches by hiring professionals from other firms. The practice of cross-pollination does not exist in the military. The military promotion system is strictly time based. A commander in chief has limited military reform options within the current system. Short of legislating reform for the outdated Goldwater-Nichols system, the president is relegated to appointing a secretary of defense who understands the problems and has the courage to dramatically reshuffle senior officers.

			This closed military system is further destabilized by a culture of nepotism. A large portion of battalion commanders right now are sons of other generals. Children of generals are not given a free pass. And many of them are very talented. But when people have small advantages, these advantages build up over time. These systemic advantages exist and need to be acknowledged. Malcolm Gladwell in his book Outliers developed an example through data illustrating the parallel. Gladwell noticed that the birth months for professional hockey players overwhelmingly fell in the first months of a given year. Their birthdate provided a small size and maturity advantage. This small advantage allowed them to make all the competitive teams at a young age, which allowed them to develop at a faster pace. This development provided more opportunities to become professional players. A similar pattern occurs in the highest levels of the military. The sons of generals already have a successful battle plan mapped out for them. They are cognizant of the actions needed to make their careers more marketable for promotion. Through namesakes and a knowledge of how to play the system, they build and exploit nonlinear advantages over others. This is relevant if the military struggles with producing a new type of senior military leader with courage and fresh perspective. Not only are the heirs less likely to take risks and think differently, but their entrance into the military also immediately impacts their fathers’ thinking; senior generals with sons in the military are more likely to play it safe for their namesakes.

			The gender and racial equality topics of the last decade are also addressed in this book. There was no avoiding the conversation if you served in the military for the last two decades. To clarify up front, equality and equal opportunity are two very different things, yet the distinction between these separate issues is often conflated within the military. Every American wants their sons and daughters to have an opportunity to serve in the military under one equal standard. Not every American wants their sons and daughters treated differently based on race or gender for the appearance of diversity.

			In addition to the diversity priorities, senior military leaders have also increasingly placed an emphasis on a perception of ethics. On the surface, no one would disagree with the utility of ethics. Americans pride themselves on ethics, morals, and an idealistic outlook. However, these attributes are only meaningful in war when transformed into lethal power. At times these attributes can detract from, rather than enhance, America’s ability to win wars. I believe in God. I believe in good and evil. But I also believe American service members are sacrificing unnecessarily for the system’s perception of ethics. Americans need more realism injected into their foreign policy decisions. The “just war theory” is wrong. There are no “just” wars. Only wars. The “just” portion is all about spinning a narrative. I acknowledge the military is more lethal when humans fighting for a nation-state believe they are on the “just” side of the war. However, America now wages war over long timelines, debilitated by unnecessary restrictions, all without clear objectives or political end states in the name of “justice.” The system is failing the junior service member.

			Moreover, the contracting, procurement, and spending processes are widely recognized in the defense industry for their inefficiencies and failed practices. There exists an oligopoly within the government contracting world reaping exorbitant amounts of money off the war industry. This small group of firms hires people like James Mattis and Lloyd Austin and places them like puppets on boards of directors, where they earn hundreds of thousands of dollars annually to garner influence with the general officer community. Meanwhile, a young, enlisted infantryman cannot receive basic technology in a timely manner due to bureaucratic red tape in procurement. Instead, the junior service member consistently and unknowingly assumes unnecessary risks because the procurement process cannot be navigated effectively by senior military leaders. The commonly used Marine Corps’ Amphibious Assault Vehicle, extended decades beyond its service life, still exists because of the problems with procurement. Yet despite these problems, the Department of Defense budget continues growing while military leaders incentivize spending taxpayer dollars as quickly as possible.

			Finally, the military has tolerated a toxic leadership culture in the senior ranks for far too long. A senior leader’s opportunity during command is critical for promotion regardless of the job’s operational significance. There are many talented and compassionate commanders in the military. But far too often toxic leaders are promoted by squeezing every ounce of performance out of their men. Every commander gets one shot. A commander’s one shot is their most important opportunity for promotion regardless of operational significance. Commanders have figured out that the quickest way to success is ensuring key members in the command work disproportionate hours at great personal costs. Obviously, over a long-enough timeline, this is not sustainable for those high performers without sacrifice. Furthermore, contempt, often heightened by a lack of sleep, develops in high performers and inevitably becomes directed toward others not working the same schedules. These individuals naturally become confrontational and entitled. And often not recognized, but important to illustrate, these attributes become more pronounced the longer a service member remains in the system. It’s a systemic failure not a personality failure. Thus, any attempt to focus on these problems at the junior ranks is misguided. The commandant of the Marine Corps, General David H. Berger, acknowledged the symptom but misdiagnosed the problem. Addressing the findings of his internal 360 Review, the commandant stated to reporters, “We have to treat people like human beings instead of inventory.” However, General Berger, like all commandants of the past, focuses on the O-5 (lieutenant colonel) commander level and below. The leaders at the O-6 (colonel) and above level set the tone and have more influence than all others. They are pressurizing the field-grade officers and developing the symptoms identified at the junior ranks. The secretary of defense needs to identify toxic leadership at the O-6 and above levels in all services and remove them immediately.

			The internal problems of the military should be a grave concern for the general public. National power correlates to military power. The acronym DIME stands for Diplomacy, Information, Military, and Economic. These four basic tenants are a model for how a country can evaluate sources of national power. There are other complicated models, but the simple DIME model illustrates the point. The aggregate sum of America’s national power, or DIME, in relation to other nations, determines America’s influence on the global order. While military leaders’ primary concern is winning wars, they must also possess a broader understanding of the interconnectedness of DIME so they can best advise political leadership on strategy. America’s foreign policy strategy should increase national power at a pace above or commensurate with competitors, while not recklessly engaging in power draining engagements.

			War materializes when a nation’s diplomacy, economic, and information sources of power are not capable of influencing an enemy to the degree that political ambitions require. The military source of power is the instrument used to win wars. When politicians set war objectives, military senior leaders should be held responsible for accomplishing those objectives. The military’s purpose can never be isolated from political objectives. Winning wars requires compelling an enemy’s acceptance of political objectives through violence. If the United States continues allowing ineptitude at the senior military leadership level, not only will the objectives of the war fail, but all other sources of power will degrade at accelerated rates. The military source of power affects all things. In an era of global competition, Americans must improve the strength of the military immediately. This starts by addressing the failures of the senior military leaders.

			The time is now for Americans to demand accountability from their senior military leadership. Americans control congressional representatives. Congressional representatives control the Defense Department budget. The military can’t function without money. Americans can instantly force change in the military by demanding their representatives hold the military accountable through the budget.

			If you don’t believe how bad it is, please read the rest of the story.





Chapter 1:

			Somebody Needed to Say It—Afghanistan Failure. Thirteen Service Members. First Video.

			“His Majesty made you a Major because he believed you would know when not to obey his orders.”

			—Prince Frederick Charles

			I commanded my first Marine Corps battalion the months of July and August 2021 as I watched the events of Afghanistan unfold in real time. It was painful to watch. The American military withdrew troops before evacuating American citizens. Perhaps American leaders didn’t expect the Afghanistan government to fall so quickly, but their inability to build a plan based on rational thought, contingencies, or foresight was almost unbelievable. Their list of mistakes was inexcusable. They conducted the withdrawal during the peak fighting season. I knew from my time in Afghanistan that the Taliban hid in the mountains of Pakistan during the winter. In the spring they came out of the mountains, and the fighting ensued. The Americans could have exercised tactical patience and conducted the withdrawal from November to February unmolested by the Taliban. Instead, they conducted it from April to September, the most contested time of year. Then the military planners did the unthinkable: they evacuated the critical piece of infrastructure required for a successful evacuation, Bagram Air Base. It was nauseating trying to comprehend the logic while reflecting on all our sacrifices in the country.

			General McKenzie, a United States Marine and the theater combatant commander at the time, went on to explain that President Biden ordered a drawdown of American military forces in Afghanistan from April to July of 2021. The order specifically stipulated a drop from 2,500 to 650 military personnel. General McKenzie may not have agreed with the president’s order, but as he would later state, “he was following the orders he was given.” When the president gave the order in April 2021, General McKenzie began withdrawing military troops. Concurrently he assigned General Farrell J. Sullivan, a one-star Marine general, to plan a follow-on evacuation. General Sullivan, solely focused on the evacuation, planned on Bagram Air Base as the staging point for the evacuation. But unexpectedly in the end of June 2021, General McKenzie, late in the planning process, decided to abandon Bagram Air Base. He later justified the decision by stating 650 troops was not a large enough military force to hold the embassy, Kabul airfield, and Bagram Air Base. He never addressed why three months of planning were lost because of his indecisiveness. His inability to articulate his intent based on the president’s restraints forced General Sullivan to rewrite the evacuation plans only two months before the event took place. General McKenzie, solely focused on his military responsibilities and not his responsibilities to the American people, later asserted the military wasn’t responsible for the failed evacuation because it was a Department of State function. This was disingenuous at best. General Sullivan and his planners began interagency planning with the Department of State in April 2021. The evacuation didn’t occur until the end of August 2021. Clearly all the planners and commanders had a responsibility to figure out a wholistic approach to the evacuation.

			Congressional testimony later between Representative Seth Moulton, a Democrat from Massachusetts, and General McKenzie best summarized the problem.

			“General McKenzie, you went from 2,500 troops in Afghanistan in April to 650 in July. And then turned around and put 5,000 back into Kabul. You’ve said repeatedly that you personally believed the Afghan government would fall if we didn’t maintain a certain number of troops in country. So why didn’t you plan for an evacuation and leave enough troops on the ground to conduct it.”

			“So, let’s be very clear. The evacuation has to be ordered by the Department of State. The drawdown of forces was ordered by the President in April and completed in July. The non-combatant evacuation operation is a separate mission. And it wasn’t completely under the control of the Department of Defense.”

			“So, you’re going to fall back on the bureaucracy. The divide between the Department of Defense and State? That’s the reason you had to pull back all those troops and then had to put more back in?”

			“I’m going to fall back on the orders I was given, Representative.”

			I continued monitoring the situation in August 2021 as the Taliban swept through Afghanistan in a matter of weeks. The Taliban walked into Bagram Air base on August 10 unopposed. At the base they found thousands of weapons, vehicles, and most importantly five to seven thousand prisoners left by the Americans in the prison. The discovery instantly swelled the Taliban’s force. Most likely the suicide bomber who later attacked the Marines originated from the prison.

			I watched multiple units, including my first unit, First Battalion, Eighth Marines, rapidly respond to a situation poorly planned for months. I knew from experience junior service members on the ground would rise to the occasion despite failures at the general officer level, but I remained frustrated at the situation.

			General Berger, the commandant of the Marine Corps, on August 18 released a message to the force addressing the deteriorating situation on the ground and the negative reaction across the force. In the letter General Berger stated:

			As each of us tries to comprehend the speed and scope of events in Afghanistan this week, some may be struggling with a simple question: “Was it all worth it?”… We [Sergeant Major Black and I] believe—without question—that your service was meaningful, powerful, and important…. You fought to prevent terror from returning to our shores…. Whether you realize it or not, you set an example for subsequent generations of Marines—and Americans—by living our core values of Honor, Courage, and Commitment. Was it worth it? Yes.

			I felt a deep rage burning in my belly after reading the letter. If the commandant had any Honor, Courage, and Commitment, he would have acknowledged why service members were so frustrated. They were frustrated by the way the withdrawal/evacuation was conducted. They were frustrated that senior leaders let them down. The commandant either didn’t understand or didn’t care. Either way, he wasn’t advocating for his Marines.

			The very same day, the Pentagon released a statement addressing the same frustrations across the military service. The Pentagon also failed addressing any failures at the senior leader level but instead victimized the service members by projecting mental health problems as a source of the frustration. The Pentagon statement said:

			Talking can be very therapeutic, whether it’s to a local chaplain, psychologist or someone you served with in the military. Do what feels right for you. There is not one way to think or feel or act. The important thing is to take advantage of the numerous mental health care resources that are available to you. Remember that this is one moment in time and regardless of what comes next, we will get through it together.

			That weekend I was so overtly upset my wife asked me what was bothering me. At the time I sat in front of our fish tank. We had four turtles and a collection of fish. Watching the aquarium creatures eased my anxiety. “It’s hard to put into words how frustrated I am about this Afghanistan withdrawal,” I told her. “I’ve spent my whole life dedicated to a cause that now appears hollow. The words Honor, Courage, Commitment are a bumper sticker.”

			My wife didn’t know what to say. She listened, and then walked back into the kitchen with the kids while I continued staring at the fish. The following Thursday, August 26, I found myself sitting in my office when the suicide vest attack occurred in Afghanistan.

			The news of the attack first came across the open source media. My battalion executive officer walked into my office to speak with me about it.

			“Did you hear about the attack, sir? This is bullshit. How could we fuck it up this bad?”

			My executive officer’s comments summarized every Marine’s sentiment. How did we fuck it up that bad? Everyone was angry. Everyone was disappointed with our senior leaders. They continued to let us down. They continued placing career progression over warfighting capability. They continued redirecting blame in every direction but at themselves. They were all hypocrites. They didn’t represent anything about our core ethos. But I couldn’t complain to my Marines. I let my executive officer release his frustrations and then sent him on his way. That afternoon two more staff members stopped by my office to vent. I continued conveying the party line. I told them casualties were a part of war, but I knew in my soul I was being disingenuous at best. At worst, I was degrading my very core belief system by lying for our senior leaders. When I finally had a moment alone, I realized I also needed an outlet. I thought about discussing my frustrations with my regimental commander, but then I remembered that despite his thirty years of service in the infantry, he had never been to Afghanistan. I briefly thought about filing a request mast—the right of any Marine to be able to communicate grievances to a commanding officer—or inspector general complaint, but I knew those processes would be blocked by the same bureaucratic red tape that got us into the mess in the first place. I was trapped in a midlevel position, with no real authority or recourse to address our systemic failures.

			Sitting at my computer I began writing out my frustrations. I wrote a two-page paper demanding accountability from my senior leaders. After writing the speech I thought about submitting it to a professional publication, but as I read over it, I realized it was way too honest for any publication. I knew most military publications were controlled by the retired generals or corporate media with their own agendas. Yet, I was convinced someone needed to say the exact words typed out on my computer. I knew my senior leaders didn’t have the courage to say it. Career progression was too important to them. That’s when I started thinking about making a video. I thought, If I make a video demanding accountability from my senior leaders and post it, I will probably get fired. I’m not sure that’s worth it. But if I’m going to take the risk, then it needs to have the maximum effect possible. The only way to do this is all the way. I continued to wrestle with the idea. I can make it and then decide not to post it, I rationalized.

			After struggling with the moral dilemma, while sitting in my office in uniform, I ultimately decided to make a video demanding accountability. The video can still be found all over the internet. I said the following:

			Good evening, my name is LtCol Stu Scheller United States Marine Corps. I’m the current battalion commander for Advanced Infantry Training Battalion. I’ve been in the Marine infantry for seventeen years. I’m making this video because I have a growing discontent and contempt for my perceived ineptitude at the foreign policy level. And I want to specifically ask some questions to some of my senior leaders. And I’ll say, that as a person who is not at twenty years, I feel like I have a lot to lose. I’ve thought through if I post this video what might happen to me, especially if the video picks up traction. If I have the courage to post it.

			At this point I pause and stare directly at the camera and state:

			But I think what you believe in can only be defined by what you are willing to risk. So if I’m willing to risk my battalion commander seat, my retirement, and my family’s stability to say some of the things that I want to say, I think it gives me some moral high ground to demand the same honesty, integrity, and accountability from my senior leaders.

			I then reference the Pentagon and commandant’s deflective statements delivered to the force the previous week. I then look back at the camera and continue:

			But the reason people are so upset right now is not because the Marine on the battlefield let someone down. That service member has always rose [sic] to the occasion and done extraordinary things. People are upset because their senior leaders have let them down, and none of them are raising their hand and accepting accountability or saying we messed this up. If an O-5 battalion commander has the simplest live fire incident or equal opportunity complaint…boom…fired. But we have a secretary of defense who testified to Congress in May that the Afghan National Security Force could withstand the Taliban advance. We have a chairman of the joint chiefs, who the commandant is a member of, who is supposed to advise on military policy. We have a Marine combatant commander. All of these people are supposed to advise. And I’m not saying we have to be in Afghanistan forever, but I am saying, did any of you throw your rank on the table and say it’s a bad idea to evacuate Bagram Air Base before we evacuated everyone? Did any of you do that? And when you didn’t think to do that, did any of you raise your hand and say we completely messed this up?

			I then referenced a peer of mine, Lieutenant Colonel Nash, the son of a general officer and an adjacent battalion commander, who made a post stating the same thing as all my senior leaders. Every statement I read concluded that service members’ sacrifices were “worth it” despite the failures. None of them acknowledged senior leaders’ failures or courageously addressed what really needed to be said. So I addressed the concern:

			Potentially all of those people did die in vain if we don’t have senior leaders that own up and raise their hand and say we did not do this well in the end. Without that we just keep repeating the same mistakes. This amalgamation of the economic, corporate, political, and higher military ranks are not holding up their end of the bargain. I want to say this very strongly, I have been fighting for seventeen years, I am willing to throw it all away to say to my senior leaders, I demand accountability.

			I recorded about five takes of the video from my iPhone. By the fifth take I was content with the content. But at that point I still didn’t have the courage to post the video. I left work that night around 19:00 and drove back to my house. The entire thirty-minute drive I thought about my dilemma. Should I post the video? What would happen to my family if I posted the video? Was it worth it? Should I sleep on it? Should I delete it?

			I pulled into my driveway around 19:30. I sat in the driveway for at least five minutes lost in my thoughts. While sitting in the truck, I loaded the video to Facebook but still couldn’t bring myself to hit the post button. I got out of the truck and stared at the front door of my house. I couldn’t enter. I paced back and forth on the sidewalk in front of my house staring at the post button. I walked back and forth probably ten times. I knew if I walked back in the house and slept on it, I wouldn’t have the courage to post it the next day. This was important. This was my entire life’s work. Finally I thought to myself, If not me, then who? If not now, then when? In that moment I was filled with a sense of purpose. I hit post.





Chapter 2:

			I’m Looking for Purpose—
Soccer. Accounting. Marine.

			“Always bear in mind that your own resolution to succeed is more important than any other one thing.”

			—Abraham Lincoln

			I grew up in a loving and supportive household. I had two younger brothers and a younger sister. We were all within six years of each other. My father was an insurance salesman, and my mother was a stay-at-home mom. Other than school, I spent most of my youth playing sports. At one point I played on almost every type of sports team: baseball, basketball, football, hockey, swimming, soccer, track, and cross-country. Soccer became my full-time sport by the time I went to high school. I made the varsity team as a freshman. By my senior year I distinguished myself as an Ohio all-state player and was my conference player of the year. I enjoyed soccer and hanging out with friends more than school, but at the same time I recognized the importance of grades. I put in the required work and made the honor roll. I maintained between a 3.5 and 4.0 average throughout my high school career.

			My father always told me I needed a college degree to be successful. Military service was not discussed as a serious option in my house. In fact, my experience with the ASVAB test (Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery) in high school illustrated my apathetic attitude toward military service. Instead of taking the test seriously, I challenged the guy next to me to see how fast we could fill in the bubbles of the scantron. It didn’t seem worth my time. I was convinced military service wasn’t in my future. College was the path charted for me by my family. At that time, I didn’t have much appreciation for the world outside my circle of influence.

			After the soccer season ended my senior year of high school, I accepted a full-ride scholarship playing soccer at Cumberland College (now known as the University of Cumberland). It was a small Baptist college in a dry county of eastern Kentucky. It wasn’t the typical college experience, but the school had quality soccer facilities and I liked the people on the team. Ultimately the offer was too good to turn down.

			On September 11, 2001, I was a sophomore at Cumberland College living in the dormitory. My dorm consisted of a four-bedroom suite with a shared living room. Three of my soccer teammates lived in the suite with me. I remember sitting in the suite, watching the attacks with my teammates and thinking, This is going to change everything, but I don’t know how it’s going to change my life. But even after the tragic incidents of 9/11, I didn’t have the immediate urge to join the military. I make the distinction because for many people with whom I later served, the events of 9/11 propelled them to military service. But for me, I continued thinking, I’ve got to graduate college because that’s what I’m supposed to do.

			After two seasons of soccer, I transferred to the University of Cincinnati (UC) in my hometown. I had enjoyed my time at Cumberland, but I was convinced that Cumberland didn’t fulfill my need for a fun college experience. I knew that NCAA required a player to sit out a season after transferring schools. The thought of practicing with the team my entire junior year without guaranteed playing time my senior season seemed like a bad investment of my time. Said another way, once I transferred to UC, it was the end of my soccer career.

			At UC I majored in accounting because of the mentorship from my grandfather Gilbert Scheller. I always looked up to him. He was the only military member I had in my family. He served in World War II and had landed on the beaches of Normandy. Following the war, he got out of the Army, went to Indiana University, and received a master’s degree in accounting, which he used to get a job with the FBI. After years with the FBI, he later became chief federal probation and parole officer for the State of Illinois. I admired him tremendously. He told me, “Go get your certified public accountant credential, and you’ll get a job in the FBI.” That was my goal. I never really asked myself if I enjoyed accounting. I viewed it as a means to the life I wanted. I was always an aggressive guy. I didn’t see myself sitting at a desk. In my mind I was going to go be an FBI agent keeping Americans safe from domestic threats.

			My senior year in college, on a Christmas cruise with my family, I met girl named Jackie, who would later become my wife. I was twenty-two years old at the time. By the end of my senior year of college, she became a trusted friend and confidant as I went through changes in my life.

			Transferring to UC gave me the “college experience” I was looking for, but I was ready to leave Cincinnati when I graduated. I wasn’t in a fraternity, but the same group of friends from high school and college always seemed to be at our three-story college house partying and sleeping over. I needed to get away. I received some job offers in Cincinnati post college, but none of them lived up to the false promises fed to my generation. We were all told, “Go to college and you’ll get a great job.” As it turned out, there were no $80,000 jobs waiting for me, and $30,000 offers from subpar firms were not appealing enough to keep me in Cincinnati.

			With only a college degree and $8,000 I had saved from working part-time, I decided to find a job on the East Coast. I literally packed all my stuff in a U-Haul and drove to Jackie’s hometown of Virginia Beach. With the little bit of money saved in the bank and a dad who agreed to co-sign on a house, I secured a mortgage on a small townhouse in Norfolk, Virginia. Jackie moved in with me, and we began our life together.

			After arriving to Virginia Beach, I got a job as an accountant at an auto manufacturing firm while Jackie finished her senior year at Old Dominion University. I enjoyed the freedom of owning my own house, but my job was unfulfilling and monotonous. I did basic bookkeeping that easily could have been accomplished with a seventh-grade math level. Even though I had an accounting degree, I never attained the CPA credential. After I moved, I realized Virginia required additional accounting classes for eligibility to sit for the CPA exam. It felt like a detail I should have been prepared for when I left Ohio as a degreed accountant. Conflicted about paying for more accounting classes to continue pursuing the accounting credential, I opted to fill my evenings with a second job delivering pizzas.

			One night while delivering pizza to a group of college kids, I was invited into the apartment to chug a beer. Seeking a bigger tip, I agreed. But as I walked away, I felt a deep feeling of discontentment. My discontent didn’t stem from the moral or ethical problems I probably should have experienced as a professional driver drinking beer on the job. My discontent was deeper. I realized this wasn’t the life I envisioned. The move to Virginia Beach didn’t provide the fulfillment I thought might be waiting on the East Coast. I had a nice townhouse near the beach and a path to a steady and safe career, but I found myself struggling with an energy that got more restless every day.

			A week later at my accounting job, while pretending to file papers, I stared at a TV hanging in my office. It was autumn of 2004, and the Marines surrounded the city of Fallujah, Iraq. The newscasters spelled out the pending threat and combat awaiting the Marines over the next month. In that moment I felt ashamed I hadn’t done more with my life. That was the moment I knew I wanted to serve my country. It wasn’t watching coverage of September 11. It was three years later watching the Marines on TV, which happened to coincide with a moment in time when I needed a larger purpose. God has a funny way of placing signs in your life when you need them the most. Watching the Marines in Fallujah, I thought, Those individuals will always know they made a difference in this world. I sought out the Marine recruiter the following week.

			People often ask me why the Marines. I cannot answer that question definitively. My high school soccer coach was a Marine officer who always told me I would make a good Marine officer. Perhaps he planted a seed. Ultimately when I saw the Marines on the television in 2004, somewhere in my mind, I concluded the Marines were the best. My mentality was, I want to go for the best, so I want to go for the Marines.

			At that time, it was still only one year after the United States invaded Iraq. Back then I was young and ignorant. Like many others, I was quickly convinced America needed to impose its national will on foreign lands. I lacked the life perspective and education required for a higher level of critical thought. I loved America, but I did not truly comprehend how to improve the country’s sources of national power. It wasn’t until I got older that I realized nationalism, patriotism, and the desire to serve can often be manipulated by leaders with alternative motives.

			I am also embarrassed at the impact Hollywood movies probably had on my perspective. As an adolescent, I watched the movie Black Hawk Down over and over. That movie always made me want to pick up a gun and jump into the fight with the American warriors in Somalia. The movie glorified combat. But when I went back and studied the operational failures leading to that event, I realized it’s a case study in poor decision making at the senior military and political leadership level. The senior leaders made terrible decisions at the operational level that led to numerous unnecessary casualties. But I couldn’t see that back then. When I watched the movie as a college student, it epitomized heroism. It resonated with me as the embodiment of what it meant to be American.
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