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To the men and women

I had the privilege to

sail, surf, and fly

with throughout my career.






Prologue

The gangplank, or brow, that connects the USS Theodore Roosevelt aircraft carrier to dry land is seventy-five feet long. But as I took my first steps down the brow on the evening of April 3, 2020—the last time I would do so as captain of one of the largest, most powerful, and most celebrated ships in the US Navy—it seemed like it stretched for a mile.

Just a few days before, I had sent an email to my superiors expressing concern over a COVID-19 outbreak that we were experiencing on the ship. In that email—which I’d sent over one of the Navy’s unclassified networks—I tried to convey enough of a sense of urgency to motivate those in power to take the necessary steps to protect the lives of the five thousand crew on board the Theodore Roosevelt. Fortunately, it worked. It also cost me my job.

Within days, the Navy seemed to have taken my advice to heart and secured vacant hotel rooms across the island of Guam to separate and quarantine the Sailors, an impossible task in the close quarters of the ship, or even on the base. Even so, 1,200 Sailors—nearly one in four members of the crew—tested positive for COVID, and one died. Without such swift and decisive action, I was convinced that hundreds—maybe thousands—more would have contracted the virus, perhaps with fatal consequences. It was clear I’d had to take action. Nevertheless, the Navy disagreed with my methods (my email was eventually leaked to the press) and fired me for doing what I thought was right.

In the weeks and months that followed, I was afforded some free time to reflect back on my thirty-year career in the Navy, and the experiences that had brought me to that fateful decision. In doing so, I realized that over the course of those three decades I had learned a series of valuable lessons, lessons that have as much to do with life as they do with military leadership.

The lessons themselves have stood the test of time. They are the messages we’ve been told throughout our lives by our parents, our mentors, our teachers: value relationships; choose kindness; seek balance; communicate fearlessly; stand up for what you believe in; accept responsibility for your actions. Yet it is my sincere hope that these lessons—colored by the experiences I’ve had as a helicopter pilot, combat fighter pilot, ship captain, and naval officer—will help serve as a reminder that sometimes life’s simplest lessons can prove to be the most valuable.
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Shortly after earning my wings as a combat helicopter pilot in 1994, I was assigned to my first squadron, the Easyriders of HSL-37, based in Barbers Point, Hawaii. It was the perfect assignment for a twenty-something California boy, where the turquoise waters of the South Pacific formed the backdrop to powdery white-sand beaches that seemed to stretch forever.

I was one of six combat helicopter pilots from the squadron assigned to Detachment 7, a close-knit group of pilots, aircrew, and maintainers. Together, Det7, as we called ourselves, was assigned to the USS Fletcher, a 550-foot destroyer stationed at Pearl Harbor. We trained with the Fletcher for months, after which we joined the ship at sea for operations. During these deployments we would conduct various flights, including surveillance missions where we would circle the destroyer at a radius of approximately 150 miles, keeping a watchful eye out for potential hostile contact with any number of nefarious actors with unfriendly intentions, including rogue Iranian elements and pirates hell-bent on disrupting international shipping channels.

In December 1996, the Fletcher was deployed to the Persian Gulf (also known as the Arabian Gulf) as part of the embargo against Iraq following its invasion of Kuwait. More than six hundred miles long and surrounded by Iraq, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates, the warm, shallow waters of the Persian Gulf are peppered with oil rigs and crisscrossed every day by thousands of ships transporting goods.

As part of the United Nations embargo, any goods entering or leaving Iraq had to be inspected and certified. The UN was particularly concerned about the potential for the Iraqis to be buying and selling weapons. The only permitted products were the necessities of life. The Fletcher was part of the international force responsible for these inspections. And with so many ships in the gulf at any time, the work was considerable.

Most of the time, the vessels we encountered had the proper documentation for their goods and were allowed to proceed with their business. But if they didn’t, we had to commandeer the vessel and sail it to Abu Dhabi, in the United Arab Emirates, where UN officials were waiting. The process was far from straightforward. Piracy was commonplace in the Persian Gulf at the time (it still is), and the potential for encountering hostility was real.

So we took no chances. Every inspection boat we sent from the Fletcher was escorted by a chopper overhead, machine guns pointed over the side and trained on the cargo ship’s crew, just in case. Eventually we had commandeered half a dozen ships this way and had to sail the makeshift flotilla to Abu Dhabi, while being escorted by the Fletcher.

With so many suspicious vessels in tow, the Fletcher’s captain asked for officer volunteers to take command of each one for the seventy-two-hour journey to Abu Dhabi. We would work in teams of three: the temporary captain, a boatswain’s mate (also called a “bosun’s” mate) armed with a shotgun, and an operations specialist to help navigate. I jumped at the chance, and was soon offered command of a ship that claimed to be carrying car tires. And while tires were not considered a prohibited item under the UN sanctions, the crew was unable to confirm their relevant UN authorization numbers, which drew suspicion from the Fletcher.

The ship I was assigned to was the Manna, a 150-foot cargo dhow, a wooden boat that is one of the most common ships on the high seas. Think of the dhow as the naval world’s pickup truck. It’s cheap, easy to operate, and versatile. Most dhows have a raised platform at the back that serves as the bridge and a cavernous space in the middle where cargo is stored. While dhows carry water and some food, the crews on these ships typically keep themselves fed by fishing for plentiful local species such as bream, hamour, and rays.

Before we left the Fletcher, Captain Phillip Greene briefed the teams that would take command of the ships that had yet to verify their cargo.

“They might be hostile, so have weapons ready at all times,” he said. “Watch your backs because they likely have knives, too. And whatever you do, don’t eat anything they offer you.” Clearly, we were entering enemy territory.

The boat ride over was tense. I carried a 9mm pistol on my waist, as did my operations specialist, Petty Officer Tommy Jones. Our beefy bosun’s mate, Petty Officer Mike Sun, was armed with a shotgun. Overhead, two choppers circled low, machine guns ready.

“If things go down,” I said to Mike, “be careful where you shoot that shotgun.”

The dhow’s crew eyed us warily as we boarded. The deck was covered in long rows of fish drying in the intense Middle Eastern heat. With the crew’s eyes boring holes into the backs of our skulls, we investigated the cargo. Sure enough, the hold was full of car tires. Mike, Tommy, and I immediately let out a collective sigh of relief and began to feel more comfortable. These men were not pirates or smugglers after all. In fact, they seemed remarkably similar to us: people just simply trying to earn a living to support their families back home. Nevertheless, our orders called for us to escort any ship lacking proper documentation back to Abu Dhabi for approval and release, regardless of how innocuous its cargo may have been.

If there were any lingering tensions between us, they quickly evaporated once we opened our food stores to the dhow’s crew. They marveled at what we brought: foot-long turkey and cheese subs, soda, chocolate chip cookies. As we invited them to eat their fill, the atmosphere became friendly, almost jovial.

The captain of the dhow, a small, friendly man named Ismail who wore a long white robe and white pants, looked on in wonder.

“Sir,” he said to me in a thick Pakistani accent, “this is not what I expected. You have made the men very happy.”

“It’s the least we can do after delaying your trip,” I said.

Other than eating, though, there was little for the dhow’s crew to do now that we had taken command of the ship. Entertainment suddenly became very important, and the men spent much of their time glued to a small TV/VCR combination on the bridge, where they watched Pakistani movies.

I happened to have a VHS copy of Eddie Murphy’s The Nutty Professor in my cabin on the Fletcher. So the next time one of our boats came out with supplies, I had them bring it… in the name of international diplomacy, of course.

I gathered the crew, popped the movie in, and we all sat down to watch. Even though they didn’t speak a word of English, the men were mesmerized, doubling over with laughter and clapping all the while. When it was over, someone hit the rewind button and we all watched The Nutty Professor all over again, three American Navy Sailors and approximately a dozen Pakistani sailors, brought together under the unlikeliest of circumstances.

I took in the scene, watching this unexpected gathering of Pakistani men—some of whom were in their fifties and sixties—giggling at The Nutty Professor while drinking Sprite and eating turkey-and-cheese subs. It struck me that no matter how different we seemed, we managed to find common ground. Over the course of those next three days we became more familiar with one another. I was particularly fond of Ismail, a dedicated family man who I learned sent all of his earnings back home to Pakistan.

With a day to go in our journey, though, the atmosphere suddenly changed. As we steamed southward one afternoon, approximately fifty miles off the Iranian coast, a number of boats appeared on the horizon. Each was manned by a crew of armed Iranians.

Ismail scowled. He didn’t know much English, but he knew the word for these people.

“Pirates,” he growled.

He explained to me that these Iranian bandits would board every cargo dhow that passed through the region and demand, at gunpoint, a “tariff” in exchange for safe passage. For Ismail, nearly half of the ship’s profits would disappear. But short of a gunfight, it was the price he had to pay to do business in the region.

This time, though, the situation was significantly different. The pirates had no idea the dhow was accompanied by a US Navy destroyer. We radioed the Fletcher, which was trailing a few miles behind. It wasn’t long before she steamed through the flotilla at full speed, directly between us and the bandits. The Iranian “tariff” boats disappeared just as quickly as they’d showed up.

The captain was dumbfounded.

“Sir,” he said as we watched the bandit ships disappear over the horizon, “I am forever in your debt.”

Our relationship wasn’t quite that one-sided, though. As we neared Abu Dhabi, there was a fair bit of confusion coordinating our efforts with the United Arab Emirates Coast Guard. To complicate matters, the UAE Coast Guard officials spoke an Arabic dialect that nobody understood—except for my friend Ismail, that is.

Not only that, but it turned out that the official on the radio was apparently his ‘cousin.’ So he grabbed the radio and clarified the situation on behalf of our entire flotilla, making our arrival to port much easier than it otherwise would have been.

A few hours later, the dhow was safely in port and we were ready to return to the Fletcher. On the deck, Mike and Tommy were laughing and smiling, exchanging handshakes with the crew. Over the past three days they’d all become quite friendly, despite the world of differences between them.

Ismail and I looked on from the bridge.

“Thank you,” I said to him, shaking his hand and clapping him warmly on the back.

“No, Captain,” he said to me, a smile spreading over his weathered face. “Thank you.”

I never saw Ismail again. But I like to think he’s still out there somewhere on the seas, doing his best to take care of his crew and his family, and maybe even recalling The Nutty Professor from time to time.



The beauty of relationships is that they’re not always predictable. Of course there are those lightbulb moments where we feel an immediate connection with a person, and know we’ve just made a lifelong friend. Other times, though—as my experience on the dhow taught me—the connections are more serendipitous. But that doesn’t make them any less fulfilling. In fact, it’s the times when life throws someone in your path unexpectedly that often lead to the most enriching ends.

And sometimes, they might even keep you out of an Egyptian jail, as I had learned back in the summer of 2005 when I was assigned to VFA-94, a Navy F/A-18 squadron on board the USS Nimitz aircraft carrier involved in combat operations over Iraq.

I was one of sixteen pilots and the department head in charge of operations for the squadron. We were at the tail end of our deployment after almost six months in the Persian Gulf, when I was assigned to a pop-up mission to lead a group of five jets to Egypt, where we would participate in an international training event called Exercise Bright Star, led by American and Egyptian forces. It wasn’t long before the F/A-18s were catapulted off the deck of the Nimitz in succession, with three Navy and two Marine pilots in their cockpits.

It was my first time flying over Egypt, an experience that will stay with me forever. We brought the jets in low on our approach to Beni Suef Air Base, flying directly over numerous pyramids along the way. Sitting in the cockpit of one of the world’s most powerful aircraft, the world dropping away below and the desert disappearing forever ahead, I knew I had the greatest job in the world. I was brimming with excitement at the opportunity to visit the historic region I had only previously seen on TV or read about as a kid in National Geographic.

Bright Star was a multilateral international exercise. For pilots, it included a variety of training flights, dogfights, and simulated missions. All told, there were more than a dozen countries represented, and the skies were buzzing with aircraft at all hours of the day and night.

One of my first missions was a dogfight with an Egyptian colonel, with me in an F/A-18 and him in an F-16. He was the commanding officer of their country’s top-gun school, where their best combat pilots were trained. We fought in clear skies over vast brown deserts cut only by the fertile green strip of the meandering Nile River. He turned out to be a great pilot, so I didn’t have much time for sightseeing.

After we finished, we went to his office to debrief the mission. Unlike any debrief I’d ever had, though, this one was accompanied by a steaming pot of tea and a tray of delicious cakes. The colonel, clearly proud of himself at having held his own in a dogfight against an American pilot in an F/A-18, saw this as an opportunity to talk about more than just flying.

The debrief quickly faded into the past as our conversation turned more personal. We discussed our families, our lives back home, our careers. When I told him I had also flown combat helicopters, his mind was blown. From that moment on, he referred to me by my call sign “Chopper” every chance he got, his trademark Egyptian accent curling the word into something far more exotic than it otherwise was. In all honesty, it got to be a little annoying, but I knew the colonel meant well. He was a good man, and simply excited to be spending time with someone he saw as coming from a different world.

Over the next two weeks, the colonel insisted that we train against one another each time we took off. And every time, our debriefs were accompanied with yet another pot of tea, tray of cakes, and more conversation. Eventually it felt like I had found a long-lost kid brother and I grew accustomed to his constant calls of “Chopper! Chopper!”

Exercise Bright Star was set to culminate in a series of joint missions. For fighter pilots, that meant a flyover of more than sixty jets representing every country in the exercise. After takeoff, the jets would rendezvous at a designated location, fly together in formations, then break off into several distinct diamond patterns and fly over the pyramids.

It was a complicated mission to plan. The planes were all taking off from different locations and communicating in different frequencies, usually in very broken English. There was significant room for error, and with that many planes in the sky at once, the consequences could be grave. We also had to stay in perfect formation while we flew over the pyramids, so helicopters could take a series of pictures to document the event.

As frivolous as it may sound, an inordinate amount of energy goes into planning these photo-opportunity operations. Because when the training exercise has been reduced to a mere memory, it’s those photographs hanging on the walls of the Pentagon and the Egyptian presidential palace that will remind participating nations of the relationships they solidified along the way. People might forget the dogfights we engaged in, the expertise we developed, and the tactics we refined during those days, but the image of five dozen fighter jets soaring over the pyramids will stand the test of time.

On the morning of the mission, I was walking toward the briefing room in the Egyptian top-gun school when I was stopped by a familiar sound.

“Chopper!” the colonel called. “Come with me.”

We walked to his office, where he reflexively served tea and cakes. This time, though, I was a bit preoccupied. With the meeting starting shortly, I felt the need to bring us back to the matter at hand.

“This is a complex mission,” I said. “Are you ready to brief this?”

He looked at me slyly. “Chopper my friend,” he said, “I am giving you the honor of briefing this.”

“But the brief is in ten minutes,” I said.

“I know; you have plenty of time!”

And that was that. To this day I don’t know why he wanted me to do it. It could be that he was intimidated by the idea of planning an international operation with dozens of fighter jets in a relatively small piece of sky. On the other hand, it could be that he thought he was paying me the greatest distinction he could imagine. Either way, the responsibility fell on my shoulders. I was taken aback at first, almost annoyed. But as I looked at his smiling face across the desk, I knew there was no malice in his decision. The colonel and I were friends, and I would do what I could.

The briefing room looked like something out of Star Wars: dozens of pilots sat there waiting, each in a different-colored uniform or flight suit bearing the flag of their home country. The colonel and I took our places at the front of the room. Then he turned to me and said, “Over to you, Chopper.”

Given the circumstances, I did what any sane person would have done in that situation. I told the pilots we were going to take a thirty-minute break. Then I grabbed one of my trusted lieutenants, who had accompanied me from the Nimitz, and we hacked out the brief in what little time we had.

To everyone’s credit, we pulled off the massive group flight without anyone crashing into a pyramid and causing an international incident. I even managed a quick peek out of the cockpit as I led an international cohort of four jets over the Sphinx and Great Pyramids of Giza.

Two days later we were ready to return to the Nimitz. All our maintenance Sailors and equipment had been loaded onto the C-130 Hercules transport aircraft, and the only thing we carried as we walked across the runway toward our waiting jets was a case containing our crypto gear, confidential equipment that enables us to communicate with other US forces while we fly. Crypto gear is exceptionally sensitive material, and it had been kept under lock and key during our entire stay in Egypt. Once we loaded up the jets’ radios, the crypto gear would be taken to the waiting C-130.

Out of nowhere, an Egyptian security team pulled up and surrounded us on the runway. The lead officer, a tall, heavyset Arab with a large mustache, gave me a sinister look. “We need to bring these boxes back to our headquarters,” he barked, pointing toward the steel boxes that contained the crypto. I was caught completely off guard by his demand, but that didn’t make it any more acceptable.

“I’m sorry, sir,” I answered, trying to be as diplomatic as possible under the circumstances. “This is confidential US material and under our custody. We have an agreement with the Egyptian government that we don’t have to relinquish it to anybody, including you.”

The chief bristled, and accused me of stealing Egyptian intel. No matter how much I tried to convince him otherwise, he refused to back down.

“You’re not taking off from this base with those boxes,” he snarled.

“I’m not giving them up,” I replied.

With no common ground between us, the situation was becoming tense. I could tell the officer was hell-bent on getting the boxes from us, but there was no way short of violence that I was giving them up. The prospect of spending time in an Egyptian prison—not a thought I relished—suddenly seemed very real.

Then I remembered my new friend.

I asked the officer to call the colonel, explaining that he had been our host over the course of the previous two weeks. Luckily, he made the call. Not more than two minutes later, the colonel sped onto the runway in his military vehicle, wheels screeching to a halt within inches of the security officer. He was irate.

I couldn’t understand a word the colonel said, but it was obvious he was chewing the rear out of the senior security officer. When the tirade was over, the security officer apologized uncomfortably and slunk off. The colonel walked over to where we stood and held out his hand to me. I knew what was coming.

“Chopper!” he said, smiling broadly as he shook my hand. “Have a safe trip home.”

As we flew over the pyramids one last time on our way back to the Nimitz, I realized the only thing that got us out of the situation was my relationship with the colonel. In sharing all those pots of tea and trays of cakes, we had become friends. And that friendship proved to be the most formidable weapon I could have brandished during our encounter with security forces on the runway.

I think we’re better people when we open our hearts and minds to others. Whether it’s a neighbor, a stranger on the street, or perhaps even a mildly annoying colonel who seems infatuated with your call sign, relationships can be unexpected gifts, but ones that can change our lives in profound ways.



In 2010, I was sent to live in Europe to serve as a US staff officer in a NATO command in charge of military operations in the Mediterranean. My family and I were stationed in Naples, Italy, a bewilderingly paradoxical city that’s at once incredibly beautiful yet also gritty. “A pretty lady with dirty feet,” is how it was once described.

At one moment you’d swear the crazy Neapolitans would like nothing better than to run you over as they careen their vehicles through the city at breakneck speeds. At the same time, they are the most loving, family-oriented people I’ve ever met, and will bend over backward to demonstrate their innate hospitality at every opportunity. On more than one occasion, Mary, the boys, and I were wandering the streets of downtown Naples, only to have random grandmothers and grandfathers stop us outside their homes with gifts of free food as we walked by. When they flatly refused my offers to pay for their hospitality, I realized all they wanted in return for their generosity was our obvious appreciation for their culinary skills—which they had in abundance.

Professionally, my days in Naples were almost exclusively spent in an office. It was not a welcome situation for a Navy fighter pilot, but I was no stranger to long hours at a desk and knew I could get the job done.

It’s very easy for Americans to wear our work ethic as a badge of honor. We work hard, and we work a lot. To the contrary, Europeans seem to float through life, gracefully balancing their considerable work responsibilities with the other parts of their lives.

For one thing, Europeans are very good about taking vacation every year. Most people in Europe get at least a month of “holiday” every year, and they are passionate about utilizing it. We witnessed that fact often during our two years in Naples. No matter what was going on in the rest of the world, the Italians made a point of taking time off, usually in August, when most businesses other than those in the service industry shut down.

Those of us in the US military also earn a substantial amount of vacation—two and a half days of vacation for every month worked, or thirty days a year. And yet, I’ve known very few people who have been able to actually take advantage of those days on a regular, yearly basis, let alone at one time. In fact, if someone did manage to take all thirty days in a single year, I guarantee the prevailing sentiment among their peers would be that they’re a slacker.

The motivation to work is so strong that I know of situations where what we call “flag officers”—very senior officers such as admirals or generals—have been stricken with life-threatening events such as heart attacks and still needed to be ordered by their superiors to take time off. This ten-day “vacation” is actually mandated by the military for senior officers, and the officers in question are even prohibited from taking their phones with them, to prevent them from working. Yet despite all that, I have still had admirals tell me to call them if anything came up in their absence.

This was my personal bias as I walked into work that first day. The NATO office was housed in an old orphanage, a rambling mansion that had once served as Mussolini’s headquarters. I was part of a twelve-nation collaboration called Strike Force NATO, whose goal was to coordinate military operations throughout the Mediterranean region. As a piece of the US Navy’s contribution to the operation, I was in charge of coordinating maritime NATO air operations in the Mediterranean and Baltic Seas, and responsible for ensuring the security of the Mediterranean Sea. This included continually patrolling its waters for refugees and migrants, countering the piracy that was prevalent in that part of the world at the time, performing search-and-rescue operations, and training our pilots so they’d be ready in the event that a conflict ever took place.

Like any professional staff, the 120 of us in the office all needed to work together to be effective. Only this time we were challenged by the fact that we came from a dozen different countries, each with its own culture and language. To make matters worse, I was often frustrated in those early days by my colleagues, many of whom did not seem to share my sense of urgency for what I believed at the time to be “critical” PowerPoint briefs and constant instruction rewrites (but clearly weren’t!).

I love coffee as much as the next guy, but the Italians—well, they really love their coffee. So much so, in fact, that every day at around 9:00 a.m. and again at 11:00 a.m. (and often again at 2:00 p.m.), they would stop whatever they were doing to venture out to a local café for an espresso. In their classic Italian way, they always invited everyone in the office to join.

Initially I was resistant to the idea. Very resistant, in fact. I was eager to make an impression in this international environment, so I gave 110 percent to my work, all the time. There was always a task to do that was far more important than something as trivial as coffee. In my mind, it was the Americans who were doing the lion’s share of the work, while the Europeans were always disappearing for their darn coffee breaks.

Then I met Luigi Fazio.

Luigi was a lieutenant colonel in the Italian military, a portly, fiftyish-year-old fellow with dark eyes set in a round face that radiated kindness. Every morning, Luigi would invite me for coffee. And every morning, I refused. Finally, one day, Luigi spoke up.

“Chopper,” he said in his imperfect English, “you Americans think if you work hard that we’re going to trust you. But what you really need to do is spend time with us outside of work, so we can get to know you. Then we can trust you. That’s the essence of trust.”

I considered Luigi’s comments and realized he might be right. Here we had been working elbow to elbow for months, but I knew virtually nothing about the people I was sharing space with, other than their professional duties and responsibilities. So I went for coffee with Luigi and the others. We went at 9:00. We went again at 11:00. And more often than not, we even went at 2:00. Soon that foray to the café became a daily ritual, a welcome break to step outside the realm of work and into the lives of my new friends.

Each break lasted only ten or fifteen minutes. (Italians don’t sit for coffee like many others do. They order an espresso at the bar, stand there for a few minutes drinking and chatting, then head on their way.) But over time, those minutes grew into something much more. At some point along the way, we crossed over from coworkers to friends.

Eight months after I joined the staff, NATO was called into a different type of action when Muammar Gaddafi, the de facto leader of Libya, mobilized his forces against his own people after they had organized a series of antigovernment rallies in Benghazi, a city in the northern part of the country. As the protests intensified (the demonstrators eventually took control of Benghazi, and began protesting in Tripoli), Gaddafi began using lethal force against them.

In surprisingly swift fashion, the UN Security Council condemned Gaddafi’s actions and authorized military action against Gaddafi, a joint NATO mission called Operation Unified Protector.

The military action began with a separate American operation called Operation Odyssey Dawn, during which I was deployed as an air operations strike planner on the USS Mount Whitney, our command ship in the Mediterranean. When this part was finished and Operation Unified Protector was about to launch, I returned to the NATO office in Naples to help coordinate international efforts there.

It was grueling. As deputy director of targeting, I didn’t sleep for more than a couple of hours each night for weeks. Our team’s job was to utilize intelligence and surveillance to locate, analyze, and validate military targets across Libya deemed to be facilitating attacks on the country’s innocent citizens. In doing so, we had to be exceptionally careful to ensure we could effectively strike the military targets while simultaneously ensuring no collateral damage occurred.

The stakes were high, the stress level intense. But in those moments, when we were at the tail end of an eighteen-hour day and there was still a seemingly insurmountable amount of work to get done and lives on the line, the Europeans—those people I had once considered lazy slackers always dashing off for an espresso—were right there beside me, working day and night. They refused to go home until I did and were constantly trying to figure out ways to do things better and smarter. In the end, they were never afraid of hard work when it was necessary.

And through it all, we continued our espresso breaks. Because as Luigi will tell you to this day, it was the friendships we had forged and the culture of camaraderie we had built that actually enabled us to work better together. So not only did we become friends, but we also became better professionals along the way.

Operation Unified Protector would go on to became one of the most successful international air campaigns ever undertaken. After thousands of laser- and GPS-guided air strikes, we crippled Gaddafi’s forces and saved the lives of untold thousands of Libyans, all with minimal damage to civilian infrastructure. Yet when the campaign was over, there were no high-fives and no celebrations. Together our international group of disparate professionals breathed a collective sigh of relief, comforted in the knowledge that by coming together and staying in step we had done the best job we possibly could. (I was subsequently awarded two Defense Meritorious Service Medals by the Navy for my role in the operation.)

As that experience taught me, the team can be stronger when the connections between its individual parts are stronger. It is a lesson I tried to share with those around me as well, particularly as I rose in rank. When I addressed my squadron or crew, I often made sure to reiterate Luigi’s point.

“Your true impact in this world,” I’d say, “is not solely defined by your own capabilities, but by the relationships you have with other people. They will either magnify your capabilities or you will magnify theirs. But collectively, it will make us a much stronger team.”

And while I can’t always manage to convince my colleagues to head out for one, two, or perhaps even three coffee breaks a day, I’ve carried Luigi’s lesson—as well as those from Egypt and the Persian Gulf—with me ever since. Life is about relationships.

Whether it’s your partner or spouse, a lifelong friend, or the person you pass in the supermarket, it’s important to remember that we’re all people just trying to get by, take care of ourselves, and look after our families. We might have different visions, come from different cultures, and be products of vastly different upbringings, but in the end our similarities far outweigh our differences. And by opening our hearts and minds to the possibility of friendship—no matter how alien and far-fetched it may seem in the moment—we begin to see the good in the world, make ourselves better people, and enjoy the ride a bit more.

As for Luigi Fazio, well, I tried to honor the things he taught me by going out and buying an expensive Italian espresso machine. The coffee doesn’t taste quite the same as it did in Naples, but the memories are pretty sweet.
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Truth be told, as a kid I would have skipped college and gone straight to flight school, if I’d been allowed to. My father was an Air Force veteran, so I spent my early childhood living on Nellis Air Force Base in Las Vegas, surrounded by airplanes and fighter jets. For a young boy, those aircraft represented everything I wanted from life: adventure, power, travel, excitement. I went as far as saving my allowance at the ripe old age of six to buy an encyclopedia of fighter aircraft from the local bookstore, which I have kept to this day. I might be dating myself, but the movie Top Gun—which came out while I was in high school, after we had moved to Santa Rosa, California—put into words and images what I had been dreaming for my whole life to that point. So when I entered the United States Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland, I had one goal in mind: get into flight school and become a pilot.

While I did make it into flight school, fighter jets were not in my immediate future. I was a strong student, but when I finished flight school, the needs of the Navy at the time dictated that there were only a handful of jet slots to be had, and those went to the men and women at the very top of the class. At first it was frustrating, but I got my next-best choice and was chosen for advanced helicopter pilot training. That said, I never let go of my enthusiasm for jets.

Being a helicopter pilot was cool in its own right, especially during the early days of my career with the Easyriders in Barbers Point, Hawaii. Flying a combat chopper is a complicated undertaking, but once you master the machine, it’s like driving the world’s coolest pickup truck, with a buddy right beside you and a rescue swimmer in the back. You can take a chopper almost anywhere and do amazing things with it.

On some missions we’d search for submarines, then track them from above. We’d carry parts and cargo between naval vessels, ferry patients during medical emergencies, and on Sundays we’d become the “Holy Helo” and transport a chaplain to other Navy ships in the area to conduct religious services.

The spectacular scenery only added to the experience. Below us, the five primary volcanoes of the islands rose to their blackened, jagged peaks, only to fall away again to lush green forests, sheer ocean cliffs, and misty plateaus, all rimmed by pristine tropical beaches and turquoise waters.

On most of our training flights—or hops, as we call them—we would make sure to fly the choppers over the island’s best surfing beaches before heading back to base. After landing and debriefing, we’d head to the maintenance board, where we’d share a vital military secret with our peers: which beach had the best surfing conditions that day. It got to the point where the first thing everyone did when they arrived at work was check out the maintenance board to plan their surfing sessions later that day.

After about seven years as a chopper pilot and five moves around the country, I had become a full lieutenant. The money was good, my career was fulfilling, and I was very happily married, with two children at home. But when I heard that the Navy’s Aviation Transition Board was about to accept applications for pilots who wanted to switch “communities” and learn to fly other aircraft, I felt I owed it to myself to at least consider the possibility of moving to fighter jets.

It wouldn’t have been a problem to turn the opportunity aside. I loved being a helicopter pilot and could have easily settled into that life for my entire career. All in all, I was content and comfortable.
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