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Praise for Perseverance > Endurance


“Supremely entertaining and brilliantly practical. Two former Army special operators translate their extraordinary experiences into invaluable lessons for leadership and life. They can’t make your journey easier, but their hard-earned wisdom will make you better prepared for it.”


—General Stanley McChrystal, CEO and Chairman, The McChrystal Group, and New York Times Bestselling Author, Team of Teams


“Perseverance > Endurance is a must-read for leaders at every level. Blayne and Brandon served our country with honor and distinction, leading soldiers under the most challenging of circumstances in Afghanistan and Iraq. They’ve brought hard-earned lessons from the battlefield to help organizations build a culture that thrives during periods of adversity.”


—Don Faul, CEO, CrossFit


“Life is defined by the moments that matter. The difference between those of us who rise up to meet those moments and those of us who falter all too often comes down to perseverance. This book serves as the definitive guide for anyone, of any age, in any profession, to persevere and conquer those moments.”


—Jake Wood, CEO, Groundswell; Cofounder and Executive Chairman, Team Rubicon; and Author, Once a Warrior


“Blayne and Brandon’s shared experiences—marked by both triumphs and setbacks—provide a compelling road map for leaders navigating adversity. This is an essential read for those dedicated to leading with strength and resolve.”


—Ann Terry, CEO, Special District Association of Colorado, and Chairman of the National Coalition of Special Districts


“Without mission and purpose, we’re all lost. This book is a great and honest story of what it means to have it and lose it, and find it again in service to others, even when that service looks very different—as it must. I’m proud of Blayne and Brandon for sharing their stories like this, and turning it into lessons that are useful for any and all of us who want to be better parents, teammates, and leaders.”


—Jason McCarthy, Founder and CEO, GORUCK


“I have been blessed to have Brandon and Blayne in my life for many years. To say I was their leader is an overstatement. This book, built on their experiences, continues to be an opportunity to learn from them. Change is now an everyday opportunity that we all can learn from, prepare for, and execute better for our teams and our businesses. This book is an opportunity for all of us to lead better.”


—Michele Zwickl, Senior Vice President, Core Lab Solutions, Siemens Healthineers


“The best leaders are both students and practitioners. Blayne and Brandon have been forged in the crucible of combat. Theirs are stories of perseverance and leadership through adversity and challenge. I am grateful for their generosity in sharing their hard-earned wisdom. All leaders—at all levels—will benefit tremendously from this book.”


—Seth Bodnar, President, University of Montana


“No one is better suited to write a book about leadership than a former Army Ranger and Green Beret; Brandon and Blayne prove that in spades in Perseverance > Endurance. Leaning on decades of combined experience in both the military and corporate America, they beautifully illustrate principles that will make you both a better leader and a better person. From helpful charts to easy-to-understand analogies that don’t get bogged down in military jargon, this book belongs on the desk of any business leader or entrepreneur who wants to be better tomorrow than they were yesterday.”


—Marty Skovlund Jr., Vice President of Social Media Content & Strategy, Black Rifle Coffee Co., and Author, Send Me


“Sometimes raw, always honest. Brandon and Blayne call upon their military service and corporate experiences to lay out a simple yet highly insightful way to traverse these challenges while emerging as a more elevated version of yourself. Whether you are at the beginning or end of your professional journey, the lessons and principles in this book are easily digested, which is why this book should always be within arm’s reach.”


—Jason Sak, Country Manager, North America, ThermoFisher Scientific Protein Diagnostics Division


“We live in a world of rapid change, and Perseverance > Endurance gives us the tools to rise to the occasion. Told through Brandon and Blayne’s lived experiences, Perseverance > Endurance offers an innovative perspective on leadership with a dose of humility—real, raw at times, authentic, and actionable. This book offers human-first, actionable steps to help teams persevere, regardless of your industry. I think this is a book that I’ll need to read and read again.”


—Sarah Roberts, Chief of Staff, Customer Success and Insights, LinkedIn


“In my decade of knowing Blayne Smith and Brandon Young, they have proven themselves time and time again to be exemplary leaders, thinkers, and storytellers. Perseverance > Endurance weaves their lived experiences (especially from their years in Special Operations) and empirical evidence to share insights on how to persevere through adversity. Their approach unpacks the difference between perseverance and endurance—with lessons and plenty of take-home tips to apply to your business and personal life. This is a great addition to any library.”


—Caroline Angel, PhD, Principal, Reintegrative Health Initiative, and Adjunct Professor, University of Pennsylvania School of Nursing


“Powerful, insightful, and deeply resonant . . . Perseverance > Endurance distills the essence of grit and growth in the face of life’s toughest challenges. This book won’t calm the leadership waters, but it will help you navigate with confidence and purpose.”


—Jared Lyon, President and CEO, Student Veterans of America


“If leaders are going to take their companies to the next level, they must be clear-eyed and confident about their circumstances and their ability to change them for the better. To that end, The Ridgeline of Adversity is the first and final say!”


—Will Cunningham, Author, Magnet Ass and the Stone-Cold Truck Hunters


“These are two of the highest-caliber people I know, and they live what they espouse in their leadership guidance. They’ve invested the time and energy to understand leadership and provide invaluable, hard-earned insights for leaders facing various adverse situations and circumstances. Whether you’re a CEO or first-time leader, the principles in this book will help you seize opportunities and problem-solve more effectively.”


—Todd Alton, CEO, Public Trust Advisors
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For our families and for our teammates—both here and gone.


Your perseverance inspires us, and we strive to make you proud.


Blayne & Brandon










PREFACE



So, no kidding, there we were, sipping some seriously strong coffee at a Tampa bodega after 48 hours of whiteboards, big ideas, and practical thoughts about starting a leadership development company. We have to do this, we thought.


It was January 2020, 10 years after we first met in Orlando at a national sales meeting, where we felt like fish out of water in our suits and ties. We’d figured out how to sell, win, and lead in this new environment, but we could sense in each other that we were built for something different. Still, we’d embraced the shock of dealing with angry clients, constant rejection, and the long, lonely miles to learn how to be businesspeople. But we had marched hard miles before.


In 1997, we entered the US Army, Blayne through West Point and Brandon through Ft. Benning’s* Sand Hill. Over the next 12 years, we endured brutal training, honed our craft, led soldiers, and deployed to combat. A lot. Brandon as a Ranger in the 75th Ranger Regiment and Blayne as a Green Beret in the 3rd Special Forces Group. We experienced the full range and depth of the human experience—love, anger, brotherhood, fear, exhilaration, guilt, fulfillment, and profound loss. We achieved great victories, witnessed astonishing scenes, and survived harrowing moments, all forever etched in our memories.


We exited service around the same time, hoping to turn the page and live “normal” lives. We took corporate jobs and did our best to adapt and make a living while quietly struggling through the adversity of post-service reintegration. On the home front, we were trying to hold together families ravaged by war, separation, and loss. We made so many mistakes, but we kept marching. We translated our combat leadership into business leadership and learned through our victories and defeats. From 2010 to 2020, we led teams; generated more than $200 million in revenue for the companies we represented; built strategic partnerships with the likes of Nike, Walmart, Microsoft, Starbucks, and Amazon; and grew a small veteran-serving nonprofit to become one of the most respected in the country, operating in 212 locations with more than 150,000 members. All the while, we built and rebuilt families and served our communities.


By January 2020, we felt gravity pulling us back together, and we couldn’t shake the idea of starting a leadership development company. Truth be told, we’d tried to talk each other out of founding a leadership consulting firm for a decade, and it just didn’t stick. We started Applied Leadership Partners in March 2020, just days before the COVID-19 pandemic shut down the world. With no way to meet new prospective partners and three commitments canceled, we did what we do best: we persevered through adversity, and we led people through uncertainty.


In the summer of 2020, MZ, the vice president of a $250 million commercial division of a global medical diagnostics company, reached out to us. Her division included sales, operations, marketing, and finance functions, with five hundred employees operating across the United States. Like most of us, the 66 high-performing leaders in MZ’s division were experiencing the early signs of prolonged adversity in their business: frustration, failed objectives, disengagement, and rumors. They needed help, and by Q4 of 2020, we’d suited up and joined the team, adjusting to the virtual field of play. Throughout the pandemic, we stayed with this leadership team and brought a steadying presence by relaying principles and frameworks for leading teams through adversity.


The results were profound, as MZ shares: “You have changed how we lead and behave as a team. You made us better. We ended 2021 with record growth and didn’t slow down well into the summer of 2022. Thank you! Our entire team, especially our front-line leaders, owe you a debt of gratitude. You walked us through the dark days of COVID-19, and we came out better because of you!” We remain with MZ and her team as we navigate the post-COVID-19 world.


JL, another client of ours, assumed responsibility in the summer of 2021 for the business development team of a large insurance provider covering the southeastern United States. Change always brings challenges, even when it is healthy; moreover, leadership changes surface an array of necessary adjustments and undercover resistance. JL brought us in to help his team establish a common leadership language, to launch a clear and compelling brand message rooted in their mission, and to conduct our Applied Value Creation business development training—a program birthed from our experience.


Though the challenges of change are common, every team is unique because teams are the sum total of their people, and all people are uniquely valuable. After we worked with JL’s team for the past few years, its performance has improved while its retention has been steady. JL reflects upon our work together: “You are not going to find very many people who could walk in here and do what Blayne and Brandon do. Their ability to engage the whole team, guide the discussion, listen thoughtfully, and then distill down concepts into something clear and concise is unheard of and helps us out significantly. This investment was thoroughly worth it!”


Yet another client, TA, became the president of a financial firm with more than $7 billion in assets under management at the beginning of 2021. The firm emplaced this leadership change after a capital event while navigating the uncertainty of COVID-19 and market fluctuations. As the company evolved in the market, TA sought support and advice to increase his effectiveness, strengthen organizational culture, and navigate ongoing marketplace uncertainty. Through weekly coaching calls with the senior executive team and quarterly topical leadership development sessions with the larger leadership group, we have helped the team embrace the opportunity to grow during significant change and challenges.


Throughout this period of growth, TA’s firm lost a critical senior leader to a new opportunity, creating more uncertainty. However, they used this transition to springboard into a new era for the company even as they kept growing. We have remained with them as they constituted a new senior leadership team from within the organization, spread empowerment throughout the firm, focused on key objectives that lead to overall success, and increased the company’s resilience. TA shares, “In the last few years, we took the company from 0.5 to 3× its EBITDA, exited employees who were long seen as inhibitors of growth and obstructors of effectiveness, and retained all employees who have been critical to the company while buying up on talent.”


Leadership is hard, especially if you care. But it doesn’t have to be lonely. This book is about becoming the leader that a situation calls us to be by persevering through adversity. We have distilled the key concepts for leading with resilience and leading teams to achieve their next big victory. The book sums up the hard-earned wisdom we’ve gained from more than 25 years of leading teams through some of the most challenging and austere circumstances on the planet.


We will share with you the same principles and frameworks that helped MZ, JL, and TA forge more effective teams through their crucibles—the same principles we share with the thousands of leaders we serve every year. We know you will find it useful for your journey today. And we know you are on the precipice of your next great victory. We’re here to help see you through it.


We are with you.


Blayne and Brandon, 2024





* Renamed Ft. Moore in 2023.










INTRODUCTION



Perseverance Is Greater Than Endurance




BLAYNE SMITH AND BRANDON YOUNG





Though close cousins, perseverance and endurance are not the same. To successfully lead teams in uncertain times, leaders must understand and embrace how they differ to increase their ability to persevere through adversity. To help you do this, let’s start by parsing out the important (though sometimes subtle) differences between perseverance and endurance.


Endurance is exerting the effort required to overcome a defined period of hardship.


Perseverance is transforming to achieve amid continuous and unpredictable adversity.


Endurance is admirable and valuable—critical to success because we must all dig deep at one point or another to push through hardship. We register for endurance sports because we want to know we can overcome hardship. We want to press our limits and see what we find on the other side—to know that we can do far more than our minds tell us. Thus, we have a slew of endurance sports that occupy our fitness and recreation aims: marathons, obstacle course races, century rides, triathlons, GORUCKs,* and so on. Yet there are no perseverance sports, because we’re all already registered for the great perseverance sport called Life.


Life is not a series of marathons, where the distances are daunting but known. Rather, life is fraught with uncertainty. Life has checkpoints and stages but no clear mile markers or aid stations. Sometimes in life, we don’t even get the T-shirt, even though we’ve run the race to the best of our abilities. Endurance sports give us clearly defined distances, courses, fueling stations, and yes, even T-shirts that say we did it. However, when it comes to life and leadership, there are no real finish lines. So while there will be times when we must lean on endurance, far more often life requires perseverance.


If moments of hardship require endurance, the true adversity brought about by change and uncertainty requires perseverance. Adversity results from hardships that compound in uncertain times for an unknown duration. And while hardship is the event that challenges us, adversity is the course that transforms us. Hardship is singular in this effect. Adversity is plural. Hardship is predictable and present. Adversity is unpredictable and always imminent. Whereas endurance manifests as a refusal to give way amid a particular hardship, perseverance requires us to give way in the right direction amid adversity. Endurance requires us to hold on. Perseverance invites us to move on.


Consider it this way. With endurance, as we move from point A to point B, by the time we get to point B we are essentially a more tired version of ourselves. Not so with perseverance. By the time we get to point B, we are different from the people who started at point A. We have transformed to overcome adversity. We have grown. The experience has forever changed us. Perseverance forces us to become the person or the team that the situation requires us to be, even when we don’t want to!


Because we do not typically go from one hardship in life straight into the next, we cannot train and prepare for the continuous challenges of life with a marathon mindset. We may engage certain hardships with endurance, but we cannot go from marathon to marathon because our lives are truly more analogous to walking a great ridgeline (a connected string of mountaintops) with all its peaks and valleys. To live and lead well, we must persevere when there is no marked course, whenever the ups and downs hit us, and when we are scared that we aren’t enough. This is why we wrote this book.


We illustrate the difference between perseverance and endurance this way.


[image: image]


This book is all about persevering in the face of adversity. It is about the long game. It is about fixing our gaze on the horizon, even when the terrain before us is intimidating. And since this can be a bit abstract, we offer a framework for perseverance to give you something to hold on to. It’s a place to start from, regardless of where you are within an organization or wherever your organization is at the time.


Perseverance is marked by five factors: change, uncertainty, acceptance, choice, and growth. We will explore these in greater detail throughout the book, but to make sure everything is clear, let’s view perseverance and its valiant cousin, endurance, through each of the five factors:




	
Change: Factors outside of our control change fast and often. With endurance, changes are difficult but predictable. Expectations are generally met; we get what we signed up for. With perseverance, changes are difficult and unpredictable. Perseverance occurs when we’re faced with the shit that wasn’t in the brochure. The reality turns out to be far worse, or at least much different, than expected.



	
Uncertainty: We are confronted with situations beyond our training or capabilities. With endurance, we’re shaken but confident. We feel the difficulty of the situation, but we know we can make it. In perseverance, our confidence is shaken. We aren’t sure we will make it. We question our abilities and skills, and feel unsettled. Fear is the defining emotion of uncertainty.



	
Acceptance: Accept the consequences, embrace the reality of the situation, and surrender what we cannot control. With endurance, we plan for the expected and have no sense of or concern for the unknown. In perseverance, however, we do consider the unknown. We must hope for the best but prepare for the worst. We are confronted by our limitations and lack of control. We don’t have to like it, but we must accept it.



	
Choice: Choose to become your creeds, values, and ethos and become the person the team and the situation call for. Endurance requires us to solve practical problems with skills-based solutions. Perseverance calls us to solve novel problems with character-based solutions. Choice is the decisive point of perseverance, where we decide if we are truly willing to face adversity and grow to meet it.



	
Growth: We will emerge on the other side changed; we may not feel whole immediately, but we will be better, wiser leaders, ready for the next big challenge. Endurance challenges us. Perseverance changes us. We don’t get to choose the time when destiny calls us into who we are created to be. We just get to choose whether or not to answer when it does. The fire will refine us, and we will be stronger for it, recognizing that growth may take time and reflection.






Leaders who persevere through adversity forge stronger teams, execute bold strategies, and win regardless of the challenges. They bounce back from setbacks and bring their teams along with them, refusing to fold in the face of fear. Perseverance is greater than endurance.


To begin our exploration of perseverance, we must take you back to a time when we—as young leaders—were steeped in the necessity and superiority of perseverance over endurance.


We must return to formative days that transformed our character.


We must return to times and pains best forgotten.


We must return to the war.





* To learn about the team-building GORUCK Challenge, please visit https://www.goruck.com/pages/the-goruck-challenge.
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Winter Strike 2003




BRANDON YOUNG





PART I: THE KANTIWA VALLEY


4:30 AM. The alarm breaks the pitter-pattering of one more rainy Washington morning. After another long night, I leave Kelly and our baby curled up in bed. Ranger School tests you with sleep deprivation and starvation. It prepares you to lead men with your best when they are at their worst. It does not prepare you to lead a family.


The scant moments I’m home feel like “baby phase” of Ranger School, an additional opportunity to renew my leadership capabilities under sleep deprivation and exhaustion. I’m confident I’m getting a NO-GO rating, but Kel is gaining full marks. The only grader on this patrol is in my head; he is a relentless scorekeeper. His voice sounds like my father’s. He is a bastard and a liar.


At least some things Rangering has taught me are beneficial in the home. Weaving my way silently through the maze of moving boxes scattered about the floor in the predawn blackness is effortless. It is October 2003. The last couple of years have been chaotic enough for us to seek reprieve from the Global War on Terrorism and grab a chance to connect as a young family. We are hopeful for the break, with orders to Ft. Benning, Georgia, and a chance for me to be an Assessment and Selection instructor at the 75th Ranger Regiment headquarters. We’ve earned it. Stalking through the cardboard jungle, I softly kiss Kel good-bye on the way out the door.


I drive on autopilot. Old Nisqually Road rests under a canopy of dripping evergreens. I barely notice the turns as my breath sends wisps of fog across the cold car. It feels good to head to work in comfort. The last few years have taught me that moments of comfort are hard to come by as a Ranger in a world at war. Moments like car doors abating the rain, roads being thoughtless pathways, and dinner cooked by a beautiful woman you call yours. I’m off to work for the day, hopeful to hit the beer light early for the boys and get steak on the grill by 5:30. I’m hopeful we can get to bed early tonight too. Hopeful the baby will sleep. Hopeful that Kel and I can have some mommy–daddy time. Hopeful to wake up tomorrow without pain and the need for a pot of coffee to get me to lunch. But hope is not a strategy.


I went to work that rainy October morning and came home in December.


I am a Squad Leader in 1st Platoon (PLT), Charlie Company (Co.), 2nd Battalion, 75th Ranger Regiment. We’re known as the “Madslashers,” a legendary name earned by our predecessors in the 1980s—the storied Army Rangers, famed since the 1700s for suicide missions. The country expects its Special Operators to conduct direct-action raids and special missions in politically unstable environments at a moment’s notice. Our business is to close with and destroy the enemies of our country, and we are the best in the business. At this point, I’ve been deployed to Afghanistan twice, Jordan once, and various training missions in between since the towers fell just two years prior. Those years have been a blur, highlighted by seasons of pain and tiny moments of joy: becoming a husband, a father, and a combat leader.


When the towers fell on 9/11, Kelly and I were engaged to be married that December—two kids who met one night in a bar the weekend before Valentine’s Day in 2000. By the summer of 2001, we had decided to build a life together. We never imagined that life would be marked by death and war. Kelly’s mother, Judy, broke the news that summer that her cancer had returned. When Kelly was a baby, Judy had ocular melanoma that took her eye but left her with twenty years to raise two kids with her husband, Lou. They were heroes to us. Lou was especially a hero to me, having lost my father at 11 to his addictions to women, money, and anything he could do to score either.


While recovering from chemotherapy, Judy watched the towers fall from her hospital bed at St. Pete’s in Olympia. September 11, 2001, was her 53rd and final birthday. Six days later, on September 17, she had a day of clarity while in hospice care. Kelly and I called a justice of the peace over and married in the living room. Judy died two days later. Eight days after that, I was in Jordan for a preplanned training event that had turned into a potential forward staging area for the invasion of Afghanistan. Our sister Battalion, 3/75, would take that honor while we bitterly watched CNN from a tent on the outskirts of Amman. How foolish we were. Like kids wanting ice cream, having no idea our tummies would be sick before long.


Thirty days into the trip to Jordan, I called Kelly from a morale phone for the first time. “I’m pregnant,” she said. The news hung in the tent with the desert dust. Eight months later, Jaden Jude was born in Seattle while I listened over a satellite phone in Bagram. Being absent at his birth was a blow to the soul that the scorekeeper refused to let me live down. Missing it was a choice that I covered with a lie for 15 years. I chose the war. I would be damned if I was going to miss leading my Rangers in combat. But that was not something a man could explain to his new bride.


I made it home in July 2002, just a few weeks after Jaden’s birth. Bitter and ashamed, I drove on. Right on to Ft. Benning for NCO school. The day after Christmas 2002, we deployed back to Afghanistan and got stuck there while the war in Iraq kicked off in March 2003. The lost company of Rangers, C Co. 2/75 plus 3rd PLT (Earth Pigs) A Co. 2/75, remained in Afghanistan while the rest of the Regiment took it to Saddam with the big Army. We made it home again by the summer, figuring we might get some reprieve until our next rotation in 2004. We figured wrong. C Co. 2/75 spent most of 2003 in Afghanistan, and the powers that be decided that we (and the rest of the 75th Ranger Regiment) would return to finish off the winter.


War in JSOC* is a bitch that way.


My Company’s First Sergeant, 1SG G., reminded me of this in no uncertain terms when the balloon went up that October morning in 2003. A mountain of a man, 1SG G. had just moved to Washington from Georgia as I was trying to move to Georgia from Washington.


In a few words, he confronted me with the cold truth of the Ranger life when the country called.


“You’re coming.”


Pleading with him was fruitless, though I tried my best to explain the problem that leaving would cause my family. The movers were scheduled and the house was half-packed with a sale pending.


“Figure it out. My wife is figuring out how to unpack a home on her own. Your wife is figuring out how to pack yours.”


It was hard to argue that point standing at parade rest in his new office—new, with bare walls. No matter how high in the food chain you are, there’s always someone higher. Candidly, this was not a man ever to argue with. Though he was new to the 2nd Ranger Battalion, he was a well-known Ranger from the 3rd Ranger Battalion who had jumped in the initial invasion. So he immediately had our respect. And he had a new company to take to war that needed all of its squad leaders, especially one of its senior leaders. As the Weapons Squad Leader, I was the third-highest ranking man in the 40-man platoon (behind the Platoon Sergeant and the Platoon Leader) and responsible for the platoon’s most casualty-producing weapons: three M240B medium machine guns. I was also the company master explosives breacher. When you’re a young Ranger, you pray to be deemed “mission critical” someday. The title loses its luster when you’re an absentee husband and father.


Arriving at Bagram was always an interesting game of I Spy—a new shower trailer here, a new gym clamshell there. Sometimes, you’d get a jeep marked up by the previous battalion with words like “Hate Train” written on it that would feel like a love letter from a friend. I’d giggle and know that my buddy John from 1/75 was here. We’d gone to the Ranger Indoctrination Program (R.I.P.),* Ranger School, and NCO school together, and he was a model Ranger leader. Other times, you’d return to find the “Hate Train” in a heap, blown up, beat up, or broken down in the mountains. The once reliable vehicle that carried us on long, dark roads was destroyed—no longer trustworthy. No news on John meant that he went unscathed by whatever took the jeep out. It was just another deployment. Bunkers were improved, tents got wooden frames, and the old shower tent graduated to a shower trailer, making it, among other things, harder for Cesar to steal your towel and clothes while you were showering.


We settled in and received our missions from bleary-eyed Operations Officers held upright with coffee and tobacco. Winter Strike 2003 was a go. The entire 75th Ranger Regiment in one place, at one time, on one mission. The last time we were all together was Ranger Rendezvous 2001, a celebration and change of command occurring every two years at Ft. Benning. Rendezvous is replete with sporting competitions, camaraderie, and tomfoolery. Rendezvous 2001 was marked by retiring the black beret that the Army had commandeered and exchanging it for the tan beret. We never could have known our coveted tan berets would become a symbol of transformation over 20 years of war in the desert. Winter Strike 2003 was a significant operation in the early years of that era and was the largest SOF† counterinsurgency operation of the time.


Moving one Ranger Battalion through the mountainous northern region of Afghanistan was a feat unto itself; the Joint Special Operations Task Force moved all three! The initial push was deep into the Hindu Kush mountain range of the Nuristan province through a complex series of C-130 flights, MH-47 lifts, and vehicle convoys. Thousands of Special Operators moved through Jalalabad, Asadabad, and Nangalam, an otherwise forgettable stop on the Pech Valley Road. The Pech Road skirted the Pech River, leaving scant space for towns and villages beneath towering mountains. To the locals, it was home. To us, it was Route Blue, “IED Alley.”


Improvised explosive devices (IEDs) became a common issue in the mountainous region. Though the war had just turned two, IED Alley had already claimed countless vehicles and lives from roadside bombs, particularly between checkpoints 2 and 3: Watapur and Nangalam. Just east of Route Blue was our home away from home for the previous spring, Asadabad, a fishbowl, rocket-magnet-of-a-shithole firebase. A-bad got rocketed or mortared four to five times a week by the insurgents running arms and ammunition across the border with Pakistan. At first, you couldn’t tell if the explosions were incoming (theirs) or outgoing (ours), but after a few weeks, you learned to tell the difference. You also learned when the incoming fire was close, and when to stay in your rack or get to the bunkers.


We knew the roads of the Kunar and Pech Valleys—the mountains and the villages—inside and out, having spent the bulk of the year negotiating Route Blue at night to avoid mine strikes and providing Quick Reaction Force to units with killed vehicles whose crews insisted on driving during the day. The first rule of traversing Route Blue was identical to the first rule of dealing with explosives: respect it. We had made the long trek back to the Kunar and Pech Valleys, arriving at FOB Catamount in Nangalam, an abandoned Russian outpost from the ’80s, now occupied by the 10th Mountain Division. Rangers pooled like brooding waters in a flash flood, ready to break whatever lay in our path. The 75th Ranger Regiment was fully massed for combat for the first time since Operation Just Cause, Panama, in 1989. And my mates and I were right in the middle of it.


Mac and I sat on ammo crates, watching the storm clouds gathering.


“It’s like Ranger Rendezvous without sports,” I said.


Mac chuckled. He always had a great laugh. I loved getting him going.


“Or beer!” I added.


“Yeah. Shitty Ranger Rendezvous,” Mac said.


The lanky North Carolinian and I were squad leaders together for two years before he moved to the Battalion Recce section. Losing Mac was tough. We lost more than just Mac before this deployment, though. Jason had been our Platoon Leader (PL) for two years. The chipper Pennsylvanian was a shade or two from albino with curly blond hair and a cheerful affect. Jason was one of the finest combat leaders I have ever served with. We spent countless patrols together when I was an assault squad leader and he was the command and control. He was dealt a poor hand after OEF 1* when we lost our Platoon Sergeant (PSG), Chad, by accidental discharge during a training exercise. The importance of the PSG cannot be understated. Though he technically reports to the PL, the PSG is the most senior man in the platoon by time, experience, capabilities, and competencies. The PSG holds the wisdom and holds the platoon together. There’s a reason we call them “Platoon Daddy.” Chad was as good as they come—a legend. His replacement was not. Jason, Mac, Tony, me, and Donnie held the platoon together through OEF 2.


Donnie was my cribbage partner and so much more. He taught me a lot. Donnie’s squad and I were always teamed up for section patrols once I became the Weapons Squad Leader. As such, I provided the command-and-control element with the machine gun team; Kris, the forward observer; and Charlie, the enlisted tactical air controller (a US Air Force Special Operator). Donnie was the maneuver squad leader with his two fire teams. We were unstoppable in the mountains. One night, we got two hours into a patrol, and a nasty storm popped us in the mouth. We could either head back down the treacherous gains we had fought for or hunker down while the storm passed. We stayed in a hide site all day with sheets of rain screaming sideways across the ground. Donnie kept crawling under my poncho every few hours and saying, “I think it’s the tail end of it,” with a wry grin. It became a joke for the whole section. We’d troop the line, sidle up next to the boys, and say, “I think it’s the tail end of it.”
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