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Dedication

This book is dedicated to the Marines of Lima Company,

Third Battalion, Eighth Marines—especially to those who

made the ultimate sacrifice in Iraq or Afghanistan. Semper fi.
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Introduction

Throwing Out the Traditional Playbook

Like many veterans who leave the Marine Corps, we were not a natural fit for corporate America, with its tendency towards office politics and overcaution, and its chronic undervaluing of common sense, strategic focus, and true teamwork. We both felt restless and frustrated during our brief experiences at traditionally run companies. So we started our own business and set out to run it very differently, in every possible way—from hiring, training, and culture to operations, sales, customer service, and more.

By the fall of 2013, Lima One Capital was doing well for a two-year-old startup, especially one led by two guys who had started with no experience or connections in real estate finance. We were originating about $3 million in loans every month, with ambitions to expand beyond our first three states of South Carolina, North Carolina, and Georgia. But taking Lima One to the next level would require hundreds of millions in additional capital, an order of magnitude beyond our resources at the time. That’s why we had flown from our home base of Greenville, South Carolina, to Miami, for a half-hour pitch that could change everything.

Our meeting that day, arranged by one of our investment bankers, would be with the billionaire real estate mogul William C. Erbey. We had good reasons to be optimistic. With just nine employees, we were originating 74 percent of all short-term real estate investor loans in Atlanta. We had a scalable model to originate loans in any market, and a smart plan to expand into our next eighteen states. Best of all, Lima One’s early loans were starting to pay off, so we could show investors a record of success. As one of our first investors had told us, “Anyone can make a loan. My five-year-old can make a loan. The question is whether it will pay off. Until investors see that your loans consistently pay off, they will be skeptical. But once you prove that you know what you’re doing, they will keep coming back for more, just like addicts.”

On our way to Erbey’s office, our investment banker asked if we were nervous. Thinking back to the many near-death experiences we had survived during our combat deployment to Iraq, we said no, we weren’t nervous. What was the worst a billionaire could do to us? Being under constant threat of death for seven months had given us a great sense of perspective.

He then warned us that it would seem arrogant and naïve if we told Erbey that our five-year goal was originating $1 billion in annual loans; projecting such massive growth would look too aggressive. This didn’t make much sense to us. Why not be honest about our big ambitions, if we had a plan to back them up? But if this was how the game was played, so be it. We reluctantly agreed to sound modest if Erbey asked how big we wanted to grow.

When we got to his office, we found that Erbey had been holding meetings in thirty-minute increments all day. He was clearly a no-nonsense guy, in his beautiful designer suit, suspenders, and tie. His operational questions showed that he had read our pitch book carefully. We were well prepared with all our answers. Then, as our half-hour slot was nearly over, he said, “I’m really interested in Lima One. Just one more question—how big do you think you can get in the next five years?”

JW, eager to give a straight answer, glanced at our investment banker, who responded with a subtle head shake: don’t do it! JW looked back to Erbey and replied, “We want to grow Lima One into a premier lending company that originates five hundred million dollars in loans annually.”

At that point Erbey closed our pitch book, leaned in, and looked at us. “Well, guys, this has been a great meeting. But at my level, I can’t waste my time on any business that’s not aiming higher. I only invest in lenders that can originate at least one billion dollars annually.”

We left empty-handed and somewhat stunned.

That was the last time we ever assumed that the traditional business playbook would be more effective than our own instincts, honed by our experiences in radically different settings. We threw that playbook away and never looked back.

Marine Corps Values in the Civilian World

The results we ultimately experienced at Lima One Capital were better than we’d ever dared to imagine. By hiring a mix of former Marines, other veterans, and lifelong civilians, and by teaching them the same principles and values that worked for us in combat, we built a team that was deeply committed, focused, creative, empowered, and energized. And we maintained all of those qualities as the staff grew from zero to 200+ over the course of a decade. The value of Lima One grew steadily as well, reaching nine figures when we were finally ready to sell it in 2019. Then we started a new company, GEM Mining, in the even more unfamiliar space of cryptocurrency. Once again, Marine-style leadership is helping us achieve rapid success, even as the crypto industry goes through dramatic ups and downs.

We wrote this book to help leaders and aspiring leaders at startups, Fortune 500 companies, nonprofits, religious and community groups, sports teams, and any other kind of organization. It’s not abstract or theoretical, and mostly avoids military or business jargon. Our goal is to give you a straight-talking, practical guide to what you really have to do to lead like a Marine, even if you’ve never worn a uniform. After Part I shows you why this approach to leadership is so powerful, Part II explores the nine key strategies for leading like a Marine. We explain and illustrate them with true stories from both the Marine Corps and our businesses.

Many civilians assume that the success or failure of a military unit depends on the quality of its weapons and tactics, just as they assume that the success or failure of a business must depend on the appeal of its products. These skeptics see leadership, values, and culture as “touchy-feely” concepts that should be secondary at best, if not outright dismissed as a distraction. Maybe that’s what they were taught when working for traditional companies, but they couldn’t be more wrong. The “touchy-feely” stuff makes all the difference—whether you’re facing a multipronged attack by heavily armed al-Qaeda insurgents, or merely trying to make your quarterly revenue goals.

After you see what we experienced in Iraq, and then in the business world, we believe you’ll agree.

Notes to the Reader

To avoid any confusion between the two Johns, throughout this book we use our nicknames of JW for John Warren and Top for John Thompson. (Top is Marine slang for a master sergeant.) Sections labeled with those nicknames are from the perspective of just one of us.

Most of the names in this book are real, but we have occasionally changed some names and identifying details to protect people’s privacy.





Part I

Unlocking a Better Way to Lead





Chapter 1

Run Towards a Challenge

Walk in Our Boots

While you don’t need to be a Marine to reap the benefits of Marine-style leadership, you will need to walk in our boots for a while to fully understand it. So before we dig into the nine key leadership strategies, let us show you how they actually played out in combat, during a life-or-death crisis in the most dangerous city on earth.

Three years after the US invasion of Iraq deposed Saddam Hussein, Ramadi had declined from a proud and vibrant city into a focal point for anarchy. Four hundred thousand Sunnis inhabited its tightly packed mix of tall buildings and low-rise compounds. Various guerrilla factions, especially al-Qaeda, were engaged in a bloody struggle for power and posed a constant threat to US forces. Whenever we went out on a patrol, we knew that at any moment we might be blown up by an improvised explosive device (IED), shot by a sniper, or hit with a rocket-propelled grenade (RPG). Any seemingly innocent civilian might be a suicide bomber.

The 200+ members of our unit—Lima Company, Third Battalion, Eighth Marines—deployed to Ramadi in early March 2006, flying from North Carolina to Ireland, then to Kuwait, then finally into Iraq. Our mission, in the simplest terms, was to bring order to a sector in chaos.

The company that we replaced made our sector of Ramadi sound grim. They viewed the majority of Sunnis as either open or tacit al-Qaeda supporters, so those Marines defined their mission as disarming the entire population. They patrolled almost exclusively in their Humvees, because they considered foot patrols too dangerous. They counted on the higher-ups at the battalion and regiment levels to provide actionable intelligence. And when they took fire from a house or building, they often called in an air strike to obliterate the building, regardless of any collateral damage. As you’ll see in upcoming chapters, Lima Company would develop a very different and much more effective counterinsurgency strategy. But first we had to get established and defend ourselves.

We divided our time between a forward operating base called Snakepit and an auxiliary building called Outpost Veterans Affairs (OPVA). In contrast to Snakepit, a well-secured area on the outskirts of the city, OPVA was a spartan, lightly defended, three-story building in the heart of Ramadi, one mile away from Snakepit. Before the war, OPVA had been an Iraqi Veterans Affairs office, but Saddam’s government abandoned the building as uninhabitable after it was bombed in 2003. To the Marines, however, nothing is uninhabitable. We surrounded OPVA with walls of sandbags and concrete barriers, and Lima Company’s four platoons rotated weekly duty to defend it. We had snipers on the roof 24/7 and additional Marines manning posts with heavy machine guns and grenade launchers.

By that spring of 2006, Top had been a Marine for nearly seventeen years and was on his fifth combat deployment, his third as Lima Company’s gunnery sergeant. JW, in contrast, was a recently commissioned second lieutenant, commanding an infantry platoon in a combat zone for the first time. Neither of us knew that we were about to face the most violent and intense day of our entire Marine Corps careers. The story of how we came through it is a testament to the power of Marine training and leadership.

The Worst Day

April 17, 2006, started out cool and overcast, with a rare, light drizzling rain. JW began the morning by taking half of First Platoon on a routine patrol out of Snakepit. The morning prayers had just concluded on the loudspeakers of the local mosque. We were in the early stages of blanketing our sector of Ramadi with foot patrols in order to develop greater rapport and trust with local civilians. The remainder of First Platoon was still at Snakepit, along with Second and Fourth Platoons. Everything was quiet, with no signs of insurgent activity.

As JW’s men were starting their patrol, Top headed out from Snakepit to oversee a resupply of OPVA, which was being manned by Third Platoon. He led about a dozen Marines who were unloading trucks with food, water, ammunition, and other essentials. While there, he planned to reinforce some defensive positions and add additional communication lines for Marines in defensive posts.

Top was on the dilapidated roof of OPVA when the morning quiet was disturbed by the sound of distant gunfire. The bursts of fire seemed more intense than usual, but that alone didn’t mean much. Gunfire was the constant background noise of Ramadi, as common as traffic sounds in an American city. It didn’t necessarily signify an unusual threat. Still, Top began to shift into a more alert mode.

His suspicions were soon confirmed when a squad leader for Third Platoon got a troubling report from one of his Marines at a watch post. “Traffic had died off to nothing,” he recalled. “At that point in the deployment, we all knew what was about to happen.” But they didn’t realize that this attack wasn’t typical—it was part of a much larger, coordinated attack by al-Qaeda on multiple US bases throughout Ramadi.

The sounds of enemy gunfire went from distant to close up, as several groups of insurgents began firing at OPVA with machine guns. Everyone on the roof was shooting back. Heading downstairs to coordinate with Third Platoon’s commander, Top heard yells from the roof. He rushed back upstairs, finding Lance Corporal Michael Sarbu bleeding profusely, his leg bone shattered by an enemy’s 7.62mm round.

It would have been easy to panic. But the men didn’t, because their training kicked in. Third Platoon’s Staff Sergeant Emmanuel Anglade rushed to control Lance Corporal Sarbu’s bleeding with a tourniquet before evacuating him by stretcher to the third floor. There he would be stabilized by Corpsman William “Doc” Corso and given morphine until he could be evacuated from OPVA. Staff Sergeant Anglade knew the seriousness of Lance Corporal Sarbu’s condition, but in typical Marine fashion, he tried to lighten the mood: “Shut up. It’s just a freaking flesh wound.”

Despite the jolt of adrenaline and worry caused by Lance Corporal Sarbu’s injury, Top and his men were able to keep going and respond to this highly unusual crisis. For the first time in our deployment, Marines on the roof actually saw enemy machine gunners. (Before that day the insurgents had never showed their faces up close; they would use IEDs or RPGs from a distance, then hide among the civilian population.)

Then things got worse. Another wave of insurgents systematically targeted each of our six guard posts, with direct hits from RPGs. Most of the two-man teams at these posts were knocked unconscious with powerful blasts of explosives and shrapnel. Help was unreachable. When our radio operators attempted to call Snakepit for reinforcements, they found that radio communications had been cut off by the attack.

Suddenly, we had to make all our own decisions. In many organizations, this would have been a disaster, but Marines know that while centralized leadership is great for strategy, small-unit leadership ultimately wins battles. In combat, the situation evolves so fast that small-unit leaders must have the authority and the capability to make split-second decisions and show initiative. When we lost the radios, we were rattled but not defeated. That was fortunate because we were about to face an unthinkable escalation of the attack.

“I remember seeing an incredibly bright orange flash, and I didn’t know if it was coming through the wall or because fire had engulfed the whole building,” recalls one corporal.

Top and his men had taken cover inside OPVA, but the huge explosion threw him backward against the wall. One Marine who was thrown through the plywood door remembers thinking that “a mortar round had landed at my feet because I got thrown so far from the blast.” Many Marines were injured from the blast, most unconscious with severe concussions. “I woke up basically in pitch black and feeling instantly dehydrated, like my nose was clogged,” says another Marine. “My mouth was clogged. My ears were ringing. It was just complete and utter disorientation until the smoke cloud started to dissipate and the sunlight started coming through.”

It was hard to imagine a worse situation. Instead of a brief engagement with a few enemies—the usual—we were facing over a hundred al-Qaeda insurgents, in an assault that would last for hours. A team on the roof could now see insurgents firing from multiple positions across the street, at both OPVA’s front and rear gates. The building was surrounded and facing a coordinated, heavily armed surprise attack. We were outside our normal base, surrounded by the enemy, cut off from communication with HQ, and dealing with totally new strategies. The fireball, we’d later realize, was a suicide bomber in an explosive-packed dump truck, the first one we had encountered.

At any moment the insurgents might charge through the front door or the giant hole in the side wall created by whatever had caused that fireball. If that happened, our wounded and those treating them would be sitting ducks. And with the radio down, there was no way to know how long it would take until reinforcements arrived.

Meanwhile, two miles away at Snakepit, the explosion was loud enough to shake dust off the walls and bring every Marine running out to respond. Lima Company’s commanding officer, Captain Carlos “Max” Barela, and his executive officer, Lieutenant Jason Clark, feared total devastation. “I felt the blast,” recalled Clark. “At first I thought that we’d lost the whole building and everybody down there.” Captain Barela saw the mushroom cloud over OPVA and thought, I just buried a platoon.

Despite these extraordinary circumstances, we were about to pull off a victory. At the end of the day, we would kill fifty to one hundred insurgents without losing a single Marine. How did we do it? While we had some good fortune, the key factor was the leadership choices, discipline, and habits we’d developed over months and years.

Staying Calm under Fire (Top)

Something we’d appreciate later is how much the outcome of April 17 turned on the hard work we put in before the attack. The company had invested so much time and effort into fortifying OPVA, which prevented major serious casualties when the suicide bomber detonated his bomb. Avoiding easy, comfort-based decisions before the attack yielded a huge advantage during the crisis.

Another benefit was the way Marine training helped me stay calm. I had never felt anything like that fireball exploding through the wall and into the center of OPVA. I’d been in IED attacks before, and I’d faced mortar fire, but this was very different. I assumed it was some type of missile.

Everything went silent after the blast, as Staff Sergeant Anglade and I pulled ourselves up and tried to evaluate the situation. We saw a bunch of Marines being carried to corpsmen, unconscious. We then checked the rooftop, where our four posts, manned by eight Marines, had taken heavy fire and direct RPG hits. To our amazement, all four posts had been destroyed, but every Marine was still alive. At this point, my biggest fear was that the insurgents would jump our walls and storm into OPVA, killing or capturing the majority of our Marines. I immediately ran downstairs to the main entry point and lay on the floor, preparing to fire as needed. But no one tried to charge in. Instead, the enemy continued to pound the outside of the building with hundreds of rounds from multiple machine gun positions. Marines would have pressed their advantage if the situation were reversed, but al-Qaeda chose not to run towards the danger. That would make all the difference.

Our radios inside OPVA were still down, but I knew that the command Humvee outside had a strong radio, so I decided to try running to the vehicle.

Just as I reached OPVA’s garage door, another RPG exploded. I’m not ashamed to admit that I was scared shitless. I remember thinking, This is it, I’m about to get killed out in the open. But all of my training had taught me how to stay calm under fire. I ran to the Humvee and climbed in without being hit. Turning the knob and holding down the talk button, I said, “Snakepit, this is Lima Seven, come in Snakepit.” A steady voice responded, “Go ahead, Lima Seven.” It was Lieutenant Clark, who was running combat operations and firmly in control of the situation. He told me that JW’s platoon was on the way, but it might take them a while to reach us if they encountered enemy fire.

As I ran back inside OPVA, my main goal was making sure no one breached the outside barrier. Staff Sergeant Anglade rounded up every available Marine from Third Platoon. Lieutenant Andrew Sherman, commander of Third Platoon, showed true poise under fire and helped direct those Marines into ad hoc rifle positions. I said, “Our mission is to make sure no one gets inside this building. This is our last stand if necessary.” They began to return fire against the insurgents. At that point we received a positive jolt of energy. Captain Barela came over the now-restored OPVA radio with an unforgettable, inspiring message: “If it’s not American, it dies today.”*

Teamwork under Fire (JW)

After concluding our routine patrol, my Marines and I ran into a surprisingly huge number of civilians clogging the main road leading to Snakepit, which we called Route Michigan. All four lanes were filled with pedestrians and traffic fleeing the city, for no apparent reason. After fighting our way through, we pulled into Snakepit for debriefing, then saw a ton of smoke from the direction of OPVA. The command center told us that OPVA was under heavy attack and an unknown number of Marines—maybe all of them—had suffered serious casualties.

First Platoon was the designated quick reaction force (QRF) that day, so I was ordered to lead our entire forty-two-man platoon to OPVA. Each of our two sections had four large Humvees, each with a heavy weapon and gunner in the turret, a driver, a vehicle commander, and one or two Marines in the backseats. Because Marine organizations are often split up into small fireteams, all of my men had experience operating with great independence and authority on their own. That is why I felt totally comfortable tasking my second section, led by my platoon sergeant, to head straight into OPVA and carry out casualty evacuations. I planned to follow with my first section to counterattack the insurgents laying siege outside.

All of First Platoon raced out of Snakepit to engage the enemy.

Just as we got about five hundred meters down Route Michigan, a parked vehicle loaded full of explosives detonated right next to our lead Humvee. As the fireball exploded into the air, I recall thinking, I just lost four Marines. One team leader also thought it was a catastrophic kill, recalling, “The entire vehicle just disappeared. The insurgents timed it perfectly.” But after ten seconds that felt like eternity, we saw that all four Marines had made it out of the smoking wreck of the Humvee, though three were wounded.

Insurgents were now firing at both sections of our platoon in another coordinated attack. I decided to leave the remaining three Humvees from second section at that spot to treat and evacuate the casualties and return fire at the insurgents. One of our Navy corpsmen ran straight to the wounded, despite a lot of gunfire whizzing overhead, while first section and I continued to OPVA. Only five minutes into this engagement, my platoon’s fighting strength was cut in half.

As we got closer, we saw that OPVA was under fire from many different angles—an unprecedented, sustained attack. April 17 was the first time we actually saw groups of insurgents standing and facing us. They were dressed in all black, knit clothes, with masks and sneakers. They looked like a cross between the Viet Cong and American kids dressed like ninjas for Halloween. All carried AK-47s, and some also had grenades or RPGs.

With only four Humvees left, I ordered two to go inside OPVA and evacuate casualties, while mine and one other would counterattack from outside. I ordered my driver to stop just east of OPVA. Using his M240 machine gun from his turret position, one Marine opened fire on the attacking insurgents to the south. Lance Corporal Ryan Garner and I got out and tried to use the hood of the Humvee as partial cover, as we began firing on the same insurgents. I had an M4 with an M203 grenade launcher attached. Lance Corporal Garner rained hell down on them with his M32 semiautomatic grenade launcher, a fearsome weapon that looks like something Sylvester Stallone would carry in Rambo. Lance Corporal Garner recalls hitting “at least six insurgents, probably more. I’ll never forget seeing their arms and legs go flying over the wall. It was very satisfying.”

The sound of weapons firing was so loud that we couldn’t hear our radios. I later found out that the section leader in the other Humvee was yelling through his intercom, warning us about more insurgents approaching from the north, behind us. We were exposed and didn’t see them because we were firing to the south. These new insurgents opened automatic fire on us, their bullets bouncing off our Humvee in all directions. Lance Corporal Garner recalls, “I didn’t even hear the first round, but I could feel the pressure from it. Then I heard another one, and another. I could hear the ping when the next one hit me.”

Lance Corporal Garner went down hard. With so much heavy gear on, it was hard to lift him up into the Humvee, as the shooting continued without pause. When we finally got him inside, we drove for two minutes into OPVA and checked his wounds. As we removed his combat vest and flak jacket, we didn’t see any blood. The round had directly hit Lance Corporal Garner’s body armor, called a SAPI plate. He would be sore but only bruised.

One Cohesive Unit

Meanwhile, the rest of Lima Company was functioning as one cohesive unit, with leaders of all ranks showing initiative. At Snakepit the Marine in charge of base security reinforced his defensive posts with additional Marines. As insurgent small-arms fire escalated against Snakepit, Fourth Platoon fiercely defended the base and returned fire.

Simultaneously, the second section of First Platoon was still on Route Michigan, inspecting other suspicious parked cars that might be packed with explosives. Lance Corporal Blair Paton remembers one car “sitting heavy in the back end. It seemed to be loaded down. So I stepped out and fired a grenade from about a hundred and twenty yards away.” As he suspected, that car blew up like a fireworks factory. More than half of the other cars parked on Route Michigan were also rigged up as IEDs and had to be safely detonated.

Back inside OPVA, Third Platoon ran the urgent casualty evacuation of Lance Corporal Sarbu and other wounded Marines into First Platoon’s Humvees, as the attack continued.

Sergeant Camden MacGregor then led the vehicles with the wounded down a bullet-ridden Route Michigan, speeding “like a scene from Dukes of Hazzard.” Ten minutes later he pulled into Camp Ramadi, which housed the nearest US trauma center. Though Lance Corporal Sarbu had told people he expected to die of his wounds, he found his sense of humor when meeting his surgeon: “Hey, keep an eye on this guy. He’s got a Red Sox cap! I don’t want him to kill me if he knows I’m a Yankees fan.” The Navy surgeon replied, “Don’t worry about it, we’ll take care of you. Just know that you’re going to owe your life to a Red Sox fan!”

After dropping off the wounded, Sergeant MacGregor received word that Third Platoon was short on ammo back at OPVA. He gave the order to his Marines: “If you ain’t shot, get back in the trucks.” They returned to Snakepit for a “smash and grab” to get more ammo, then raced back down Route Michigan. He describes the scene on the road: “Just Armageddon. Columns of smoke, burning cars. There were bodies. It was chaos.”

Corporal Kyle Herl sums up the impact of having a cohesive unit driven by powerful values: “There was no hesitation on the part of anybody. Everyone just started doing what they needed to do. There was zero selfishness. We all showed up and got it done.”

Leadership When the Shooting Stops (Top)

JW and I discussed the situation when he got to OPVA, before he led his two Humvees back outside to rejoin the fight. Al-Qaeda’s hesitance to advance and the tenacity of JW’s men fighting their way to our rescue had turned the tide. For about two hours—an eternity in modern combat—the battle raged as the insurgents continued to hit us with machine guns and RPGs. But then they finally gave up and withdrew.

For several hours after the insurgents retreated, both sections of JW’s platoon made repeated resupply trips between Snakepit and OPVA. They also helped me and the other Marines begin to rebuild the defenses around the building. While they were there, someone snapped a picture of the IED damage to second section’s lead vehicle.

During one of those resupply runs, the enemy set off yet another IED on Route Michigan, this time right next to JW’s own Humvee. Remarkably, no one was seriously injured by the resulting fireball, and they managed to limp back to the relative safety of Snakepit.

Meanwhile, we took a closer look at the blast site at OPVA, and I realized it hadn’t been a missile attack after all—it was worse. A large dump truck, loaded with explosives, had broken through the side gate of OPVA and detonated against our side wall. In the propaganda video later released by al-Qaeda, you can see hundreds of tracer rounds from Third Platoon Marines zinging off that dump truck. But because the truck was armored, and higher-ups at battalion had denied our request for armor-piercing ammo, it couldn’t be stopped before the explosion.


[image: image]
Private First Class Boyd Smith and Lance Corporal David Byers standing in front of their Humvee, which had been hit by a vehicle-borne IED on April 17, 2006.


We later found out that the suicide driver was a Saudi national, recruited by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the leader of al-Qaeda in Iraq. This meant that al-Qaeda was now desperate enough to send suicide bombers against us, in addition to ground fighters with machine guns, IEDs, and RPGs. There might be another all-out assault when we least expected it.

We immediately began repairing the breached wall and reinforcing the building’s security perimeter, and a team of Army engineers inspected OPVA that night. “They told us the building might fall down and we should evacuate,” Lieutenant Sherman recalls. “I replied that there’s no chance in hell I’m going to give the enemy the satisfaction of driving us away.” Instead of evacuating OPVA, Lima Company would keep reinforcing it with sandbags for days to come.

Before lights-out that night I typed up some notes, so I could remember the details of the hardest day of my many years in the Marines. I was tough on myself in those notes. Had I missed some red flags signaling a possible attack in the days or weeks prior? How did the enemy get so close before we spotted them? What could we have done better to prepare? Why weren’t our rooftop posts more fortified? And so on.

But then I started to focus on the positives. None of our Marines had been killed, and we were able to evacuate the wounded for treatment. Most important, we didn’t give up. We stayed calm under fire and quickly planned and executed a response. We took the fight to the enemy and went after them aggressively, for as long as it took to drive them away. We estimated that Lima Company killed between fifty and one hundred insurgents that day, while they killed zero Marines. We didn’t let them destroy OPVA, and we damn sure wouldn’t let them chase us away. In fact, about seven weeks later we would transfer Snakepit to the Iraqi Army, and Lima Company would live full-time at OPVA for the rest of our deployment.

The modern corporate world tends to emphasize safety. While that is an important goal in some scenarios, strong organizations should be staffed with people who run towards a challenge, not away from it. When you go through challenging times together and succeed together, that’s what builds a strong culture, on any kind of team. It’s never some bullshit rah-rah speech from a leader or coach. Because almost everyone in Lima Company was part of the fight that day, one way or another, I knew that April 17 would make the company even more cohesive.

The Best Day (JW)

Later that night, Gunnery Sergeant John Gallagher, a very seasoned combat Marine, warned me that I’d probably find it impossible to sleep, with all the adrenaline pumping from my first real combat experience. He reassured me: “No worries. Job well done.” I went to my bunk, watched an episode of Lost to try to relax, and said my prayers.


[image: image]
Remains of the insurgent dump truck that was detonated on OPVA by a suicide driver on April 17, 2006.


Before falling into a deep sleep, I remember thinking that it had been the most terrifying, chaotic, and exhausting day of my life. But it had also been the best day of my life. I was very proud of First Platoon and Lima Company. We had fully done our duty, confronting a ferocious enemy that tried to kill us over and over. We weren’t merely a well-trained military unit. We were inspired, focused, cohesive, and fully energized to fight like hell and carry out our mission.

On a personal level, while Top had already faced tough combat many times at that point, I was still a relatively green lieutenant. April 17 proved that I really could lead men effectively under fire. Confirming that once and for all, both to myself and to my platoon, felt fantastic.


[image: image]
John Thompson standing inside the crater from the detonation of the suicide bomber on April 17, 2006.
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From left to right: First Sergeant Marty Fenton, Gunnery Sergeant John Thompson, Staff Sergeant Emmanuel Anglade, and Captain Max Barela inspecting the damage caused by the suicide bomber attack on April 17, 2006, at OPVA.


Post-Traumatic Growth

All these years later, we both still think often about April 17—but not because it gave us post-traumatic stress disorder or anything like that. While PTSD is real and damaging to some veterans, many others (a majority, in our experience) go through an opposite phenomenon that psychologists call post-traumatic growth. For these veterans, physically or emotionally painful combat experiences give them inspirational fuel to take on future challenges in civilian life. That’s what happened to us. In fact, we’d go further: our combat experiences directly impacted all our future successes in business.

If we had never faced the crucible of April 17 and the rest of our deployment in Iraq, we never would have built Lima One Capital (and later GEM Mining) the way we did. The Marine Corps gave us an unshakable, 100 percent certainty that its leadership strategies really work. We figured that if Marine-style leadership could turn 200+ diverse individuals into a tightly aligned and highly effective fighting force, even during life-or-death crises, it could probably also work for employees at a startup business.

A few years later, we would have an opportunity to test that hypothesis.






Chapter 2

From Combat to Business

We don’t want to imply that Marine Corps values and leadership strategies made us instantly successful in business. Our progress was actually the opposite of instant. For the first few years we struggled with uncertainty, setbacks, external skeptics, trial and error, and the consequences of our own ignorance. Fortunately, one of the most fundamental values we learned in the Marines was to not give up just because a challenge is exceptionally tough. And as we wrote in the previous chapter, like most Marines we were naturally inclined to run towards a challenge, not away from it. Here’s how our unusual transition from Marines to entrepreneurs played out.

The Bumpy Road from Lima Company to Lima One (JW)

After Lima Company’s deployment to Ramadi ended, I was ordered to transfer to Weapons Company, where I was given command of an 81mm mortar platoon. Then, following a few months of additional stateside training, my platoon deployed on a Marine Expeditionary Unit (MEU) on board a Navy amphibious assault ship. The value of an MEU is that it keeps Marines on constant alert and physically close to a war zone in case they’re needed on short notice. In 2007 that meant either Iraq or Afghanistan, and we were prepared to rush into combat in either country.

But over that entire seven-month deployment, no combat order ever came. The rumor was that the Pentagon didn’t want to send an MEU to Afghanistan because it would look like the United States was losing. So instead of contributing to either war effort, we mostly just sailed around the Mediterranean and the Persian Gulf. I got so frustrated at this wasted opportunity that I decided to decline another term in the military. After four years, two deployments, and then a brief stint at battalion headquarters, I left the Marine Corps in June 2008.

When I got home to South Carolina with no plans or job prospects, I accepted my brother’s offer to join his new social media startup, which he called GadZeus. It was a platform exclusively for fraternity and sorority members, at a time when many entrepreneurs were launching niche variations of Facebook. GadZeus would debut at each new university and see its user numbers spike quickly, because students liked it. But college administrators feared any liability stemming from fraternity and sorority chapters being able to communicate privately. They started to ban GadZeus from one campus after another, and as our user totals crashed, we burned through $300,000 in investors’ money. GadZeus was a humiliating failure, but it taught me the importance of truly understanding a market before jumping in.

After GadZeus I tried to get a conventional job, but employers either ignored me or told me I lacked essential business skills. A couple of places offered me commission-only sales jobs for products I didn’t respect. But I mostly heard what many veterans hear at the end of an interview: “We really admire your service. But even though we’d love to be able to offer you a position, you don’t have the necessary industry experience.”

At this point I had recently married my wife, Courtney, and I felt self-imposed pressure to contribute my fair share of income. Continuing to pound the pavement, I landed an interview with Gerber Taylor, a Memphis, Tennessee, investment firm founded by several veterans. At the end of a great meeting, one of them told me, “You don’t have the skills to work here yet, but if you get into business school, we’ll hire you for the summer. Then we’ll hire you full-time after you finish your MBA.” I told them I’d consider their offer, but the thought of two years in business school wasn’t appealing.

As I was walking out, one of the partners, a former Navy SEAL named Bill Ryan, pulled me aside. “I didn’t want to contradict my partners, but you don’t need an MBA. You need to go into real estate investing, where ninety-nine percent of the people don’t think strategically. All they do is follow the current trends, adding more and more leverage until the market crashes. Then they blame the market. If you’re not stupid or reckless, in this depressed market you can build a sustainable business.” I will forever be indebted to Bill, a stranger who changed my life.

I had always loved real estate. Even before going into the Marines, I’d bought, renovated, and flipped two investment properties
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