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Dedication

The price of freedom has a name, and a story.

Daniel Greer, EJ Pate, Adam Benjamin, Chris McDonald, Jeff McDonald, and so many others perished while defending or after defending our freedom. I dedicate this work and the message it reveals to these eternal sentinels, to whom we are forever indebted. This book isn’t just an imperfect memorial for those men but also our best attempt to show what lies ahead—how their legacy lives on through the new lives touched and love given, those who forged unbroken bonds with the best we left behind.




Epigraph

“Son, anything worth your time and sweat is worth doing right. Take the time to do it right the first time. You don’t always get a second chance.”

—Joseph Edgar Jones, my daddy
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Introduction

Bonds are forged in many ways, much like how battlefields can take many forms. Yes, the deserts of Iraq and the poppy fields of Afghanistan were littered with IEDs and bullets whizzing by, but the land mines laid by our mistakes and choices in life are just as dangerous and come with less training. You might not expect that coming from a guy who actually stepped on an IED, but I believe it.

“Growing up,” for me, was a time of learning absurdly simple, yet invaluable lessons. Growing up poor. Growing up in the South. Growing up the son of a brick mason and a house cleaner. Perhaps most importantly, growing up in a big, close family. I learned early to appreciate things, as we couldn’t afford many luxuries and had to make what we did have last. We lived in a 1966 single-wide with one 220-volt plug-in. Meaning in the summertime, when the temps neared 100 degrees and humidity made the air feel heavy, we could either use a window-unit AC or have the clothes drying . . . so yeah, my clothes usually dried on a line, and through June often turned yellow from pollen. I learned to love the heat. If the modesty of our homestead didn’t force me to learn that, laying brick and block in the July Georgia sun was something you either grew to enjoy or you just lived a tortured existence.

We didn’t have the time or money to call a repairman, so you learned to make it, fix it, or have a friend who could. Living poor is a hands-on lifestyle. My dad, the oldest of three sons, was stoic in some ways, and a complete cutup in others. He stood at five feet eight on a good day and his dad, brothers, and I, his teenage son, were all well over six feet tall. Yet he commanded respect from all of us. We all lived next to each other. Worked together, ate meals together, vacationed together, and got through the tough times together, as a family. Above all, we respected him because he had the intellect and patience to learn any skill necessary. He was a mason by trade. Having “graduated” in the eighth grade, he could do long division in his head, but not on paper. He could figure square footage or degrees of slope seemingly by instinct. He could add and subtract in the standard measuring system as easily as units of ten. But we respected him most because of how much he valued two things: hard work and relationships.

My dad had a talent for spouting sage wisdom in extremely simple terms. He once told me, “Son, don’t complain about the rain . . . complain about its timing.” He had a lot to say about work, too:

“Anything worth doing is worth doing right.”

“Take the time to do it right the first time. That’s faster than having to redo it.”

But his best advice was about people. For all the discipline and perfection that he expected from himself, he taught me the value of having grace and acceptance for others. He once told me, when I was upset that a buddy was avoiding paying me back some money I’d loaned him, “Never loan a friend more money than your friendship is worth.” Then, when I told him the excessively high amount of money I’d loaned, he just chuckled and said, “Well, son, as long as someone owes you, you’ll never go broke.”

He even had such wisdom when it came to dating. My youngest uncle raced dirt-track late models semiprofessionally, so I spent most weekends at a racetrack helping our family-owned race team successfully compete against teams with much more money. Another driver had three daughters, all close to my age. Going into high school all three had a crush on me and let me know about it.

In my immaturity, I was rude to them collectively. When my dad heard about it, he decided the best course of action was to take me for one of his infamous “loaferin’” rides, which were generally hours longer than advertised and consisted of mostly country roads and silent window-gazing. As a toddler, this was how he got me to sleep when I was pitching a bad fit; as a teenager, it was the only way he knew to start a conversation with me. While we were riding down a dirt road he started abruptly, “Son, be kind to those girls. Even if you don’t like them. To have the affection of woman is a gift. You don’t have to like them back, but respect that they chose you and that should mean something.” I didn’t have much to say back; at that early age I was piecing together what it meant to be a man, and he’d just dropped a big dose of wisdom on me. Something I knew was important and could put into practice easily enough, but would take years to truly understand.

His overall outlook on people, relationships, and the eventual bond we share with those in our lives was one of hard-earned perspective and surprising optimism. In simple southern terms he was usually described by those who knew him as the kind of man who would “give a stranger in need the shirt off his back.” He knew from a life of manual labor and struggle what I myself would learn as a Marine: the bond we share with those who choose to be in our lives can be one of lifelong commitment to one another. Such a bond can’t be forced, but it is worth the effort. Or in my dad’s words, “Nothing worth your effort comes easy, and anything worth doing is worth doing right.”

These days, it seems we live in a society that’s lost touch with itself. We socialize online, we date through cattle-car apps, making huge determinations of a person’s worth with a glance and swipe. We order food to be delivered, attend church in our living rooms, and “working from home” is an ever more popular occupation. As a populace we’ve traded necessary human bonds for efficiency and convenience. Likewise, when veterans returned home from the last long war, Vietnam, their goals were simple but huge. Marry the homecoming queen, take over Dad’s hardware store, buy that house on Main Street and start a family. To most veterans coming home from our war, those goals are too small, yet that big, beautiful world we’re accessing online leaves little more than detachment and loneliness in our lives.

However, for many people in this book, the military provided a lifeline out of that loneliness. Choosing to serve offers people a path to a chosen family, an interwoven network of brothers and sisters who will have your back in adversity. Not the family one is born into, but blood brothers nonetheless. Not because they have the same blood in their veins, but because they’ve spilt blood on faraway battlefields for the same purpose. It’s a family that’s one phone call away for the rest of your life. The military offers an escape from an alienated society to one built on lifelong bonds.

When Amos Benjamin’s older brother was killed in action, he found his brother’s friends coming around him for support, rallied by their commanding officer, Greg Wrubluski. Greg himself had found a family in the Marines when his own relatives didn’t bother showing up.

That same give-and-take is true of so many stories in this book. Lacy Gunnoe discovered how ennobling it could be to teach young people to have the self-belief he didn’t possess growing up in a small town in West Virginia.

I don’t know that he’d have put it that way, but that was the way my dad thought about people. He knew bonds weren’t something you forged lightly or threw away cheaply.

As a Marine, those bonds became more than merely shared circumstance or convenience. The bonds we make on the battlefield can remain unbroken if we let them. I left home a lost, naïve-to-the-world, and relatively inexperienced eighteen-year-old. It was only through the unselfish efforts and genuine concern of friends who became family that I was able to survive all the adversity war and life threw at me. And it was with their faith and mentorship I learned to thrive after it. What constitutes a bond comes in many forms. Some, like my two high school best friends, Chris and Keith, who also joined the Marine Corps and Army, respectively, are obvious. But others were nameless faces who, in a moment, remind us how small the universe is and how significant we are in it. Like the nurse at the US Army hospital in Landstuhl, Germany, in 2010 who looked at me without hesitation as I awoke from sedation to see that my legs had been amputated and arms mangled and said firmly, “Don’t worry, hon, you’ll walk again.” Her words, showing blind faith, motivate me to this day.

In the following chapters, I offer the sometimes tragic, often inexplicable, and consistently heroic stories and shared experiences of some of those who have left a permanent mark on my own life. These are the warriors, heroes, and humble Americans who have learned firsthand the powerful nature of those “unbroken bonds of the battlefield,” and it is my honor to share them with you.




Band of Brothers

Not that I want to there to be situations where people are struggling and dying, but to be in a place where you feel like everything you do matters, and it does, is special. We were fighting for those who can’t fight for themselves. So to share that experience with others, that’s a very rare thing.

—Nate Boyer

★

It said a lot to me that all these people in boot camp were willing to set aside their differences and unite themselves for a common cause.

—Greg Wrubluski

★

I made a deal with God. All I ask is that you don’t take me in front of my brothers.

—Jacob Schick




The Burden of Command

Major, Company Commander (Ret.) Greg Wrubluski

★ United States Marine Corps ★





“I don’t know if they know it. They’re like sons to me. They’re like brothers to me. That’s my family.”






I think it’s summed up in two words: I care. I care about my Marines. And I’m sure they do, too. There are a lot of Marine officers. You know, I’m not disparaging other people. But no, I fucking care about all of these guys. Like, I don’t care about what happens to me, I don’t care about my career, I don’t care about anything as much as I care about these guys. That’s it.

The ironic thing is, I didn’t want to lead an EOD Company. I didn’t want to be a company commander. I had a great job already. I had the best job in the Marine Corps, Explosive Ordnance Disposal, you could possibly have. I was with the 2nd Marine Special Operations Battalion. I had eight guys working with me. I had all the money I could ever want to buy whatever they needed. I couldn’t have had a better job. And I got a phone call from someone saying to me, “Hey, they really need help at Second EOD Company.”

I was thinking, You’re out of your mind. I’m not going there.

But he was persistent and said, “They really need help. You sleep on it.”

So, I said, “Yeah? I’m gonna make some phone calls then.”

He added, “They got some really good guys over there, but they’re about to leave for new assignments and they need leadership.”

I did what I said I would do. I made some phone calls. I thought about it. I thought about the reason why I became an officer to begin with. It came down to this: “Hey, this is what you did this whole thing for. And now you’re gonna turn around on that because you have this cushy job over at MARSOC [Marine Forces Special Operations Command] and not step up? This is why you are here. This is why you went through all the things you did. Put up or shut up.” That’s how I ended up over there.

I called back the next day and said, “I’ll take the company.”





I first met Greg at Walter Reed National Military Medical Center in Bethesda, Maryland, in 2011. I was freshly recovering from my injuries a year earlier and he was just back from Afghanistan, and was at the Navy hospital in Bethesda visiting the Marine EOD techs injured under his command. Greg was their commanding officer, their leader, and they had just endured one of the deadliest deployments in Marine EOD history. I quickly learned that Greg was the kind of leader who would only ask of his Marines what he himself had done and was willing to do. Good leaders know their subordinates well, but great leaders have walked in their shoes. The community of Marine EOD or bomb technicians is a small and very specific group made up of Marines who all have certain things in common. Every EOD tech comes into the field having already enlisted (no commissioned officers are allowed in) as some other job and has spent years in the Corps doing it; they are either single or have written permission from their spouse to partake in such a dangerous job; and most importantly, they have chosen this job for themselves. No Marine is forced to do it. In short, every Marine who becomes an EOD tech did so because they wanted to and worked hard to earn it. The underlying culture of bomb disposal is one of mandated humility. The goal is to weed out glory-seekers, because such motivations lead to reckless decisions, which in turn often lead to people getting hurt or killed. The men and women who earn this occupation within the Marine Corps first prove their selflessness and dedication before even their brazen courage or steady nerve. Major Greg Wrubluski (Ret.) is no exception to the rule.

Greg was born in North Carolina but raised in Jacksonville, Florida, as he’ll often remind you by sending a “Duuuuvvallll” text (referring to Duval County, Florida) when something good happens in North Florida sports. One of the formative experiences in his life was when his parents divorced when he first started high school. The middle child, with an older brother who was off to college and moving in a new direction and a younger sister whom he didn’t want to burden with his feelings, Greg did what a lot of intellectually smart and emotionally developing kids do—he chose to shut himself off in response. He didn’t confide in teachers or coaches or friends. He just sucked it up and moved on. Getting out and getting away was the way forward for Greg. He figured if he could just isolate himself, then things would go his way.

That picture—of a man who shut himself off—is a far cry from the man who defines himself by how much he cares. Greg is that rare Marine who rose through the ranks from an enlisted man to officer, what we refer to as a “mustang.” From parachute rigger to enlisted EOD technician to EOD officer to Special Operations Command and then that crucial period as the commander of an EOD until wearing the rank of Major is a steep climb. What makes Greg special is that while his rank changed from black chevrons to gold oak leaves, the type of man and Marine he is didn’t.

The price you pay for leading, and caring and staying true to who you are and what you believe about yourself can sometimes be high. But because you did all those things and you are all those things, other people step up and try to follow the example you set and let you know that they care, not just about you but also about the way you do the job.

We have inherent bonds and responsibilities as Marines and EOD techs. We accept and live true to the idea that our job is to take the risk and potentially sacrifice ourselves for the oftentimes nameless and faceless men and women around us, be they Marines we’re supporting, the local population, or the brothers and sisters we work alongside. The commitment to sacrifice is consistent. However, when you’re defending brothers downrange, people you’ve spent years getting to know and love and work with, that’s the kind of bond you can only earn on the battlefield, the kind that a peer-turned-commanding-officer like Greg feels for a lifetime.






CALL OF DUTY

Middle school into high school were pretty rough years. I was basically on my own. My mom was doing the best she could and my dad was pretty much nonexistent. I was doing a kind of fend-for-yourself kind of thing. I was going to high school, playing football, and trying to help out at home by working until two or three in the morning unloading trucks at a grocery store as a sixteen-year-old. I was fortunate that I was a pretty good football player because that earned me a chance to play at a prestigious private school in Jacksonville. The Bolles School was an athletic powerhouse; their swimming and diving program won national championships, and their football team won about thirteen state titles.

As a private school, they could kind of “recruit” students, and I was among a couple of the rednecks they brought in along with a few African American kids. There’s nothing wrong with how Bolles or other private schools are, but I just didn’t fit in at first as a public school kid who’d never seen a high school parking lot filled with expensive cars—and they weren’t driven by the faculty. But at least the few of us on the football team who couldn’t afford those kinds of cars stuck together and hung out the entire time we were there. It took some getting used to, being in that environment. At one point the school had been a military academy. They’d dropped that affiliation, but they kept some remnants of it. We had to wear dress shirts and ties. I got mine at Marshalls and the rest of them wore rep ties they got from . . . This shows you how different we were in some ways. I can’t even name a high-end department store where they might have shopped.

But there were some guys who welcomed us, too. It just took a while for those relationships to develop. I do remember once we started going to house parties hearing some people saying to whoever was hosting it, “Hey, aren’t you afraid that one of them is going to steal something?” I heard that and thought, Can you be serious? Steal something from you?

In a way, it was kind of like being in a teen comedy movie about rich kids and kids from the other side of the tracks. But I didn’t resent the fact that any of them had a lot of money and didn’t have to work like I did or seemingly had it easy.

One of the things that stuck with the school in its transition from military academy to private school was the demerit system. You got points deducted for being tardy, talking, and more serious offenses. If during any particular week, let’s say the limit was seven demerits, then you had to go to Saturday school. Usually by midday Monday, my plans for Saturday were set for me. So, going to school six days a week became my routine. I wasn’t doing anything really serious to get in trouble, just general goofing off. Having that group of guys who were outsiders like me made it all bearable.

Eventually I graduated. But I was pretty directionless. I had wanted to continue to play football, and I got a few scholarship offers from some small schools, but I realized that I was a small guy. I was five ten or so and weighed 170 pounds, so I was realistic about my chances of playing even at that level. I had liked playing football, defense in particular, because I took out some of my aggression in hitting people, but that wasn’t going to get me to the NFL or anything like that. So I tried college for a while, but that didn’t last.

I got a job framing houses. It was a paycheck, a steady one, but I came to a crossroads after a while. I didn’t have much else going on in my life. The work was okay, but if it rained and we couldn’t do the job, I didn’t get paid. If the guy who ran the crew got drunk the night before and didn’t show up, we didn’t get paid for that lost time, either. One night I was sitting on a roof drinking a few beers and my brother called me up. He was still up in Valdosta, Georgia, going to college. He started telling me about his roommate who worked as a Marine Corps recruiter. He said that maybe I should join the Marines. I said, “Fuck off. Are you out of your mind?” He kept saying that I should and giving me reasons why, but I kept thinking that if I didn’t fit in at Bolles and got demerits all the time because I didn’t like following rules and resented authority figures, what was going to happen once I joined the Marines?

I told my brother again that he was out of his mind and hung up. I told my buddies about the call and they were like, “You can’t do that. That’s stupid. Don’t do it.”

Then I guess the contrarian in me started thinking that maybe I should. What the hell? It’s four years. So, I did a real deep analysis of my situation. Actually, I just fell asleep, but the next morning, I called my brother and then talked to the recruiter. I told him I was in. He said great and then asked me when. I told him right now. This was in November 1993. The day after Thanksgiving I was on a bus to Parris Island in South Carolina for boot camp.

I had no idea what to expect. I didn’t talk to anybody about what life in the military was like. I had a grandfather who’d been in the Navy, but he died when I was pretty young, and we never talked about his service. I went into this whole thing blind. Zero preparation. Zero expectations. But I do remember going with the recruiter back to Bolles School to get my transcripts. The women in the office had this look on their faces, kind of like, it’s about time someone is going to whip this boy into shape.

I guess my being completely unprepared isn’t strictly true. I had been given some pamphlets when I enlisted. I read those. And when I was younger, I was an avid reader and I’d read a bunch of books back then about Marines in Vietnam and in World War II in the Pacific Theater, island hopping. But that was reading. That wasn’t living it, and on that bus was really when I started living it.

Things hit home for me on that ride to Parris Island. At one point we stopped in Hardeeville, South Carolina. The bus driver pulled up in front of a Hardee’s restaurant and said, “You might want to take advantage of this. This is your last chance for a decent meal.”

That’s when it hit me that there was no turning back. We’re doing this thing. I spent my last eight bucks and bought a fried chicken dinner. I think I might have eaten a bite or two. I was too nervous. The anticipation of it was too much. I knew enough about the Marines to understand what Parris Island was all about. Only I didn’t. The first few moments and hours were kind of chaotic and then for the first few days I was thinking, What have I done? I’ve got four years of this shit? Are you nuts?

And then I started thinking, Well, okay, you’ve got a roof over your head. You don’t get to sleep a whole lot? You’re getting yelled at all the time. You’re getting knocked around a little bit. Who cares? I was in decent shape because framing houses is physical labor. I’d even started to run a bit.

My life up to that point had been pretty chaotic and I’d responded to that with rebellion. But instead of rebelling against the regular and regimented nature of things at Parris Island, I just went with it. I wasn’t fully aware of the whole “we’ll break you down and create a new you” kind of thing. But some of what was being stressed has stuck with me to this day, little things like I still make my bed every morning in the way that I learned to do it in the Marine Corps. As much as anything else, I felt more at home there than I did back when I was in high school.

We were all stripped down and given the same clothes and had the same haircut. So everybody was looking at everybody else and nobody knew who came from what and if the guy next to you had a million dollars or a penny in his pocket. And it didn’t matter where you came from or how much you had or didn’t have, because you were going to be treated just the same as everyone else. You were going to rise or fall based on what you did, how you performed. The other big thing early on was that every single one of us was going to go through a miserable time. We were going to do it together, and whatever other barriers there might be, what other differences there were among us, those things were basically gone.

It said a lot to me that all these people in boot camp were willing to set aside their differences and unite themselves for a common cause. Along the way, I met guys like Sangki Oak, who was a Duke University graduate and Silicon Valley software engineer when he quit to enlist. We’re in the middle of Afghanistan getting hammered by machine-gun fire. And I’m thinking, What’s this guy doing here? He could potentially lose his life. And that guy could be doing anything else with his life, but he chose to be there. And he’s out there serving next to people like me. And that started at boot camp at Parris Island and continued throughout my time in the military. People from all kinds of backgrounds came together to serve. Sangki’s a surgeon now.

While I didn’t form lasting friendships, boot camp did mean I forged a real deep and lasting bond with the institution. After boot camp, we scattered to the winds. The first four years of my enlistment, I’d occasionally come across someone I knew from one period or assignment or another, but not regularly. The percentage of people that stay in longer than four years is pretty small. At the time my choices about what to do were limited by the number of spaces available in any one area.

The next thing I did came along after an unexpected conversation. After basic, I did infantry training, and someone came in the room one day and said, “Hey, does anybody want to jump out of airplanes?” Nobody raised their hands. Then they said, “It pays an extra $110 a month.” I thought that was a good deal, so I took it. There was no this-is-a-dream-of-mine-that-I-have-to-fulfill mentality for me. I was still thinking about just getting to that four-year deadline, and if I could pocket more money along the way than I thought initially, so be it. Plus I had a daughter on the way, and I wanted to support my family as best I could.

So that’s the inspirational story of how I became a parachute rigger. I was a parachute rigger for two years. I’d done one year in Okinawa, Japan, and then I was back in the US at Camp Pendleton, in Southern California. It was okay, but after a while I started to feel like I had to do something else. I was two years into my four-year commitment. One night we were doing jumps. Along with jumping out, we packed for some guest jumpers. We had some staff sergeants there who were jumping with us to keep their qualifications. Afterward, we were all sitting around drinking beers, and I was saying to everyone that I really needed to find something else to do. I had to change jobs. One of the staff sergeants said that I should come over and join EOD. I didn’t know what that meant. He explained that it was Explosive Ordnance Disposal. Okay, so what does that mean? What do you guys do?

They told me that they disarm bombs.

Okay. Sounds good.

I went to their shop the next day for an interview. The next thing I knew they were getting my package ready so that I’d have all the paperwork done to transfer over. (A Lateral Move Package is a comprehensive paper record of you and your career performance that is sent to United States Marine Corps headquarters for them to approve or deny a Marine switching from one job to another within the USMC.) One night I didn’t even know what EOD was, and the next I’m interviewing and on my way. I don’t think that I was alone in the Marines or in the general public in my ignorance about EOD teams. This was in 1998, well before we all heard about improvised explosive devices (IEDs) and hurt lockers. What struck me was that the guys in the unit all seemed to get along well. They all seemed to be having fun, too. So that interview was a very positive experience, and I did my EOD technician training and was stationed at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina.

In my first couple of years with the EOD guys, I developed some good friendships. It was different from my first assignment because of the nature of the work. You can be in garrison or you can be downrange in combat. Ordnance is ordnance and it’s live no matter where you’re at. We all knew that our lives were in one another’s hands. As a result, we put a special premium on the times we had together. That was important to us, and even though we might not have expressed any of those sentiments out loud, we understood that. Each of us knew that, hey, when it’s time to go do our jobs, it’s serious—life-or-death serious. For the time in between deployment, we need to practice and prepare. I took the job seriously and I committed to going beyond my original four years.

In September 2001, I was deployed with the 24th Marine Expeditionary Unit and I was listed with the 2nd Force Recon Company Direct Action Platoon. We were in Kosovo as part of a peacekeeping force of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). I don’t remember all the code and lingo associated with the message we got, but it was essentially this: The sky has fallen. Stop everything. Get back to base. We walked back to camp a few miles away and were then told what had happened. Two planes had crashed into the World Trade Center.

That was definitely a paradigm shift for all of us.

LEADERSHIP THAT CARES

It’s funny what motivates you and how your life can turn on a dime. I enlisted quickly. I committed to EOD quickly. I was a pretty good Marine, but I remember one thing happening to me that really got to me and made me want to be better. I once had an officer put in a fitness report on me. A fitness report is one of the primary ways that leadership can evaluate whether a Marine should be promoted. There was an error in it, marking me low in a performance category. I knew that was impossible, because I had received some minor commendation during the observation period. So I caught it. I went into his office to point this error out. If I let it stand and it was on my record, there could be consequences down the line. It would have set me behind my peers in relation to promotion to the next rank (staff sergeant at the time).

But he told me that it wasn’t an error. He did it on purpose. He wanted to be sure that I read the report on me. I was thinking, What kind of leader does something like that? Does he believe that I don’t have enough respect for myself and my future that I wouldn’t even read the thing?

I wondered about that kind of leadership, where he played tricks and mind games. At the time, this unit I was with wasn’t in the best shape. We didn’t have any of the equipment we really needed to do our training. I thought that was a function of this person in command, who didn’t do everything he could to make sure that this unit excelled. It seemed to me that he didn’t care enough. I decided that I could be assigned to a unit like that, that I could be made to serve under a leader like that, but I didn’t have to be like that. I decided I was going to really throw myself into this job. I was not going to just sit around and bitch about how bad things were; I was going to do what it took to make things better. I wasn’t going to be among the guys who were drinking beer and playing volleyball at 11 a.m. because we didn’t have the right things we needed to train properly.

I was a lance corporal for forty-two months. People used to joke around about that a lot. That’s an eternity to be a lance corporal, a whipping boy in the Marine Corps. Forty-two months of being treated like absolute shit. That incident over the fitness report was when I decided that I was going to become an officer. I was going to buckle down, bust my ass, and, even more important, when I became an officer, I was never going to treat a Marine the way I’d been treated by that officer. There were some other officers who looked down on enlisted men. I wasn’t ever going to do that.

It wasn’t like I was a bad Marine and that kept me from getting promoted. There just weren’t enough openings. Because I’d spent so long being a whipping boy, I wanted to become the voice of the little guy like me. I was going to scream that to the high heavens. I didn’t care if what I said or did would affect my ability to advance my career. I didn’t care about myself; I cared about the other Marines. I didn’t care about awards or citations or medals. I didn’t care about Marine protocols. Period. I didn’t care about all that and I was going to say what was on my mind and speak the truth. I will say anything to anybody to ensure that my Marines get taken care of and we have what we need to do the best job possible. I’m going to stand up for the people who don’t have a voice and not be so concerned about chain-of-command factors that I put chains on my guys that drag them down, make their jobs more difficult, and put anyone in harm’s way to a greater degree than what they choose to do themselves. When I became an officer, I told myself, I was going to be a lance corporal in an officer uniform.

That’s what I did. It wasn’t always easy going for me, but by 2004 I was an EOD officer and in 2006 I was deployed as such in Iraq.





Greg had also deployed in 2002 in support of a government agency to an undisclosed location for Operation Enduring Freedom and in support of 3rd Battalion 6th Marines to Afghanistan in 2003. In the first case because of the nature of the assignment, he’s not at liberty to discuss what took place.






STAYING TRUE TO MY ROOTS

Something that’s unique to Marine EOD is that all officers are prior enlisted EOD guys. We’re all grown from within. When I came to EOD, I was working with a bunch of enlisted Marines just like me, who had been my friends. So the transition to officer and being in charge of guys you’re friends with is a tricky one. You have to walk a fine line, and I think that everyone understood that there were rules and regulations that had to be adhered to. That’s understandable. So, one day I’m an enlisted guy like them and the next I’m an officer. But that doesn’t evaporate the friendships that you have and the bonds that you’ve built.

Also, for me at least, it was important to remember my roots as an enlisted man. When I got promoted to major, a formation was held. A bunch of people from the battalion all show up for the ceremony where you get your leaves pinned on you or whatever. You’re also given the opportunity to say a few words to this pretty large assemblage of people, including quite a few of the higher-ups. My entire EOD company was there to support me, and I decided that I needed, and wanted, to send a message to them. During my very brief remarks I said, “Chalk one up for the lance corporals of the World.” I heard a lot of hooting and hollering at that. I also got an earful later from command, saying that I had exhibited behavior that wasn’t very becoming of an officer. I had crossed a line, but I didn’t care. All the regular Marines loved it and that mattered more to me than the fact that a lot of the regular officers were infuriated. I had to be true to myself.

One of my good friends was an outstanding Marine named Adam Benjamin. He was also an outstanding human being. Master Sergeant Benjamin operated out of Camp Lejeune and was killed in action while serving as an EOD tech in Afghanistan’s Helmand Province in August 2009. His loss was devastating to his family and to our close-knit EOD community. At the time, I also knew his younger brother Amos, who was just beginning his career in the Marines and is covered in another chapter of this book.

Adam was being a good older brother and bringing Amos around to the EOD shop. On the day I learned of Adam’s death, I thought, We have to take care of Amos now. His brother’s gone, but he’s got all of us. He’s still welcome here. He’s one of us even if he is still a grunt. The kid needs a place where he can go and hang out and get away or find a place where he belongs. That was true in 2009, and it’s true now in 2023. Amos is one of a group of guys with whom I’m still in regular contact. It’s not that he needs to rely on the others and me all the time; he provides support and kicks in the ass to others as needed. Like I said, there are lines between us when we serve, but we get to decide just how thick they are and how much they separate us. When needed, we erase those lines completely. When it comes to dealing with grief, with loss, with frustration, with injury, with mental health issues, there’s no distinction between enlisted and officers. There are just people who need help and people who want to help. A lot of the time, you’re both things simultaneously.

One of my very close friends, though, was among that group I’d grown up with in EOD. Ralph “EJ” Pate and I had been friends for quite a while. He was the ultimate wild man, a fun sumbitch to go out and about in town with. I was in a bad marriage at the time and needed to get out, get time away from it all, and he was always ready to assist with that task. It helped that he was also really easy to talk to and funny as hell. He could help you get your mind off things or listen to you until you got your own head out your ass. Whatever you needed, he was there. It didn’t matter what time or what the circumstances were: if he saw something that needed to be done, he’d do it. And he cared about people. He cared about Marines.

I’ll tell you a story about that. On one deployment together we were out working in support of a group of Marines. We were taking a break while out on patrol one day. We were tired, just wanted a break. But there was a new guy with us. His brand-new, shiny metal detector was about as clean as his freshly creased uniform was. And this young guy was walking around with the metal detector practicing with it. Neither bore a speck of dirt. EJ turned to me and said, “That replacement is not working that thing right.” My buddy got up and walked over to the young kid and asked him how things were going.

“Pretty good. Pretty good.”

“Well, we need to get you from pretty good to excellent real quick.”

For the next twenty minutes, instead of taking a break, drinking some water, downing some food, or just resting, EJ gave that kid a class on metal detecting that would hopefully keep a lot of guys safe and their legs intact. And let me tell you, humping all that gear and working that metal detector wasn’t the easiest lifting in the world. But he knew what needed to be done, and rest be damned, he was going to do the right thing. That’s the kind of guy he was.

I have a hard time still, more than a decade later, using the past tense in talking about him.





In that unit Greg commanded were several of my close friends I’d gone through EOD school with. My closest friend, Danny Ridgeway, and our buddy Johnny Morris were among them, just to name a few. That deployment didn’t leave them unscathed. Danny went through protocols for a traumatic brain injury and Johnny Mo lost a foot to an IED. As the years passed I lost touch with Greg, but I stayed in close contact with many of our shared friends. I heard rumors that Greg had struggled getting past the loss of his Marines, had unceremoniously retired, which was strange for such a storied career, and wasn’t in a great place.

In 2018 I was working in Georgia at Camp Southern Ground and recruiting veterans to participate in a pilot program I’d helped design. The program sought to help post-service veterans in their transition. I got Greg’s number and gave him a call. Two hours later I knew more about him and the responsibility of true leadership than I’d known in all the years previous. For the next few years Greg and I grew closer. I invited him on hunting trips with our shared friends and we had more phone calls sharing more personal details about what we both struggled
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