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Old Guard soldiers carry a laminated copy of this map in their ceremonial caps. Note the legend on the left-hand side: Transfer Points for the transfer of the casket from the hearse to the caisson, Firing Points for the Presidential Salute Battery, and Hitching Posts for the Caisson Platoon’s horses.
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Prologue:

America’s Regiment

Every headstone at Arlington tells a story. These are tales of heroes, I thought as I placed the toe of my combat boot against the white marble. I pulled a miniature American flag out of my assault pack and pushed it three inches into the ground at my heel. I stepped aside to inspect it, making sure it met the standard that we had briefed to our troops: “vertical and perpendicular to the headstone.” Satisfied, I moved to the next headstone to keep up with my soldiers. Having started this row, I had to complete it. One soldier per row was the rule; otherwise, different boot sizes might disrupt the perfect symmetry of the headstones and flags. I planted flag after flag, as did the soldiers on the rows around me.

Bending over to plant those flags brought me eye-level with the lettering on those marble stones. The stories continued with each one. Distinguished Service Cross. Silver Star. Bronze Star. Purple Heart. America’s wars marched by. Iraq. Afghanistan. Vietnam. Korea. World War II. World War I. Some soldiers died in very old age; others still were teenagers. Crosses, Stars of David, Crescents and Stars. Every religion, every race, every age, every region of America is represented in these fields of stone.

I came upon the grave site of a Medal of Honor recipient. I paused, came to attention, and saluted. The Medal of Honor is the nation’s highest decoration for battlefield valor. By military custom, all soldiers salute Medal of Honor recipients irrespective of their rank, in life and in death. We had reminded our soldiers of this courtesy; hundreds of grave sites would receive salutes that afternoon. I planted this hero’s flag and kept moving.

On some headstones sat a small memento: a rank or unit patch, a military coin, a seashell, sometimes just a penny or even a rock. Each was a sign that someone—maybe family or friends, perhaps even a battle buddy who lived because of his friend’s ultimate sacrifice—had visited, and honored, and mourned. For those of us who had been downrange, the sight was equally comforting and jarring—a sign that we would be remembered in death, but also a reminder of just how close some of us had come to resting here ourselves. I left those mementos undisturbed.

After a while, my hand began to hurt from pushing on the pointed, gold tips of the flags. There had been no rain that week, so the ground was hard. I questioned my soldiers how they were moving so fast and seemingly pain-free. They asked if I was using a bottle cap, and I said no. Several shook their heads in disbelief; forgetting a bottle cap was apparently a mistake on par with forgetting one’s rifle or night-vision goggles on patrol in Iraq. Those kinds of little tricks and techniques were not briefed in the day’s written order, but rather get passed down from seasoned soldiers. These details often make the difference between mission success or failure in the Army, whether in combat or stateside. After some good-natured ribbing, a young private squared me away with a spare cap.

We finished up our last section and got word over the radio to go place flags in the Columbarium, where open-air buildings contained thousands of urns in niches. Walking down Arlington’s leafy avenues, we passed Section 60, where soldiers killed in Iraq and Afghanistan were laid to rest if their families chose Arlington as their eternal home. Unlike in the sections we had just completed, several visitors and mourners were present. Some had settled in for a while on blankets or lawn chairs. Others walked among the headstones. Even from a respectful distance, we could see the sense of loss and grief on their faces.
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Flags adorn every grave site in Arlington National Cemetery over Memorial Day weekend. Old Guard soldiers place the flags on the Thursday before Memorial Day.

Arlington National Cemetery

Once we finished the Columbarium, “mission complete” came over the radio and we began the long walk up Arlington’s hills and back to Fort Myer. In just a few hours, we had placed a flag at every grave site in this sacred ground, more than two hundred thousand of them. From President John F. Kennedy to the Unknown Soldiers to the youngest privates from our oldest wars, every hero of Arlington had a few moments that day with a soldier who, in this simple act of remembrance, delivered a powerful message to the dead and the living alike: you are not forgotten.

The Thursday before Memorial Day is known as Flags In at Arlington National Cemetery. The soldiers who place the flags at every grave site in the cemetery belong to the 3rd United States Infantry Regiment, better known as The Old Guard. Since 1948, The Old Guard has served at Arlington as the Army’s official ceremonial unit and escort to the president.

I walked through Arlington for Flags In with The Old Guard in 2018. “What better way to show the nation and our fellow soldiers that we care and we never forget,” observed Colonel Jason Garkey, the regimental commander. As we walked along streets named for legends like Grant and Pershing, he added, “This mission is really important for The Old Guard, too. It’s the only day of the year when the whole regiment operates together. It gives all my soldiers—all my mechanics and medics and cooks—a chance to come perform our mission in the cemetery.”

Flags In carries a special meaning for our citizens, too, judging by our conversations that afternoon. Col. Garkey greeted every civilian who approached us. Most were curious about the soldiers they saw walking across the cemetery. As he explained Flags In and The Old Guard, without fail they expressed their fascination and gratitude. In Section 60, we encountered families and friends paying early Memorial Day visits to their loved ones. Col. Garkey thanked them for their sacrifice, and they thanked him for his service and for remembering their fallen heroes. He never mentioned that those were his soldiers or that he had planted flags that day at the graves of his own friends and mentors.

My turn at Flags In came in 2007 during my own tour at Arlington. I had joined The Old Guard a couple of months earlier, after serving a tour in Iraq with the 101st Airborne Division. My path to The Old Guard was unusual—like my journey into the Army itself.

It began the morning of 9/11 in a law-school classroom. In those days before smartphones, we did not learn that America was under attack until class ended, almost an hour after the first airplane hit the World Trade Center. But my life changed in that moment. I knew the life I had anticipated in the law was over. I wanted to serve our country in uniform on the front lines. I finished school and worked for a couple of years to repay my student loans, time I also used to get prepared physically and mentally for the Army. It took my recruiter by surprise when I told him that I wanted to be an infantryman, not a JAG lawyer. To his credit, he signed me up and shipped me out, setting me on the path to Iraq. After more than a year in training, I joined the 101st in Baghdad in 2006, taking over a platoon of Screaming Eagles. We conducted raids, laid in ambushes, dodged roadside bombs and sniper fire, and sorted out the dead in a vicious sectarian war. And at the end of that tour, to my surprise, the Army gave me orders to The Old Guard, even though I had not applied to the all-volunteer regiment.

I knew The Old Guard was a special unit. The regiment has some of the highest eligibility standards in the entire military. Old Guard alumni were among the most squared-away soldiers I knew in the Army. And the mission set—not only conducting daily funerals in Arlington, but also world-famous ceremonies like presidential inaugurations and state funerals—called for the Army’s best soldiers, performing at the highest levels. I looked forward to the assignment and I felt honored while serving at Arlington.

But I did not fully appreciate our nation’s special reverence for The Old Guard and Arlington until years later, when I entered public life. A political newcomer, I spent the early months of my first campaign introducing myself to Arkansans, telling them about myself and what I hoped to accomplish for them. The most common question I got was not about Iraq or Afghanistan or about iconic Army institutions like Ranger School. No, the most common question, by far, was about my service with The Old Guard. The same holds true today; when I speak around the country to new audiences, questions about The Old Guard outnumber all the others. Likewise, thousands of Arkansans visit me each year in Washington. When I ask them about the highlight of their trip, Arlington tops the list.

Despite its enduring popularity, The Old Guard story is seldom told in full, but rather in passing on Memorial Day weekend or in the many fine books about Arlington. Unlike their comrades in arms in other storied regiments and divisions, Old Guard soldiers remain something of a mystery even though they are on duty at Arlington every day of the year. I want to rectify that by telling the story of the soldiers who dedicate themselves to our sacred duty of honoring those who served and died for our nation. This book is the story of The Old Guard.

The young soldiers of The Old Guard embody the meaning of words such as patriotism, duty, honor, and respect. These soldiers are the most prominent public face of our Army, perform the sacred last rites for our fallen heroes, and watch over them into eternity. The Old Guard represents to the public what is best in our military, which itself represents what is best in us as a nation.

These young soldiers are entrusted with our nation’s most poignant, sacred rituals: the care and honors for those killed in action overseas. After their units memorialize them downrange, The Old Guard welcomes these fallen warriors home at Dover Air Force Base. And their journey home sometimes ends in Section 60, where The Old Guard lays them to rest among the other heroes of their generation.

The Old Guard has performed these and other critical missions for our nation since 1784. Old Guard soldiers belong to the oldest active-duty infantry regiment in the Army, three years older than the Constitution itself. The Old Guard fought in Mexico alongside Ulysses S. Grant and Robert E. Lee. They faced off against the rebel commander in the Civil War and served at Appomattox Court House when he surrendered to the great Union general. In between, they had camped at Lee’s old farm, which started as a memorial to President George Washington but was destined to become the nation’s “most sacred shrine.” This legacy lives on each day at The Old Guard, and not merely among military-history buffs. I never served in or witnessed another unit so linked to its past and the bravery of its forerunners. That history is a call to arms for today’s Old Guard soldiers to uphold the highest standards of what is known as America’s Regiment.

We learned about that legacy from our earliest days at Fort Myer, as well as the expectations it placed upon us. Old Guard soldiers dedicate long hours to learning how to march, press uniforms, and assemble medals—all to The Old Guard’s unique standards. But more important, we learned why it all matters, how blackening the soles of our shoes or measuring things out to one-sixty-fourth of an inch honors the fallen and their families. Our sacrifices of time, effort, and comfort paid tribute to those we honor, even while paling in comparison to their sacrifices.

Once we entered Arlington National Cemetery, our standard was nothing short of perfection. The Old Guard can conduct more than twenty funerals per day. But for the fallen and their families, each funeral is unique, a once-in-a-lifetime moment. As Old Guard soldiers, we viewed the funerals through their eyes as we trained, prepared our uniforms, and performed the rituals of Arlington. We held ourselves to the standard of perfection in sweltering heat, frigid cold, and driving rain. Every funeral was a no-fail, zero-defect mission, whether we honored a famous general in front of hundreds of mourners or a humble private at an unattended funeral.

We carried the same attitude into ceremonies, our other core mission. Although funerals are The Old Guard’s highest-priority mission, the regiment also performs in ceremonies around the capital almost every day. From welcoming foreign leaders at the White House and the Pentagon to honoring retiring soldiers at Fort Myer, The Old Guard represents the discipline and skill of all soldiers. Among its ranks, The Old Guard boasts world-class musicians, the military’s most elite color guard, and the Army’s premier drill team. They carry the Army story and values to worldwide audiences and the smallest gatherings alike, always with pride and precision.

Among its many specialized troops, one platoon within The Old Guard stands out in the hearts of its countrymen: the Sentinels of the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. The Tomb is one of the most popular sites in the nation’s capital. For eighty-two years, that sacred spot of ground has been under constant, round-the-clock guard. Millions of visitors to Arlington have watched in reverential silence as the Sentinels perform the famous Changing of the Guard. But what they do not see, what they cannot see, is the tireless effort behind that simple ceremony. Though their public performance inspires awe, the Sentinels’ devotion to their mission when no one is watching is what truly reflects the nation’s love for our war dead.

I am grateful to have served at Arlington, but I am only one of many Old Guard soldiers over more than two centuries. This book tells their story—not mine. I will share some of my experiences. For instance, I will recount how it feels to stand in an aircraft at Dover Air Force Base surrounded by fallen heroes resting under American flags. But I never guarded the Tomb or played a fife or commanded the Drill Team. Thus, I spent many hours over the last year back at Arlington with The Old Guard, observing and learning from today’s soldiers. I stayed late nights at the Tomb and I returned to Dover for the first time in a decade. I watched The Old Guard on the South Lawn of the White House and I traveled with them to the National Archives on Independence Day. I met the Caisson Platoon’s horses and I inspected an arms room with centuries-old weapons. I observed funerals and ceremonies and I toasted the regiment at an annual ball. This book tells the behind-the-scenes story of America’s Regiment as much through its soldiers’ eyes and experiences as my own.

Also, I hasten to add, this is not a political book. Presidents, cabinet members, and foreign leaders make appearances, which is inevitable in a book about the official escort to the president. But Arlington National Cemetery and The Old Guard transcend politics. We live in politically divided times, to be sure. Yet the military remains our nation’s most respected institution, and the fields of Arlington are one place where we can set aside our differences.

Which itself is something of a historic irony, because our national cemetery was birthed in the most divisive time in our nation’s history, when Americans killed each other on such a mass scale that a farm across the river from our capital became the graveyard for those war dead. Perhaps because of those bloody origins, Arlington National Cemetery emerged from the ashes of the Civil War as a place dedicated to healing, reconciliation, and remembrance.

In the end, the story of The Old Guard of Arlington is not only a tale about our war dead and the soldiers who honor them, but also a story about ourselves as a nation. Because what The Old Guard does inside the gates of Arlington is a living testament to the noble truths and fierce courage that have built and sustained America. We go to great lengths to recover fallen comrades, we honor them in the most precise and exacting ceremonies, we set aside national holidays to remember and celebrate them. We do these things for them, but also for us, the living. Their stories of heroism, of sacrifice, of patriotism remind us of what is best in ourselves, and they teach our children what is best in America.

On the eve of the war that transformed this farm into a national cemetery, President Abraham Lincoln pleaded for unity in his First Inaugural. “Though passion may have strained, it must not break our bonds of affection,” he acknowledged, while appealing to the “mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battle-field, and patriot grave, to every living heart and hearthstone, all over this broad land.” In our days, as in his, passions can no doubt strain our bonds of affection, but those mystic chords of memory still stretch from the patriot graves of Arlington across our great land, calling forth yet again “the better angels of our nature.”
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Coming Home

Easy Four-Zero and Easy Seven-One had just landed at Camp Taji north of Baghdad to refuel and to drop off and pick up passengers. These two Black Hawk helicopters were moving troops around Baghdad-area bases on January 20, 2007. As they took off, Easy Four-Zero had a four-man crew and eight passengers, soldiers with little in common aside from needing a lift to the airport. Within minutes, Easy Four-Zero began to take incoming fire from the ground. U.S. Army Specialist David Carnahan, the crew chief aboard Easy Seven-One, looked back to see a rocket-propelled grenade hit Easy Four-Zero’s fuel cell, setting it afire. Easy Four-Zero crashed hard, the passenger compartment engulfed in flames.

Easy Seven-One landed immediately, but not fast enough for Carnahan: he jumped from the helicopter twenty feet off the ground, armed with only his pistol and a fire extinguisher. Despite coming under fire himself, he and others rushed to rescue the twelve soldiers from Easy Four-Zero. But all twelve had perished. Carnahan and his crew defended the crash site as other helicopters arrived on scene and engaged the enemy forces. “The first thing that comes to mind when a helicopter goes down is Black Hawk Down, and what they did to the bodies, and we weren’t going to let that happen,” Carnahan said. On that day, he earned the Air Medal for Valor, as did several soldiers, with others earning the Silver Star and the Distinguished Flying Cross.

The Army now had the grim, challenging task of identifying twelve sets of remains from the charred wreckage. Forensic specialists mostly succeeded, allowing for individual burials, including two at Arlington. But some of the commingled remains could not be identified. Thus, a group burial of the unidentified remains was necessary. The funeral would occur in Section 60 of Arlington National Cemetery on October 12, 2007. And Charlie Company of The Old Guard, where I had served as a platoon leader since March, would lead the funeral.

I knew more about this funeral than usual because three deceased soldiers—Captain Mike Taylor, Sergeant Major Tom Warren, and Sergeant First Class Gary Brown—had belonged to the Arkansas National Guard, as did Carnahan. I had read stories about the crash by an embedded reporter with the Arkansas Democrat-Gazette. I was seasoned in the cemetery by this point, and I was honored when I learned that we would perform the funeral for Easy Four-Zero.

We approached every funeral with a single standard in mind: perfection. Regardless of whom we laid to rest, we aimed to provide the family and mourners with a final, indelible image of honor for their loved one. They deserved no less, as did our fallen comrade. But this is not to say every funeral was the same; far from it. In fact, no one at The Old Guard could remember a group burial as large as Easy Four-Zero’s. We rehearsed the funeral for several days, which itself was unheard of. Although the funeral would follow the normal sequence that we performed several times each day, it also included twelve flag bearers, one for each family. That was my role. We each had a pre-folded flag that we would touch to the casket, one by one, and then present to the next family.

October 12 dawned cool and crisp, with blue skies and plump clouds rolling over the green fields of Section 60, the famed but heartbreaking eternal home at Arlington of soldiers killed in the War on Terror. Dozens of soldiers in ceremonial blue uniforms milled around Section 60—my fellow flag bearers, escorts, liaisons, and others. Twelve sets of chairs, draped in plush green covers, formed a horseshoe around the grave site. A large media contingent gathered, including a crew from NBC Nightly News, which had followed Charlie that week as we prepared for the funeral. We heard the band in the distance, followed by the universal Army cry to get ready: “Square it away!”
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Flag bearers stand at attention during the funeral for Easy Four-Zero. I am the third man in the second rank.

Sergeant Mary Flynn/National Guard Bureau

As the flag bearers came to attention, the largest funeral procession I would ever see at Arlington came into view: more than ten limousines, five buses, cars stretching back too far to see. Hundreds of mourners gathered around the grave, including the Secretary of the Army, the Vice Chief of Staff of the Army, the Director of the National Guard Bureau, and several state National Guard Adjutants. Black Hawks flew over. The chaplain delivered the eulogy. Charlie’s seven-man firing party delivered the crisp three-volley salute. The bugler played Taps. Then, one by one, the flag bearers touched our flags to the casket and presented them to the families.

We marched off as we finished our part and linked up at our buses; Charlie had more funerals to conduct that day, after all. But we shared a sense of pride in the mission we had just accomplished. Easy Four-Zero crashed into Iraq’s arid desert, but its heroes now rested in Arlington’s tranquil fields.

* * *

For all its beauty, Arlington is a working cemetery. The Old Guard and its sister services perform military-honor funerals every weekday aside from holidays. In most cases, the funerals are for veterans of older wars: World War II and Korea in my days, and increasingly Vietnam today. I often stood at the head of a casket at attention with eyes locked forward, listening to a chaplain eulogize a soldier who honorably served our country decades ago and went on to live a life full of love, friendship, and accomplishment, dying peacefully in old age. I tended to view these services as a time not only to mourn their deaths, but also to celebrate their lives.

But Arlington is also a final resting place for soldiers who die in the line of duty, and The Old Guard conducts these funerals, too. Active-duty burials have, thankfully, become less common in recent years, but they happened regularly during my tour at The Old Guard in 2007 and 2008. These funerals carry a deep feeling of sadness, loss, and tragedy. The Old Guard strives to honor the fallen and their families with solemnity, but nothing can reunite loved ones on this side of heaven.

All we, the living, can do is care for the family and properly honor and remember the fallen. And by doing so, we assure our fighting men and women around the world that they, too, will be remembered in death and their families will be cared for. When I joined the Army, I knew what I was getting into; so does every soldier. Yet I also knew that, if I died, my battle buddies would bring me home and the Army would look after my family. That mutual pledge shaped our identity as soldiers and our willingness to fight—and, if necessary, to die—for our country.

Our nation’s devotion to our war dead plays out from the moment a soldier falls on the battlefield to the final note of Taps. The soldier’s unit works to return the remains and personal effects to the family as quickly as possible, even before conducting their own memorial service. Other military units—not only the Army, not only American—pay their respects as the remains depart the theater en route to Dover Air Force Base in Delaware, where they will be repatriated. At Dover, a dignified transfer occurs planeside, and then the remains and personal effects are prepared for final return to the family. And, if the family chooses, the final resting place at Arlington is Section 60. At every stage, the fallen hero is never alone and the journey is always dignified.

In Theater

While we might wish that war was fought on an abstract, antiseptic battlefield, that is simply not the reality of war. War is waged on the ground, in the mud and the sand, and inflicts violent death—more on the enemy, one hopes, than on one’s own troops. The Army therefore prepares its soldiers for this reality of war from the earliest days of their training. Casualty care and evacuation was a central part of my first year of training, from basic training to Ranger School. When we failed to care properly for a “casualty” in an exercise, an instructor might direct us that night to write a letter to the “dead” soldier’s family, explaining what happened on the “battlefield.”

The same is true collectively for Army units. Infantry brigades, for instance, include a mortuary-affairs expert who teaches the staff and frontline leaders during pre-deployment training. Once “in theater,” these leaders get orientation briefings on the mortuary-affairs collection point and its procedures. Thus, if we lost a soldier in combat, we already knew where to transport the remains and what to do. The objectives of this training are to get the remains home as quickly as possible, account for the deceased soldier’s personal effects, and help the living to cope with the death of a battle buddy.

I first experienced this solemn process in June 2006, about a month after my arrival in Iraq. My battalion, 2nd Battalion of the 506th Infantry Regiment, was based at Forward Operating Base (FOB) Falcon on the southern edge of Baghdad. FOB Falcon was home to a few thousand troops and, while not luxurious, had basic amenities: electricity, a dining hall, a gym, showers, and decent internet and cell service. We also manned a small observation post, known as OP Red, about four miles to the east, where the city gave way to forested groves near the Tigris River. Unlike FOB Falcon, OP Red was just a house encircled with blast walls, so it had none of those amenities. We used it to support vehicular blocking positions on a main north-south road into the city, which insurgents otherwise could have used to smuggle weapons and bombs into Baghdad. Because we manned these positions around the clock, the platoon responsible for OP Red would spend three or four days in a row there, then rotate back to FOB Falcon for a day to rest and refit—hot chow, showers, email, and phone calls—before returning to OP Red.

Shortly after midnight on June 23, 2006, my platoon—1st Platoon, Baker Company—was on a rotation at OP Red. I was located in the command post, monitoring the platoon radio to stay in touch with our eight vehicular positions and the machine-gun position on the roof. As the night wore on, I heard a faint crash in the distance. Having already experienced up close the boom of a roadside bomb, or improvised explosive device (IED), I suspected one had detonated. A few moments later, my soldiers on the roof called down that they had seen a large explosion in the city. Later that night, we learned that Corporal Ryan Buckley, a twenty-one-year-old gunner from Baker’s 2nd Platoon, had died from the blast. We also learned that a platoon from another company would relieve us at OP Red so we could attend the memorial service for Cpl. Buckley.

When we returned to FOB Falcon, the all-too-common routine of responding to a battlefield death had begun. The base was on a communication blackout, meaning private internet service was switched off and personal cell phones were confiscated. We turned in our phones as we parked our Humvees. This blackout was a standard procedure to ensure that Cpl. Buckley’s next of kin learned of the death from official channels, not from rumor mills or social media. A casualty-notification officer and chaplain are supposed to arrive at the next of kin’s doorstep within twelve hours, though that can be delayed a little to avoid the overnight hours. To be on the safe side, blackouts usually lasted a day or two, which can cause anxiety back home when loved ones are expecting to hear from their soldier. I would later explain to my dad that if he and my mom had not heard from me or a casualty-notification officer in twelve hours, they could be confident I was all right. A Vietnam veteran himself, my dad understood but also said he would not share the morbid logic with my mom; he would just assure her I was okay.

After family notification, the Army’s highest priority is the repatriation of a deceased soldier’s remains. In those days, given the number of deaths and the volume of flights, the Air Force and Army usually returned the remains to Dover Air Force Base within twenty-four to forty-eight hours. The journey home could start in one of two ways in Baghdad. First, a seriously wounded soldier would be evacuated to the Green Zone’s hospital. Because nothing ought to be left to chance when the stakes are so high, my platoon rehearsed the route to the hospital often so we could navigate there without a map or GPS if we took casualties. My patrol briefs also included the emergency signal to bypass Green Zone checkpoints—usually a certain color ChemLight waved in a particular pattern by the lead vehicle’s gunner—and race straight to the hospital. If the soldier died at the hospital, he would be moved to a mortuary-affairs collection point, which for my battalion was at the airport west of the city. Alternatively, when a soldier was killed on the battlefield, his remains would go directly to the collection point. The IED blast that took Cpl. Buckley’s life that fateful night had killed him instantly, and so his remains went straight to the airport.

In either case, a fellow soldier accompanied the remains to positively identify them to the mortuary-affairs personnel and account for personal effects such as a watch, a wedding ring, or a wallet, all of which stayed with the remains until Dover. From there, fallen soldiers were transported to Kuwait International Airport, the theater mortuary evacuation point, usually by a C-130 cargo airplane. In Kuwait, they would depart for Dover, typically with a refueling stop in Germany. At each stage, from death to the funeral back home, no fallen soldier is alone—another soldier or other service member is always in close proximity.

Back at FOB Falcon, my platoon arrived during an operational stand-down for Baker Company. This stand-down allowed our soldiers, and especially Cpl. Buckley’s closest buddies in 2nd Platoon, to begin the grieving process. Other companies in the battalion would cover down on Baker’s patrols until the memorial service. We would unfortunately have occasion to repay the favor in the coming months.

In the meantime, Baker’s executive officer, Captain Wes Pierce, was inventorying Cpl. Buckley’s personal effects, which had to be completed within twelve hours of death. When a soldier is killed, a designated officer has the authority to take control of the deceased soldier’s personal effects—uniforms, letters, diaries, books, electronics, and so forth. This process can be very stressful. The inventorying officer, after all, is also mourning the loss of a soldier, but he must complete a zero-defect mission in just twelve hours. And Cpt. Pierce had to search not only Cpl. Buckley’s room, but anywhere he might conceivably find personal effects, such as a friend’s room or the laundry facility. After documenting all the personal effects and sealing them in footlockers, Cpt. Pierce had to transport them personally to the collection point at the airport and sign over custody to the mortuary-affairs personnel. Cpl. Buckley’s personal effects would go to the Joint Personal Effects Depot (JPED) located then at Aberdeen Proving Ground in Maryland. Only once the JPED had returned the personal effects to the family and resolved any discrepancies would an inventorying officer like Cpt. Pierce be released from this difficult duty.

With Cpl. Buckley’s remains en route to Dover and his personal effects accounted for, all that remained was the memorial service. Baker Company gathered at the battalion’s makeshift chapel, but not only Baker. It seemed like the entire base turned out to pay respects to a young soldier many of them had never met. The sun set on another hot, gritty day in Baghdad as we stood on the rough gravel. In front of us was the famous Battlefield Cross—a pair of boots and an inverted rifle, ID tags hanging from its pistol grip and a helmet resting on its buttstock. A picture of Cpl. Buckley was nearby. The chaplain opened the service with an invocation. Cpl. Buckley’s chain of command delivered brief eulogies, including a moving one from Captain Josh Headley, his platoon leader. The service concluded with the symbolic Last Roll Call, when the company’s rolls are called until the name of the fallen soldier is reached.

“Corporal Buckley.” No reply.

“Corporal Ryan Buckley.” No reply.

“Corporal Ryan J. Buckley.” No reply.

Cpl. Buckley’s name was then symbolically removed from the rolls, a poignant reminder of 2nd Platoon’s loss—and our nation’s loss. Taps was played as we all saluted, then everyone filed by the Battlefield Cross to say a prayer and our final good-bye.

Sadly, memorial services like Cpl. Buckley’s were not rare, nor was his my last. Almost three years later, after my tour with The Old Guard, I participated in a similar service in Afghanistan. This time, because of my experience at Arlington, I helped to plan the memorial service.

I volunteered to join a Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT) bound for Afghanistan near the end of my Old Guard tour. Army headquarters needed combat-experienced infantry captains to serve as the operations officers for PRTs. Because the PRTs were led and staffed by Air Force or Navy personnel, the infantry captain would be the subject-matter expert on ground combat operations. I would be responsible in particular for a National Guard infantry platoon attached to our PRT as the security force for our engineers, civil-affairs teams, and civilians. The platoon came from 1st Battalion, 178th Infantry of the Illinois National Guard. My team, PRT Laghman, was based in Mehtar Lam, east of Kabul and north of Jalalabad, near the Pakistani border. 1st Battalion’s headquarters were co-located with my PRT at FOB Mehtar Lam, giving our province some extra combat power and a connection to the other eleven PRTs scattered across the country.

Our proximity to 1st Battalion also meant PRT Laghman suffered their losses as well, none more grievous than when a large IED killed all four troops in a single Humvee from PRT Nangahar on March 15, 2009. Sergeant Christopher Abeyta, Specialist Robert Weiner, and Private First Class Norman Cain, all from 1st Battalion, and Air Force Staff Sergeant Timothy Bowles perished that day. PRT Nangahar handled the remains and personal effects, and also conducted a memorial service at Jalalabad. The 1st Battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Dan Fuhr, and my PRT commander, Air Force Lieutenant Colonel Steve Erickson, agreed that we should also conduct a memorial service at FOB Mehtar Lam given the large number of 1st Battalion troops there, both from our PRT and from the battalion headquarters. While senior sergeants have the primary responsibility in the Army for casualties and ceremonies, I pitched in given my Old Guard experience.

Six days after the terrible loss, FOB Mehtar Lam shut down to honor our fallen comrades. More than two hundred soldiers, airmen, and Afghans gathered under a brilliant sun on the basketball court outside the gym. Four Battlefield Crosses stood in front of the assembled troops. After a eulogy from Lt. Col. Fuhr, the chaplain led a reading of Psalm 23 and “Amazing Grace,” then delivered his own message about the meaning of these soldiers’ deaths in service of a cause greater than themselves. The symbolic Last Roll Call followed for each of the fallen. Our firing party discharged three rounds and Taps played as we saluted in honored silence.

Our four fallen heroes also received a ramp ceremony at Bagram Airfield, a departure ceremony that was less common during my time in Iraq. The fallen received a solemn, dignified transfer of their remains with an honor guard, but given the high number of deaths—between eight hundred and nine hundred per year from 2004 to 2007 in Iraq—a large ramp ceremony was not always feasible. This changed in Afghanistan because of the lower number of casualties. During the fifteen-month deployment of the 101st Airborne to Afghanistan from April 2008 to June 2009, General Mark Milley, now the Army Chief of Staff and then a deputy commanding general of the 101st, attended almost two hundred ramp ceremonies at Bagram. “They were usually in the middle of the night, very exhausting and emotional,” Gen. Milley recalled, “but totally necessary to pay honor to our fallen.”

These ramp ceremonies were very large, yet simple and dignified. Anyone at the mammoth airfield wishing to honor the fallen could line the street as the remains passed, often in a tactical vehicle converted for the evening into a battlefield hearse. On the tarmac, units formed many ranks deep at the ramp of the awaiting aircraft. As the vehicles moved into position, the chaplain prayed over the fallen and often read Psalm 23. Honor guards carried the remains to the ramp as the assembled troops saluted, sometimes to the sound of “Amazing Grace” on bagpipes. The ceremony concluded with Taps and one final salute before the troops were dismissed, the ramp closed, and the aircraft began its long flight home.

This is the good-bye that Sgt. Abeyta, Ssg. Bowles, Weiner, and Cain received at Bagram Airfield. The next day, they were welcomed home by Secretary of Defense Bob Gates. In his memoir, Duty, Secretary Gates wrote that he took his first trip to Dover Air Force Base that night to observe their dignified transfer. By then in his third year as a wartime secretary, he arranged to be alone with the four. He recalled the scene inside the aircraft:

I was overwhelmed. I knelt beside each for a moment, placing my hand on the flag covering the case. Tears flooded my eyes. I did not want to leave them, but I finally sensed the chaplain move close behind me, and so I rose, returned to the tarmac, and saluted, as one by one, with extraordinary precision, respect, and care—even tenderness—the honor guard transferred each case to a waiting vehicle.

Dover

Not every fallen hero is greeted by the Secretary of Defense, but all do receive a dignified transfer at Dover Air Force Base. While Dover is the military’s largest and busiest freight terminal, the base is most famous as the port of entry for the fallen, whose flag-draped remains create such searing images for our nation. The Dover Port Mortuary opened in 1955 and more than thirty thousand remains have passed through it. Dover airmen take pride in this heritage. Even by the high standards of military bases, Dover sparkled when I returned in July 2018, my first visit there in a decade. Colonel Joel Safranek, the senior commander at Dover, observed to me that “everyone here—airmen, the joint force, even contractors—goes the extra mile, without any extra pay or benefit, to make it look the best they can. We all know that families of the fallen will be here, and we want it to be perfect for them.”

A part of that heritage is the dignified transfer of remains. According to Colonel Dawn Lancaster, the commander of Air Force Mortuary Affairs Operations, “there has always been something like a dignified transfer, it’s just gone by different names, like honorable carry.” As I walked the hallways at Dover, for instance, I saw a photograph of a transfer from 1968. Since the early days of the Iraq War, The Old Guard has performed the dignified transfer of Army soldiers. (Other branches of the military also conduct the dignified transfer for their fallen.)

The Old Guard’s first operation order for a dignified transfer is dated March 28, 2003, eight days after American forces crossed into Iraq. Colonel Jim Laufenburg, then the regimental commander and now a senior civilian official at the Military District of Washington, issued the order and the mission was assigned to then-Captain Jason Garkey, who was the commander of Honor Guard Company. Garkey, now a colonel and back at The Old Guard as the regimental commander, preserved the order over all these years and provided me a copy, which bears his handwritten notes. “There was not much advance notice, no long train up,” Col. Laufenburg recalled. Col. Garkey added, “I got that order the day prior, and that was it. I think the Army staff, maybe the Chief, wanted an Army team to conduct the dignified transfer, so of course they chose The Old Guard. We’re only a couple hours from Dover and this is what we do. I said, ‘Roger that, let’s move out.’ It was a tremendous honor to be chosen.”

That first mission established standards that continue today. Most notably, the uniform would be the combat fatigues with white gloves, combat boots, and beret. When I asked Col. Laufenburg and Col. Garkey why they did not choose the ceremonial uniform, they answered that the uniform matches both the fallen soldier and the airmen on the active flight line where the dignified transfer occurs. Another key decision was to conduct the dignified transfer just like the movement of a casket from a hearse to the caisson in a military-honors funeral at Arlington.

As is often the case because of the flight time and time-zone change from Ramstein Air Base in Germany, The Old Guard’s first dignified transfer happened in the middle of the night—at 0130 on March 30, 2003, to be exact, as indicated by Col. Garkey’s handwritten note on the order. He and his casket team left Fort Myer five hours earlier, arriving with plenty of time for rehearsals before the remains landed in a C-17 cargo airplane. Col. Garkey and a few airmen boarded the aircraft as an advance echelon—the ADVON, in Army terms—to inspect the transfer cases, as the metal containers that hold the remains are known. The ADVON also ensured that the flags on the cases had not shifted or been damaged in flight. Once off the C-17, Col. Garkey rejoined his casket team. With a cool wind blowing across the dark tarmac, they marched up to one case and stood at attention during the chaplain’s prayer, then carried it to the awaiting vehicle while the C-17 crew saluted. They repeated the sequence for the second case, Col. Garkey secured both of them inside the vehicle, and the soldiers and airmen saluted as the two fallen heroes were driven away.

When Col. Garkey reflected on The Old Guard’s first dignified transfer, he stressed the impact it had on him as a young captain and his team. On the ride back to Fort Myer, “there was a lot of reflection. No one on the bus had been in combat.” While they had performed funerals in Arlington, he recalled, “there’s a big difference between handling remains in ceremonial blues in Arlington weeks or months later and carrying them off a C-17 at Dover a few hours later. It’s just so immediate.” That freshness of the loss is one reason why, Col. Garkey said, “even though you knew no one was watching, in typical Old Guard fashion, we had to get it perfect—those were our fallen brothers.”

Col. Garkey performed the next several dignified transfers as well. Within a few weeks, the Army added a general officer to the mission team, demonstrating its high priority for the Army. The Military District of Washington’s 12th Aviation Battalion also began to support the mission with a Black Hawk helicopter. Otherwise, the dignified transfer changed little from Col. Garkey’s time to when I arrived at The Old Guard in March 2007—aside from the sorrowful increase in the number of missions as the Iraq War ground on.

Because it takes several weeks for new officers to be certified for funerals and ceremonies, the dignified transfer was my first true Old Guard mission, which in retrospect seems appropriate. Nothing drives home the significance of what The Old Guard does more than a “Dover mission,” as the dignified transfer was known inside the regiment by my arrival there.

Sadly, the missions were so frequent that the regiment needed a monthly duty roster for junior officers; most lieutenants and captains pulled three or four duty days per month. My name first appeared on the April 2007 roster. That was near the height of the Iraq Surge, when we had Dover missions virtually every day. I always assumed that I would be going to Dover on my duty days. For the next several months, unfortunately, I was not proven wrong.

The Old Guard got about thirty-six to forty-eight hours’ advance notice for Dover missions. When a mission fell on my duty day, I connected with the casket team and its leader. Unlike officers, with our daily shifts, the casket team was on duty for a full week. We checked the weather forecast since inclement conditions would ground the 12th Aviation’s helicopters, forcing us to take a van to Dover. Ground transport added many hours to the mission, but like funerals in the cemetery, a dignified transfer was a no-fail mission. When the remains landed, The Old Guard would be there one way or another.

I received no advance training for my first Dover mission, partly because the dignified transfer is a simple sequence, but mostly because it happened so often that everyone else was an expert. The casket team and I linked up at Fort Myer about three hours before the mission. We did a quick uniform inspection and departed for the helicopter landing zone, usually either Fort McNair in southwest Washington or Fort Belvoir, south of Washington on I-95 in Virginia. There, we met the general officer, which the Army assigned from another duty roster of generals serving
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