
		
			In praise of The Strong Gray Line

		

		
			“In citing West Point’s contributions to this great country, General Douglas MacArthur told the Corps of Cadets in the spring of 1962 ‘The Long Gray Line has never failed us!’ It never has, and thanks to the heroism and sacrifices of West Point’s young graduates, it never will. The moving tributes offered by members of West Point’s class of 2004 to their deceased classmates who fought and died in Iraq and Afghanistan remind Americans again of this timeless truth.” —Daniel W. Christman, Lieutenant General (retired), USA; 55th Superintendent, West Point

			“The West Point class of 2004 has a story to tell that is unique in the twenty-first-century history of the United States Military Academy.  For the first time in many generations, a class entered the Academy when the nation was at peace but was destined to spend the entirety of their time there in training and preparation for wartime leadership. The Strong Gray Line tells this story extraordinarily well, in a way that only those who experienced it first-hand can. From inauspicious beginnings during a rain-soaked first summer of initial training and through the myriad challenges that cadet life entails, that story has now become one of battle-hardened, experienced professionals who are doing the nation’s work in a way that brings distinction to a class that has earned an honored place in West Point’s illustrious history.” —Eric T. Olson, US Army retired; Commandant of Cadets, United States Military Academy, West Point 2000–2002

			“Remembrance has always been one of the duties of the soldier, and The Strong Gray Line is in keeping with that vital tradition. With this book the West Point class of 2004 honors their fourteen members who have fallen in service to their country, and they provide us a window into the diverse experiences of one class during the past decade of war. In that regard, this books stands as a further act of service to their country.” —Phil Klay, author, Redeployment

			“While you will likely never walk a mile in their dusty boots, reading The Strong Gray Line will help you understand, and certainly respect, the courage, sacrifice, and leadership of the West Point class of 2004.” —Craig Mullaney, New York Times bestselling author of The Unforgiving Minute: A Soldier’s Education
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			Foreword

		

		
			From the distance of our television screens and Internet video clips, the advanced technologies wielded by America’s armed forces have had the effect of often portraying war as an antiseptic affair. But on the ground where combat is waged, nothing could be further from reality. War in the contemporary age is much as it always has been: arduous, grueling, and costly. For most who experience war, their lives are irrevocably changed. For the men and women charged to lead our nation’s soldiers in combat—and for their loved ones—the experience takes on even greater weight.

			To preserve the memory of their service during the tumultuous decade since their commissioning as Army officers, members of the West Point Class of 2004 have written The Strong Gray Line. This is foremost a story of remembrance. Each chapter honors one of the fourteen members of the class who has died in the service of our country. It is fitting that the lives of such exceptional young officers be remembered, not only as examples of selfless and intrepid officership but also as monuments to the thousands of fellow Americans who served alongside them.

			Their stories offer an unvarnished glimpse into the now-famous “Iraq Surge” and other defining moments of the Global War on Terror in both Afghanistan and Iraq. These vignettes often are uncompromising in their accounts of the unrelenting demands of warfare in the modern world. For those who have not felt the heartrending grind of months and years in a war zone, these dispatches provide insight to better understand today’s veteran.

			As the Class of 2004’s combat record demonstrates, soldiers are not relieved of the emotional burden of war when they return home. Rather, they bear a burden in body and mind that affects their well-being and the well-being of their friends and family, and often transforms into an enduring struggle to restore normalcy to their lives. Yet this is also a story of triumph and noble service. The Class of 2004 represents what is best about the United States. Their willingness to serve in uniform and to dedicate their lives to leading their fellow citizens in both peace and war is a testament to the greatness of our army and our nation.

			I hope you find this work to be a meaningful glimpse into the journey of one class of West Point graduates, and that through it you find a measure of understanding about the nature of combat, the resiliency of our junior leaders, and the titanic courage that so many soldiers and their families display on behalf of the United States of America every day.

			General Raymond T. Odierno

			38th Chief of Staff of the Army

			The Strength of our Nation is our Army,

			The Strength of our Army is our Soldiers,

			The Strength of our Soldiers is our Families,

			This is what makes us Army Strong.
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			Introduction

			Jim Wilson and Cory Wallace

		

		
			And when our work is done, Our course on earth is run, May it be said, “Well done;

			Be thou at peace.”

			—P. S. Reinecke, USMA Class of 1911, “West Point Alma Mater”

			Originally composed as a furlough song by Cadet Paul Reinecke as he marched disciplinary tours, the “West Point Alma Mater” today is sung at nearly every West Point gathering from football games, to reunions, to funeral services.1 The third verse hits a powerful crescendo on “May it be said, ‘Well done,’” before reverting to a quiet, solemn “Be thou at peace” as graduates pay their respects to those members who have passed on. The tune is powerful, but it is abstract for cadet candidates when they arrive full of excitement and anxiety for “Beast Barracks” their first summer. With time, however, the meaning of the “Alma Mater” grows for graduates as we come to appreciate the institution’s values and the bonds we hold with our fellow comrades past and present.

			We, the members of the United States Military Academy’s Class of 2004, arrived at West Point for Reception Day (R-Day) on June 29, 2000. Our class was composed of 1,187 “new cadets” beginning the journey to become members of the Long Gray Line.2 We hailed from across America, representing one of the truest cross sections of the country, but we were bound together by the goal of becoming officers in the United States Army. While the day began bright and sunny, by midafternoon storm clouds threatened the evening parade and Oath Ceremony. As we stood in formation awaiting marching practice, it began to rain. Our cadre asked us, “New cadets, it’s raining on your R-Day, do you know what that means?”

			“No, Sir! No, Ma’am!” many of us responded, unsure what to say in the situation as we only had four responses we were allowed to use.

			“It means your class is going to war!”

			While the details of the folklore are unclear (some believe it’s rain on R-Day, others believe it’s Acceptance Day, while others say rain on Graduation Day foreshadows war), the notion of war at the time was a bit ridiculous. Most of us had watched the Berlin Wall fall and the U.S. military lead a coalition that wiped out Saddam’s Iraq army; it was difficult to envision another war breaking out anytime soon.

			Due to the rain, the cadre canceled our R-Day parade and moved the Oath Ceremony to Eisenhower Hall. Storms continued throughout most of the summer, hitting us on most of our road marches and almost our entire week of training at Lake Frederick. Rain became such an integral part of our experience that it seemed fitting to include a storm cloud in our class crest. At the time the cloud symbolized the trials and tribulations we overcame as a class in our pursuit of becoming officers in the army, but like the “Alma Mater,” it has come to symbolize much more as time passes.

			Our world forever changed on a beautiful September morning when Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda network hijacked four airplanes and crashed two into the World Trade Center and one into the Pentagon, killing nearly three thousand people. What seemed so unimaginable the summer prior, our country was now at war. The enemy was not a nation-state, but a dispersed network of organizations and individuals. We were in shock, angry, and eager to help in any way we could. We wanted to get in the fight, but it was not our time. Our time would come. We became more focused as cadets knowing the stakes were higher, but it was still not clear what role we would play.

			Academy cadets do not incur a service commitment until a formal ceremony the night prior to academic classes starting their junior year. Our Affirmation Ceremony in August 2002 was the first to occur following the attacks of September 2001. Our class had some members leave, deciding that the military was not right for them, but we did not experience a large exodus. West Point’s Class of 1969, which graduated at the height of the Vietnam War, had an inscription in the front of their Howitzer (cadet yearbook) that reads “This is the Sign of the True Professional, To March to the Sound of the Guns.” Like the class of 1969, our nation called and we marched to the sound of the guns.

			In spring of 2003, while most of us were on spring break, President Bush announced the start of combat operations in Iraq to remove Saddam Hussein’s regime from power. The “Global War on Terror” (GWOT) now had two fronts, and the likelihood that many of us would deploy soon after graduation increased significantly. We continued our march to the sound of the guns.

			We graduated on a warm spring day in May 2004. It was apparent that operations in Afghanistan and Iraq would not be quick and simple like the conflicts of our youth, and a mixture of excitement and anxiousness filled us as we prepared to head out to the “real Army.” Noon meals were increasingly interrupted with announcements of graduates killed in combat; we had a purpose and a job to do. The sounds of the guns grew louder, but they were still distant.

			In November 2005, our class received word that an improvised explosive device had killed Dennis Zilinski while he was on patrol in northern Iraq with his platoon from the 101st Airborne Division. Dennis was the first member of our class killed in combat. The shit immediately got real—no longer was the GWOT an abstract concept or a theoretical discussion. Our time had come—the sounds of the guns were all around us.

			From 2005 to 2012, our class lost thirteen members in combat and a fourteenth to an aviation accident, by far the most of any class for Afghanistan/Iraq. As foreshadowed on our R-Day, our class very much went to war. The pieces that follow are a collection of personal experiences from deployment and tributes to our fallen comrades. They recount our passions, strengths, and triumphs, but also our fears, our vulnerabilities, and at times our stupidity.

			We hope that these stories help the reader understand how a decade plus of war has changed us and provide some insights into the amazing classmates who left us too soon. This book is divided into four parts: “The Fallen,” “The Interlude,” “The War,” and “The Strong Gray Line Continues.” The first part, “The Fallen,” covers the life and death of each of our fourteen classmates that were killed during the Global War on Terror. Each piece connects the reader to a close friend of the deceased, but more importantly, a West Point classmate. While each chapter tells the story of one of our classmates who never made it home, it also provides the reader with an understanding of the bond forged at West Point and how it can survive even the most brutal combat conditions and continue to unite classmates even after the end of their lives. This emotional union serves as a mechanism for the authors to both reconcile their combat experiences and alter the tragic loss of a classmate into a cathartic moment. These memorials might make the reader laugh or perhaps cry; however, they all combine in a narrative arc that ultimately defines a bond that was founded at West Point, preserved through combat, and maintained after our classmates left this world.

			Part II, “The Interlude” section only consists of two entries that create a pregnant pause in the book’s tempo. Joe Myers uses a photo that he and his cadet company mates attached to a wall of the Firstie Club, one of the few bars on West Point that serves libations to cadets, and realized that for the rest of his life, he will be unsuccessfully searching for a bond akin to the one he feels with his fellow classmates. We chose this story as a transition between the two main parts of the book because it helps the reader understand the vital connection between each author and West Point that will manifest in each personal experience monograph, albeit in a slightly different permutation. We also included a poem by our classmate Nick Horton, who wrote the poem after reflecting upon his connection to West Point several years after he left the army. He wanted to express his disbelief of how it would take the death of fourteen of our classmates to open his eyes to a greater reverence for something that he once considered a sort of hyperbole. Both Nick’s poem and Joe’s vignette are crucial for the reader to understand the subtle undertones of a connection that takes each vignette author back to either West Point itself or the people with whom he or she met while there.

			Part III, “The War,” consists of personal experience monographs that are organized into four emotive categories that everyone, whether they be a combat veteran or a civilian, can understand: Hope, Anger, Love, and Dismay. Initially, we struggled with organizing these seemingly disparate combat vignettes into some semblance of a narrative arc. The last thing we want wanted to present the reader was a “shotgun blast” of war stories that fails to transcend the barriers of a troupe of combat snapshots. After much reflection, we realized that the aforementioned cohort of emotions linked certain vignettes to others and presented four distinct taxonomies that enable the reader to glean a deeper understanding of each experience. 

			A recent West Point graduate wrote the final portion of the book during his final year at the academy. In this part, the author captures the bond he feels that he shares with previous graduates despite the fact that he never met them during his life. The names of fallen graduates spoken over a loudspeaker during lunch are not the names of strangers; rather, they belong to people to whom he feels connected in a supernatural manner.

			While many of us have left active duty for other pursuits, others continue to wear a uniform. We all carry a burden of living a life worthy of the sacrifices of our classmates and so many others. To those who bore the ultimate cost and who now grip our hands from the shadows, we dedicate this book.

			May it be said, “Well done; Be thou at peace.”
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			The Fallen

			Listed in Chronological Order of Their Ultimate Sacrifice

		

	
		
			First Lieutenant Dennis W. Zilinski II, KIA in Bayji, Iraq, on November 19, 2005

			A Legacy of Love: The Story of Dennis Zilinski II

			BJ Kraemer and Charlie Lewis

		

		
			Greater love hath no man than this: that a man lay down his life for his friends.

			—John 15:131

			So there they were—Ron Garberson, BJ Kraemer, Charlie Lewis, and Dennis Zilinski—proud, no, cocky, second lieutenants, who just graduated from West Point and were surrounded by family and friends.

			Forty-seven months earlier, the four arrived at the historic institution as high school kids and met for the first time in swim coach Ray Bosse’s backyard in a bucolic West Point neighborhood the day before reporting to West Point. They bantered with each other, distracted by what the summer ahead held for them. They were just boys, full of questions and fear of the unknown summer of Beast Barracks that lay before them. Despite limited conversations over America Online in the months leading up and the precious few hours at Ray’s, each one left the picnic that day with a little bit of comfort knowing they were all going through the summer together.
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					Dennis W. Zilinski II

				

			

			
			
			Now here they were, more mature, aged, and standing together as men, filled with nothing but pride of accomplishing this milestone and excitement for the future. However, in their hearts they knew their smiles were hiding something—something no one was talking about. Again, each feared the unknown and knew there was the unknown. They were joining an army at war, and although the excitement of the day was beaming from them, they chose a special place for their commissioning as a reminder of what would be asked of them. Their commissioning took place at the West Point Cemetery.

			One by one, Ron, BJ, Charlie, and Dennis stood at the grave of their former teammate, First Lieutenant David Bernstein, where their family members pinned on their second lieutenant bars. A Firstie (senior) when the four were plebes, Dave was the ideal of what a cadet should be—smart, fit, driven. Dave graduated fifth in his class, and although he was not the fastest swimmer on the team, he was the fittest. It was earlier that year that the four learned that Dave was killed trying to save his driver in northern Iraq on October 18, 2003, earning a Silver Star. They chose this place to honor Dave’s sacrifice and as a reminder that, while they were celebrating an accomplishment, they would soon lead soldiers in war. Dave was a reminder of the reality of war and a reality of the responsibility bestowed upon each man.

			They left the cemetery that day in May, excited but wary of what the future might hold. The four did not know that the same spot would soon hold one of their own for eternity. While the reality of the war was in their hearts that graduation day, no one knew how badly it would come crashing down on the group seventeen months later when, before the brass on their second lieutenant bars could tarnish, Dennis was killed in Bayji, Iraq.

			This is a story of lessons learned from one man’s life, a life that impacted many and continues to impact others through his memory. This isn’t a story of loss. This isn’t a story of war. This is a story of Dennis’s legacy. This is a story of love.

			Love of Country

			So there they were, no longer the bottom of the barrel. Plebe year was officially over. Camp Buckner was in the rearview mirror, and the fall was off to a fresh start.2 The yuks, or yearlings as the sophomore class is referred to, moved to new companies. The group became closer; plebe year left few opportunities to socialize much outside of the Academy other than swim meets, but summer training gave them a glimpse of the friendships they were building. BJ and Dennis enjoyed the “full cadet experience” while they were stuck in STAP, missing out on summer vacation.3 They met back up with Charlie later in the summer out at Camp Buckner, and while they did not get to hang out as much because of different schedules, they still found some time to have fun in between training.

			No longer plebes, there was not much more they could ask for. BJ and Dennis started what would become their daily routine of walking to swim practice together for most morning and afternoon workouts. They

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/Infinity_symbol.jpg





cover.jpeg
THE
STRONG GRAY LINE

WAR-TIME REFLECTIONS FROM THE WEST POINT CLASS OF 2004

Edited by

Cory Wallace





OEBPS/image/Zilinsky_Dennis.jpg





