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Upon being commissioned in the Armed Services of the United States, a man incurs a lasting obligation to cherish and protect his country and to develop within himself that capacity and reserve strength which will enable him to serve its arms and the welfare of his fellow Americans with increasing wisdom, diligence, and patriotic conviction.

This is the meaning of the commission.

S. L. A. Marshall

Requirement of Exemplary Conduct

Title 10 US Code, Section 5947:

All commanding officers and others in authority in the naval service are required to show in themselves a good example of virtue, honor, patriotism, and subordination; to be vigilant in inspecting the conduct of all persons who are placed under their command; to guard against and suppress all dissolute and immoral practices, and to correct, according to the laws and regulations of the Navy, all persons who are guilty of them; and to take all necessary and proper measures, under the laws, regulations and customs of the naval service, to promote and safeguard the morale, the physical well-being, and the general welfare of the officers and enlisted persons under their command or charge.

Title 10 US Code, Sections 3583, 85831:

All commanding officers and others in authority in the Army/Air Force are required—

(1) to show in themselves a good example of virtue, honor, patriotism, and subordination;
(2) to be vigilant in inspecting the conduct of all persons who are placed under their command;
(3) to guard against and suppress all dissolute and immoral practices, and to correct, according to the laws and regulations of the Army/Air Force, all persons who are guilty of them; and
(4) to take all necessary and proper measures, under the laws, regulations and customs of the Army/Air Force, to promote and safeguard the morale, the physical well-being, and the general welfare of the officers and enlisted persons under their command or charge.
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FOREWORD
GENERAL PETER PACE UNITED STATES MARINE CORPS CHAIRMAN OF THE JOINT CHIEFS OF STAFF
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General George C. Marshall, Chief of Staff of the Army and later Secretary of Defense, said during World War II, “We are determined that before the sun sets on this terrible struggle, our flag will be recognized throughout the world as a symbol of freedom on the one hand and overwhelming force on the other.” The Nation was at war in Europe and Japan, and although the struggle was very different from the one in which we are currently engaged, the themes that define our profession of arms and guide the actions of our officers apply today just as they did over 60 years ago.

The uncertainties of today’s world and the nature of our adversaries increase the importance of these ideas. They provide a foundation upon which you should build as you prepare to meet tomorrow’s objectives. The time and effort spent developing this groundwork will pay dividends as you confront new and unique challenges in the years ahead.

I encourage you to reflect on the timeless themes outlined in this book and consider what honor, integrity, selflessness, commitment, and the greater good mean to you. They define the ethos of our profession of arms, a philosophy that has moral leadership at its core. Vice Admiral James Stockdale, Vietnam POW and Medal of Honor recipient, once said, “… even in the most detached duty, we warriors must keep foremost in our minds that there are boundaries to the prerogatives of leadership, moral boundaries.” As you read these pages and think about their meaning, do so expecting to be called upon to apply moral leadership in situations where your life, the lives of your troops, and the safety and security of the United States hang in the balance.

Your commission and oath of office are reminders of your higher calling to our great Nation and Constitution. As you embark on your military career, I ask you to dedicate your study to the men and women you will one day have the privilege to lead and command.

[image: Image]

PETER PACE
General, United States Marine Corps
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff


FOREWORD
THE HONORABLE IKE SKELTON (D–MO)
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I am continually impressed with the members of the Armed Forces, impressed and grateful for all they do. The same goes for their families who endure long months of separation and danger of loss. Each time I think we can ask no more of them, they find another way to surprise me. Their resilience is amazing, and the nation is grateful.

This new edition, written while the nation is at war, is a successor to a classic series written the first time in 1950 by journalist-historian S. L. A. Marshall at the behest of General George C. Marshall, America’s greatest soldier-statesman of the last century. George Marshall never led troops in battle, but he spent much of his long and distinguished military career educating and training officers for war. He formed the great citizen-army that won the global mid-century wars against Nazi tyranny and Japanese imperial designs. George Marshall was a pioneer of service unity, what we call “jointness,” and unity of command in operational forces. S. L. A. Marshall, explaining the purpose of his book, attributed it to Marshall’s belief that officers of all services founded their professional commitment on a common moral-ethical grounding, a grounding the author of that first volume set out to explain.

This new edition takes up George Marshall’s inspirational premise and S. L. A. Marshall’s example and carries them into the new century. The book aims to educate commissioned officers of all services, as well as interested outsiders, about the basic moral-ethical requirements of being a commissioned officer in the Armed Forces of the United States. Understanding the common foundation of commissioned leadership and command of American military forces is essential if we are to achieve true excellence in joint operations; it unites the officers of the separate services in a common calling of supporting, defending, and bearing true faith and allegiance to the Constitution, and in providing good and faithful service in performance of the military officer’s duty.

The book begins by emphasizing the officer’s oath and commission, observing the implications of the Constitutional division of military authority between the state and federal governments and of constitutional authority and responsibility for civil control of federal forces between the legislative, executive, and judicial branches. These divisions are sometimes difficult to negotiate, but they are the foundation of American liberty. The nation is ill served when the leadership of the armed forces is inadequately attentive to the different roles and responsibilities of the separate branches. The nation is stronger when the American people fully understand them and demand their respect.

This book is intended to be the first volume in the professional library of newly commissioned officers, the first brick in a lifetime of professional military education, supported by institutional periods of quality collective instruction and inquiry, expanded by progressive operational experience, but ultimately shaped by habitual individual study and reflection throughout the military career. Broad continuous education—technical, conceptual, and moral-ethical—is the hallmark of a professional officer. The armed forces officer’s career must be designed to encourage and support a lifetime quest for knowledge and understanding of all aspects of the officer’s vocation.

The American armed forces are amazing institutions. I have watched them at peace and war longer than most men and women in uniform. These brave and creative Americans have never failed to meet the challenges set before them and they have more than a few facing them today. The indomitable spirit of the thousands of wounded men and women, regulars and reservists, fighting to remain on active duty in spite of their wounds, is ample evidence of the well-being of the institutional soul of today’s armed forces, its men and women of all ranks. It is into the hands of armed forces officers that the leadership of these men and women is entrusted by the American people, through their elected representatives and government. This book is a modest effort to explain the nature of that trust and the obligations and expectations it entails.

[image: Image]

CONGRESSMAN IKE SKELTON (D–MO)
Ranking Member, House Armed Services Committee


INTRODUCTION
THE MEANING OF THE COMMISSION

As an officer in the Armed Forces of the United States you are a citizen-soldier, a warrior in the profession of arms, a member of a skilled profession, an unwavering defender of the Constitution and a servant of the nation. A leader of character, you accept unmitigated personal responsibility and accountability to duty, for your actions and those of your subordinates. You lead your service and defend the nation in seamless union with officers of all services. In so doing, you willingly take your place in an ancient and honorable calling, obligated equally to those who have gone before you, those you walk among, and those who will follow.

“There is no greater demonstration of the trust of the Republic than in its expression and bestowal of an officer’s commission.”1 This trust involves the majesty of the nation’s authority in matters involving the lives and deaths of its citizens. That this particular trust most often is first directed on men and women of no particular experience in life, leadership, or war, elevates the act to a supreme occasion of faith as well. Accepting an officer’s commission in the armed forces is a weighty matter, carrying a corresponding burden of practical and moral responsibility. The officer must live up to this responsibility each day he or she serves.

In 1950, the Office of the Secretary of Defense published a small handbook with a dark blue cover titled simply, The Armed Forces Officer.2 Journalist-historian Brigadier General (Army Reserve) S. L. A. Marshall was the author. According to an introduction written by Marshall for a later edition, the Secretary of Defense, General George C. Marshall, “inspired the undertaking due to his personal conviction that American military officers, of whatever service, should share common ground ethically and morally.”3 Defining that common ground, then, became Brigadier General Marshall’s goal.

The 1950 edition of The Armed Forces Officer is considered something of a classic by many and still deserves close reading. For many years it was presented to new officers on their commissioning. Brigadier General Marshall revised the book several times, through 1975.4 Following S. L. A. Marshall’s death in 1979, Brian P. McMahon, Sr. and John Causten Currey drafted a 1988 edition with advice from an advisory board of retired flag officers.5 The world has changed dramatically since 1988, politically, technologically, and, therefore, militarily. It is time for another edition of this classic work.

In fall 2002, at a conference on character development and education organized by the U.S. Naval Academy’s Center for the Study of Professional Military Ethics and sponsored by Senator and Mrs. John McCain, one line of discussion addressed the possibility of initiating an effort uniting all the service academies to define what it means to be a commissioned officer in the twenty-first century. Within days, the Army Forces Command Commander, General Larry Ellis, suggested to the Commandant of Cadets at West Point that it was time for the Military Academy to take a hand in revising Marshall’s old book, which, said Ellis, he still kept on his desk and referred to frequently. With that coincidence of events, the effort to write a new edition of The Armed Forces Officer was taken in hand. Three academy superintendents agreed to a joint effort and the Joint Staff J7 agreed to provide sponsorship for what was intended to be a true joint service venture. The Marine Corps University and Coast Guard Academy subsequently came aboard.

This book is written while our nation is at war. It is composed with the belief that the obligations of officership in the armed forces remain timeless and that nothing seen in the war on terrorism, or the campaigns in Afghanistan and Iraq, have indicated otherwise. Indeed, the highly publicized instances of soldier misconduct, such as the disgraceful incidents of prisoner abuse at Abu Ghraib prison and elsewhere, have tended to underscore the importance of active, competent and highly moral-ethical commissioned leadership, precisely by its absence.

The decision was made early in the drafting process to write a new book for the new century while retaining the original title and motivation. The intent is to draft a handbook aimed at new officers and those who aspire to become officers. There is an added ambition that the volume will be sufficiently useful so that it will be retained throughout a career and, like Marshall’s original, referred to periodically by senior officers who want to seek renewed inspiration or professional centering. It is the authors’ purpose to write the book in the spirit of George C. Marshall’s goal: to define the common ethical core of all officers while acknowledging that the military services retain cultural differences that are not only useful to their separate functions but necessary to their common success. Like the nation, the American military forces gain strength from their diversity. E pluribus unum, “From Many, One,” could be the motto of the Department of Defense as well as the United States.

All armed forces officers begin their careers taking a common oath and receiving from their constitutional commander in chief a common commission. This oath and the commission, which constitute an individual moral commitment and common executive instruction, are the basis of the common ethic of commissioned leadership that binds the American military into the most effective and loyal fighting force in service to a democracy anywhere. Together they provide the common ethical grounding in which George C. Marshall believed. According to the Air Force Academy Superintendent, service as an officer is a privilege—“a privilege, founded on integrity, that brings with it great responsibility.”6

An oath is a moral undertaking, “a pledge to perform an act faithfully and truthfully.”7 It commits the oath-taker to do certain things: to tell the truth in criminal trials and to provide disciplined service in the case of military enlistment. According to Admiral Arleigh Burke:

When an officer swears to “support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic”—he [or she] is assuming the most formidable obligation he [or she] will ever encounter in his life. Thousands upon thousands of men and women have died to preserve for him the opportunity to take such an oath. What he [or she] is actually doing is pledging his [or her] means, his [or her] talent, his [or her] very life to his country.8

The officer’s oath has its origin in the constitutional requirement that “all executive and judicial officers both of the United States and of the several States, shall be bound by oath or affirmation, to support this Constitution.…”9 The current form of the oath dates from the end of the period of Reconstruction (May 1884) when former Confederate officials were readmitted to federal service.10 All commissioned officers of all military services subscribe to the same oath of office as do other government officials (the president excepted)11 in a form prescribed under Title 5 of the U.S. Code. Tendered a commission, they swear:

that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; that I take this obligation freely, without any mental reservation or purpose of evasion; and that I will well and faithfully discharge the duties of the office on which I am about to enter. So help me God.

The oath is simple and deliberately unconditional. It is to the Constitution, the legal compact that created our current system of government, designating the president as commander in chief of the Army and Navy12 (and by extension Air Force, Marine Corps and Coast Guard), while reserving to the Congress the power (and initiative) to raise and support Armies, to provide and maintain a Navy and to make rules for the government of the land and naval forces.13 Notably, the Constitution explicitly took for granted the existence of state militias that might be called into federal service and thus fall under federal authority. Militias were established, governed, trained, and equipped by the several states. The oath thus acknowledges that the Constitution divides authority over military forces between the federal government and the states, and among the legislative, executive, and judicial branches of the federal government. It requires that individual loyalty focus on the governing compact and thus the rule of law, not on any person or office.

The new officer swears, then, “to well and faithfully discharge the duties of his or her office.” To well and faithfully discharge depends not simply on complying with the technical and legal requirements of the office, but also on being consistent with the nation’s ideals, fundamental notions of respect for human dignity that are laid down in the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, and other historic national documents. Officers’ understanding of their obligations must extend beyond the letter of the law to the spirit that inspires it.

Having sworn allegiance and loyalty to the Constitution, and good and faithful service, the officer receives a commission from the president of the United States. In contrast to the oath, which has changed several times, the form of the commission is largely unchanged since the Revolutionary War.14
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The commission defines the station of the officer.

To all who shall see these presents greeting: Know ye that, reposing special trust and confidence in the patriotism, valor, fidelity and abilities of__________________, I do appoint him a _____(rank)________________ in the (United States Army/Navy/Marine Corps/Air Force/Coast Guard) to rank as such from the __ day of__. This officer will therefore carefully and diligently discharge the duties of the office to which appointed by doing and performing all manner of things thereunto belonging. And I do strictly charge and require those officers and other personnel of lesser rank to render such obedience as is due an officer of this grade and position. And this officer is to observe and follow such orders and directions, from time to time, as may be given by the President of the United States of America, or other superior officers acting in accordance with the laws of the United States of America. This commission is to continue in force during the pleasure of the President of the United States of America under the provisions of those public laws relating to officers of the Armed Forces of the United States of America and the component thereof in which this appointment is made.

The commission is both a letter of instruction and a grant of authority from the president, as commander in chief, to every officer. Officers are commissioned in their individual service, but each commission is otherwise the same. The commission begins by declaring that the officer possesses the special trust and confidence of the president in the appointee’s patriotism, valor, fidelity, and abilities—his or her love of country, moral and physical courage under threat, faithfulness in thought and action, and professional competence.

Where the oath of office requires the officer to swear that he or she will well and faithfully discharge the duties of the office, the commission commands the new officer “to carefully and diligently discharge the duties of the office to which appointed. …” The president charges subordinates to obey the orders of the officer, and the officer to comply with the instructions and directives of the president and superior officers, notably limiting this responsibility to those officials “acting in accordance with the laws of the United States of America.” Even presidential orders, then, are no defense for American officers acting outside the law. Finally, the commission makes it clear that the officer, like all officials of the executive branch of government, serves at the pleasure of the president.

Everything in this book about the nature of the officer can be said to derive from the oath of office, the commission, the military provisions of the Constitution, its enabling legislation, and the inherent nature of the military calling.

Chapter 1 reminds us that American armed forces officers are citizen-soldiers, recounting sublime moments of self-sacrifice for the nation, which mark what journalist William Pfaff referred to as “the honorable absurdity of the soldier’s role … an undertaking to offer one’s life, and to assume the right to take the lives of others.”15 Chapter 2 describes the profession of arms and the central role the warrior-leader will continue to play even as the practical nature of warfare undergoes rapid change. The warrior ethos remains at the center of a twenty-first century officer’s calling. Chapter 3 is a consideration of a key contextual factor of an officer’s service that all American officers are expected to perform as leader-members of honored professions, their individual services, and, as joint service officers, as members of smoothly functioning, integrated, multiservice teams.

Chapter 4 addresses the requirement, central to the oath of every Soldier, Sailor, Airman, Coast Guardsman, or Marine, to defend the Constitution, and the role of every armed forces officer to be a servant of the nation. Chapter 5 examines the moral requirement that every officer be a leader of character and display a nobility of life and action to live up to the nation’s expectations and make the officer an inspirational leader for others to follow. Chapter 6 discusses leadership for new officers. Chapter 7, “Responsibility, Accountability, and Discipline,” addresses that which most distinguishes commissioned officers from other categories of military leader—what S. L. A. Marshall referred to as their exceptional and unremitting responsibility.16 Chapter 8, “Service Identity and Joint Warfighting,” seeks to establish a balance between the twin goods of the unique service cultures and the imperative for all services to come together as one cohesive, unified force on the battlefield. Finally, Chapter 9 summarizes what it means to be a member in an ancient and honorable calling, the commissioned leadership of the profession of arms, in the twenty-first century.

There are several appendices. These contain the nation’s founding documents; the sections of Title 10, U.S. Code that establish the several services; a compendium of service values; The Code of Conduct; and a discussion of those things new officers should be aware of titled, “Keeping Your House in Order.”17 The first chapter of S. L. A. Marshall’s first edition is included as the final appendix. Marshall’s language is a bit dated, but the chapter retains its original ability to inspire officers of all generations alike. The final element is a list, compiled by the authors of this book, of recommended books that might provide the foundations of an armed forces officer’s professional library.

Officers and civilian faculty members from each of the service academies drafted this book.18 In the spirit of E pluribus unum, only modest efforts have been made to smooth the individual voices and styles. We adopt the current convention of capitalizing the titles of members of the armed forces: Soldier, Sailor, Marine, Airman, and Coast Guardsman. Where we have not, as in the first chapter, the word “Soldier” is taken to comprehend members of all services. Our use of quotations is based on the value and authority of the argument put forward. For purposes of inclusion, we have introduced into some the feminine pronouns in brackets, excepting only those, as in the reverse of the title page, where it would have done excessive violence to the text. Both men and women serve as equals in the armed forces today. Both pay the inevitable costs of war in risk of life and limb. We believe our text should reflect an equivalent equality of respect.
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CHAPTER 1
THE CITIZEN-SOLDIER—AN AMERICAN
TRADITION OF MILITARY SERVICE

From the birth of democracy in ancient Greece, the idea of the citizen-soldier has been the single most important factor to shape the Western way of war. In a democracy, combatants bear arms as equals, fighting to defend their ideals and way of life. They are citizens with a stake in the society they have vowed to defend. They do not fight as mercenaries, nor are they guided by coercion or allegiance to the whims of a dictatorial leader. Rather, their motivation stems from a selfless commitment to an idea that far exceeds the interests of any individual member of the society.1 For the armed forces officer of the United States, this ethos began with the militiamen who defended their homes, secured the frontier, and won a war of independence against the most formidable military power of that era. The American military tradition has since been governed by a strict adherence to the primacy of civilian control and, within that framework, has continued to champion the role of the citizen-soldier as the defender of the nation’s ideals.

In Congress, 4 July 1776, the founders of our nation outlined what they described as “self-evident” truths—universal principles concerning the proper relationship between citizens and government. Human rights, quantified as “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” were their foremost concern, and government’s primary purpose was to defend those rights for all citizens. This definition of government radically transformed the role of the military in society. As the Declaration of Independence insisted, kings could no longer regard their armies as “independent of” or “superior to” civilian interests. From now on, rulers and military officers themselves would be subject to the will of the people. The priority of human rights, endowed by the Creator, would serve as the new focal point of allegiance for all citizens, whether civilian or military. From the outset, the American vision required military officers to serve first and foremost as citizens of the nation, embodying the very ideals they swore to defend.

The American Civil War tested the resolve of the American citizen-soldier like no other crisis in our nation’s history. Christmas 1860 revealed an increasingly difficult period for the Corps of Cadets at West Point. Divided over the looming national crisis, most Southern cadets had already submitted their resignations, and more were sure to follow. With the Christmas season in view, the cadets of West Point gathered in the chapel and sang a hymn usually reserved for the last chapel service before graduation, “When Shall We Meet Again.” In December 1860, the words of the hymn suddenly alerted the cadets to what serving the nation might truly entail.

When shall we meet again?
Meet ne’er to sever?
When will Peace wreath her chain
Round us forever?
Our hearts will ne’er repose
Safe from each blast that blows
In this dark vale of woes,—
Never—no, never.2

Over the next four years, former cadet roommates, now serving as commissioned officers in blue and gray, would face the impossible challenge of fighting one another on opposing sides to determine the destiny of the United States of America. The aftermath would reaffirm the resolve of federal principles established in the Constitution of 1789 and redefine the very oath of the armed forces officer. No longer pledging to bear allegiance only to the United States, officers after 1862 would take an oath to support and defend the Constitution.3 In this fashion, the oath unmistakably underscored “We the People” as the highest authority in the military chain of command.

As soldier and citizen, today’s armed forces officer is a champion of both the nation’s defense and the principles upon which the nation was founded. Taking an oath to support and defend the Constitution means swearing to uphold the core values that define the essence of American citizenship; the armed forces officer is first and foremost a citizen who has embraced the ideals of the nation—only then can he or she defend those principles with true conviction.

It was an unswerving sense of civic responsibility that ultimately led Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain to Gettysburg in 1863. During that battle, Chamberlain, a professor of modern languages from Bowdoin College, led his 20th Maine Volunteers in a courageous stand against Confederate assault and secured the southern end of the Union line at Little Round Top.4 Colonel Chamberlain epitomized the ideal of the citizen-soldier, not only for his decisive leadership in battle, but for his commitment to the principles for which he felt called to join the defense of the Union. In his view, right action left the North no other option than to preserve the Union. As a professor watching the young men from his classes enlist in the army, Chamberlain was burdened with a sense of duty and responsibility yet unfulfilled. Despite opposition from his wife and colleagues, the 33-year-old professor made the decision that would redefine his life’s mission. In response to the personal request of the governor of Maine to accept the leadership of a new regiment, Chamberlain wrote, “I feel it to be my duty to serve my Country. Your call to a post of honorable service finds me as a good citizen to come forward without delay & without excuse… I can make no other decision.”5

For the armed forces officer, it is not enough to be willing to support the ideas of the Constitution or even be willing to give one’s life in their defense. As the nation’s trusted professionals trained in the art and application of war, we are held to a higher standard—we are required to embody the values we have taken an oath to defend. At the end of the Civil War, Joshua Chamberlain, having been promoted to brigadier general, demonstrated that commitment during the surrender of Robert E. Lee’s forces at Appomattox Court House. Having given much thought to how he should lead his men to respond to the weary ranks of Confederate Soldiers, Chamberlain resolved to show respect to the defeated enemy by having his men present a salute of arms. Although he anticipated harsh criticism from his superiors for this gesture of respect, Chamberlain stated that “nothing of that kind could move me in the least. … Before us in proud humiliation stood the embodiment of manhood … thin, worn, and famished, but erect, and with eyes looking level into ours, waking memories that bound us together as no other bond—was not such manhood to be welcomed back into a Union so tested and assured?”6 Sixty years later, a Virginian who had been among the Confederates that day asserted that the healing of the nation “began with that order to present arms.”7 Given the choice between exacting revenge and upholding justice, Chamberlain followed a path guided by principle, even when bitterness and war-weariness urged otherwise. In so doing, he paid tribute to the more than 600,000 that made the ultimate sacrifice during the war, but more importantly, Chamberlain reflected the very ideals for which those thousands had shed their blood.

As military officers, we have taken an oath of service above and beyond the ordinary parameters of noble citizenship. Our role in “promoting the general welfare” ultimately requires an unflinching commitment to service before self. In some cases, we may be required to sacrifice our very lives. Countless numbers of American citizen-soldiers have had to make this choice, and as the next generation of armed forces officers, we have volunteered to inherit that legacy and selflessly perform our service to the nation. In this light, courage is not a matter of heroism or extraordinary strength, but of inner conviction and faith—the decision to do the right thing for the right reason, no matter the cost.

During the opening stages of the Battle of Midway, 4 June 1942, Lieutenant Commander John Waldron and his squadron of 15 TBD-1 Devastators had just taken off from the aircraft carrier USS Hornet at 0806.8 They were headed southeast over the Pacific in search of the Japanese fleet. Originally from Pierre, South Dakota, Lieutenant Commander Waldron, “the Skipper,” was described by his fellow naval officers as “a regular guy” who was “loyal and thoughtful, and tough.”9 The night before, Waldron had written a letter to his wife that stated, “I believe that we will be in battle very soon. I wish we were there today. But, as we are up to the very eve of serious business, I wish to record to you that I am feeling fine … my place is here with the fight. I could not be happy otherwise … if I do not come back, well, you and the little girls can know that this squadron struck for the highest objective in Naval warfare—to sink the enemy.”10

As a commander, Waldron’s character, sense of urgency, and concern for his men inspired the 15 junior pilots and 15 radio-gunners of Torpedo Squadron Eight to prepare for battle with courage and conviction. Most of the Airmen were green, and all except Waldron were novices when it came to the mission—even up until the Midway battle, none of the pilots had the chance to practice taking off with a torpedo, let alone dropping one in the water.11 Handling aircraft, machine guns, and radios as proficiently as he did his acclaimed six-shooter, Waldron did his best to train Torpedo Eight in every facet of the mission: “Someday, you’ll be out there in the Pacific, and you’ll be all alone, and there won’t be any gals to cheer you on … your nerve won’t pull you out then. By golly, you are going to know what to do. … I’ve been in that sort of jam and it’s that sort of sixth sense that saved my life.”12 Waldron’s definition of heroism hinged on the principle that ordinary men could prepare to meet the enemy in extraordinary fashion. His pilots knew him first and foremost as a patriot who loved his country—courage and sacrifice were, in his view, the highest expressions of citizenship.

With an uncanny intuition for the enemy’s next move, Waldron led his torpedomen straight to the pride of Admiral Nagumo’s carrier task force—Akagi, Kaga, Hiryu, and Soryu. At 0918, the carriers had just finished landing airplanes returning from their initial strikes on Midway Island.13 Waldron gave the signal for the torpedo bombers to line up for an attack on the largest carrier. However, the Japanese had already been alerted to the presence of the U.S. carriers, and the Zeros were airborne, ready to head off Waldron’s Devastators. With no fighter support to divert the Zeros, the torpedo bombers were flying into a trap, alone and vastly outnumbered. There was nowhere to run.14 Recognizing the opportunity to disrupt the landing and regeneration of further Japanese aircraft, Waldron broke radio silence and stated firmly, “WE WILL GO IN. WE WON’T TURN BACK. FORMER STRATEGY CANNOT BE USED. WE WILL ATTACK. GOOD LUCK!”15 As machine-gun bullets began to rip into the formation, the torpedo bombers held their descent and lined up on their targets to get their “fish” in the water. After a few of the torpedo bombers had been hit, Waldron’s plane burst into flames. In an effort to escape the blazing heat, his wingman saw Waldron place his right leg outside the cockpit just before his aircraft plunged into the water and disappeared.16

At the end of the hour, every plane from Torpedo Squadron Eight had been lost, and only one of 30 valiant crewmembers lived to tell the story. Not a single torpedo that splashed into the water ever hit a target, but Waldron’s squadron did manage to disrupt Japanese preparations long enough to give follow-on aircraft from Yorktown and Enterprise opportunity to destroy Akagi, Kaga, and Soryu within the next few hours.17

According to pilot George Gay, the sole survivor of Torpedo Eight, the key to understanding John Waldron “is not what happened, but why he did what he did that day.” Before departing Hornet, Waldron had told his crews he expected the Battle of Midway would be the “biggest of the war, and may well be the turning point.” In the ready room, Waldron carefully prepared a mimeographed statement which he had each of his men read silently: “MY GREATEST HOPE IS THAT WE ENCOUNTER A FAVORABLE TACTICAL SITUATION, BUT IF WE DON’T AND WORST COMES TO WORST, I WANT EACH OF US TO DO HIS UTMOST TO DESTROY OUR ENEMIES. IF THERE IS ONLY ONE PLANE LEFT TO MAKE FINAL RUN-IN, I WANT THAT MAN TO GO IN AND GET A HIT.”18 Waldron’s focus was more than mission execution. Armed with an uncommon sense of conviction and patriotic zeal, he was committed to the principle of doing the right thing for the right reason. He embodied the Constitutional ideal of self-sacrifice, finding the resolve to lay his life on the line to promote the welfare of the nation. Waldron demonstrated that for citizen-soldiers, heroism is a function of our faith and conviction to give all we have for something we believe in.

An officer is granted an enormous responsibility to make decisions and lead others into combat. The values we have sworn to protect and defend represent a distinct perspective, faith, and conviction that require commitment beyond mere mental assent. Service to the nation requires us to embody self-sacrifice in every facet of our character and conduct, and it provides the essential reference point for how we execute our mission. As citizen-soldiers, we have not only committed ourselves to safeguard a set of ideals, we have accepted the higher responsibility of serving as their chief promoters, both at home and abroad. If necessary, we are willing to lay down our lives in their defense.

In the 1950s, like many boys from small Midwestern towns, Lance Peter Sijan was a Boy Scout who sang in the church choir, earned his own spending money, and used his model airplanes to dream of future adventures in the sky. In his Milwaukee high school, he excelled in academics, lettered in football, and carried a reputation for honesty and genuine commitment to others that followed him through his officer training at the Air Force Academy where he graduated as a second lieutenant in 1965.

On the evening of 9 November 1967, 25-year-old Lieutenant Sijan was on his 53rd combat mission in Vietnam. He was the back-seater in an F-4 scheduled for another bomb run on the Ho Chi Minh Trail in Laos. Not unlike other pilots flying out of South Vietnam, Lance wrestled with the frustration of targeting the same ambiguous patch of jungle, using the same call sign and time-on-target as in previous night missions. These flights seemingly exposed aircrews to an inordinate level of risk for little gain. One of his F-4 pilot roommates recalled that “Lance had discussed these tactical shortcomings, necessitated by the wider policy considerations of limited war. But he still wore his uniform with pride every day, and refused to denigrate the national policy.”19

As orange tracer fire ruptured the night sky, Sijan pressed the button to jettison his bomb load. An electronic malfunction detonated the bombs upon release, suddenly engulfing his Phantom in flames. Sijan ejected and drifted into the densely forested jungle below. His was the only chute known to emerge from the fireball.20

Sijan regained consciousness the next day, suffering from acute lacerations, a crushed right hand, a compound fracture in his left leg, and head injuries. A flight of F-4s intercepted Sijan’s beeper and a search and rescue effort commenced. However, just as the Jolly Green chopper arrived at the pickup point, North Vietnamese Army (NVA) gunners entered the area. Sijan’s voice came over the radio, “The enemy is too close… stay where you are—I’ll crawl to the penetrator.”21 Unable to move his injured body fast enough through the jungle foliage, darkness and weakened radio batteries prevented further rescue coordination. Able only to inch himself along the ground on his back, Sijan evaded capture for 45 days. His strength severely depleted, he managed to move some three miles from his starting position before the North Vietnamese discovered his unconscious, skeletal form in the middle of the Ho Chi Minh Trail.22 After awakening in an NVA road camp, Sijan mustered enough strength to overpower one of his guards and crawl into the jungle. However, he was recaptured after several hours, beaten severely, and taken along with two other U.S. pilots to the Hoa Lo Prison in Hanoi.

Lance Sijan would never have considered himself to be a hero. However, his commitment as a citizen-soldier to the Constitutional principles he vowed to defend led him to conduct himself in an extraordinarily heroic manner. “He was dedicated to being a good pilot, a true professional, he had the self-discipline to recognize the hard duty he had as a downed pilot … to escape and evade.”23 For Sijan, freedom was more than the anticipated hope of returning home—it was an idea that Sijan had sworn as an officer to fight for, even to lay his life down for. “He knew exactly what he was doing and why.”24

Throughout his captivity, Sijan continuously resisted torture and refused to provide any military information to his captors. While enduring the chill of his damp prison cell, Sijan contracted pneumonia. With an iron will that refused to accept defeat, he instructed his cellmates to prop him up such that he might exercise his arms to condition himself for an escape attempt. A fighter until the end, Sijan died in prison on 22 January 1968.

Ultimately, Lance Sijan was a champion of the nation’s ideals, not because he took an oath to defend them, but because he believed in them. They were at the core of his very being. In his drive to evade capture and resist the enemy, Sijan demonstrated his unwavering commitment to the principle of freedom. He never anticipated on that fateful evening of November 1967 that his crippled F-4 would suddenly place him in the direst of survival situations. But Lance acted with honor because his convictions made it impossible for him to do otherwise. Glenn Nordin was the Jolly Green chopper pilot who heard Sijan’s last transmission during the failed rescue attempt. According to Nordin, “Sijan was in control of himself under the worst possible conditions. He had not only been courageous during his long struggle, he had been imaginative, cunning. … The ability to make hard but necessary decisions under difficult conditions, then to show the strength of character to implement those decisions, despite hardship, despite resistance, both in combat and times of peace.”25

The pride of our nation’s armed services stands on the shoulders of countless young men and women from all walks of life who have sworn to support and defend the ideals that define the essence of our American citizenship. In the same way Japanese aircraft over Pearl Harbor in 1941 galvanized the resolve of a nation, the September 11th terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon in 2001 reminded us of the difficult sacrifices required to sustain our Constitutional freedoms. The global war on terrorism ushered the U. S. military into groundbreaking expeditionary efforts and prolonged stability operations designed to replace rogue regimes with representative governments while winning the hearts and minds of civilian populations harassed by insurgents. In this arena, armed forces officers stood on the front lines of both a military and an ideological battlefield, serving as ambassadors of democracy and the Constitutional principles embodied in their service as citizen-soldiers. Global commitments especially underscored the extent to which Reserve Components, serving alongside their active duty counterparts, were essential in sustaining our military capabilities. Extended tours and subsequent rotations into and out of the combat zones called for uncommon courage and perseverance in the face of asymmetric warfare in urban environments and prolonged separations from families back home. In the twenty-first century, more than ever, the ideal of the citizen-soldier remains at the core of the American military service tradition.

Unlike those who made the ultimate sacrifice in a singular act of military heroism, Captain Bill Jacobsen was killed when a suicide bomber entered his mess tent in Mosul on 21 December 2004. He was 31 years old, and the fateful attack occurred on his ninth wedding anniversary, taking his life along with five of the light-armored Stryker Brigade troops he commanded in Iraq.

From his youth, Jacobsen had always planned to serve in the Army; he was an Army brat who became an Eagle Scout and graduated from Brigham Young University with an ROTC commission in 1998. He was a marathon runner who also enjoyed scuba diving and mountain biking. The devoted father of four decorated the tiny space he called home in Iraq with pictures of his wife and children. Deployed less than three months in Mosul, the 184 men he commanded trusted his leadership in urban warfare, witnessed his diplomatic skill in working with the local population, and observed how he prayed before each meal in the mess tent. He built a strong rapport with his troops and instilled a sense of confidence through his conviction in the democratic ideals he believed would prevail against even the most bitter Sunni neighborhoods; “It was the small details—the signs of respect, the signals that soldiers view fighting as a last option—that would help make the difference.”26

Jacobsen’s father, a retired lieutenant colonel and Vietnam veteran, described his son as an officer who fully embraced the mission in Iraq; “He felt we are blessed in this country with the freedoms that we have … this was something he believed in. … He felt like he had a responsibility to help people gain freedom and democracy.”27 Like many countless citizen-soldiers before him, Captain Jacobsen served because he knew freedom never comes without a price. His seemingly random death at the hand of a suicide bomber reminds us that heroism is not defined so much by the capacity in which someone serves, but by the convictions that compel someone to place themselves in harm’s way. Captain Jacobsen gave his life not only for his country, but for the principles he had embraced and deemed worthy of the ultimate sacrifice.28

The United States Constitution calls on all citizens to “establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defense, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity.” As citizen-soldiers, the armed forces of the United States have the privilege of defending those ideals against enemies foreign and domestic—in the process, we are the standard bearers for those very principles. As exemplified by Joshua Chamberlain, John Waldron, Lance Sijan, and Bill Jacobsen, officers are advocates of justice, self-sacrifice, and freedom. Proudly, we represent a cross-section of American society from all walks of life. We achieve promotions and leadership positions based on merit and proven ability to lead. Our strength is our common commitment to a democratic ideal that requires us to view one another as equals. When we serve together in combat, this democratic faith enables us to depend on each other for our very lives, and even more importantly, for the defense of our nation and the principles it represents.
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