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Introspective Lessons of an Infantry Squad Leader
The cold was a bitter reality at the end of a warmish dream. 20s and 30s during the day, godless cold at night. Getting out of the sleeping bag is the hardest, shaking the ice crystals off the front hood where your breath is supposed to exit. No tents in the infantry, too heavy/bulky/nice. Just more shitty sleeping bags out in the open. Getting out is hardest; the rest of the day is just regular hard. I reach for my rifle, in between the outer bag and the inner bag. The metal is cold enough to sting my hands (which have stayed relatively not-yet-numb in gloves while asleep) but feels dry. That is paramount. 
No use but to just plunge out there. Might as well make a spectacle of it for the boys. Last thing I need is them being all slow and lethargic. This is the hardest part (of the morning, among other things), but if I make it look easier, they might do some evaluation on themselves about how they evaluate everything else around them. “Rise and shine, thiiird squad” I announce in a voice deliberately cheery, as I dive out of the bag and jump up, putting emphasis on the word “third” because every leader has their own strange dialect with their unit. God its freezing, and my bare thigh skin immediately develops raw meat sensations before I yank up my pants. The other sleeping bags begin the rustling that I know from experience is just useless moving to delay having to unzip. I can relate. Even empathize just a little. But someone has to be in charge, and after a number of years I guess it’s me. “Get on up and out!” I say again, this time less cheery and a little more Sergeant-y, and the half-complaining-half-acceptance moans muffle out of the sleeping bags. Some move faster than others, but eventually they are all out and dressed. They look like bundled up scarecrows. I look around as they shuffle to and fro, rolling up their bags and mats. They are miserable and I love them. 
By the time the sun is half a fist above the horizon and we’ve had cold plastic pouches of breakfast mush and second breakfast tobacco, our toes feel less numb, our fingers feel most of the way still attached, and though our limbs still feel stiffer than they should, our bodies feel more or less ready. The sharp cold air smells great and clears the head. I watch the sunrise smelling Plowman’s lit cigarette imitating a campfire smell (no real fires in the infantry, too obvious to the enemy. But the smell is nice, even if it’s a lie). The sharp and cold Marlboro-but-still-fresh air smells great, and the head clearing effect it has on all of us is welcomed.  
We started walking three days ago. With any luck, today we will reach where we’ve been going - The Objective. In the same manner I pretend to love getting out of the sleeping bag, I pretend to be excited about another day of grueling walk through muddy slosh and up icy sage brush. “Step in two minutes boys, putch’yer shit on.” I pause and think about how far they’ve already come. “And look less sad. Jesus.” 

Those miserable mornings were the best I ever had. 

Inventorying, selection of, and carrying gear
I keep lists and logs obsessively now. Maybe by some measurements even compulsively. For every uncle with a secret box of 80’s magazines, I have a file in my phone notes labeled ‘upgrades for the next car I buy,’ or ‘best cheap whiskeys 2022-2023’ or even just ‘ROADS’ which is a log of roads I’ve ridden a motorcycle on recently (the idea is to compile a very impressive map later on that shoes how impressive I am at impressive trips). I’m not sure if it’s the recording that matters, or the act of recording. Either way, its most likely a function of writing everything that happens in official logbooks: Logbooks for what happens every 24 hours in a unit, logbooks of how particular weapons were used on a given day or operation, logbooks of how subordinates are doing (this last one is closer to a leader’s diary than a government document, but I don’t assign labels, the DoD does).  And sometimes they are even a coping mechanism. A bulletized comparative list of my father’s actions held in comparison to my own, for example. I think logs and lists are reflections of those who make them. A gear list shows a leader’s priorities more than their spoken words. If water and food and clothing are specified, that leader gave thought as to how much everyone would need; but if only ammo/explosives/flares/etc are listed and food/water are “as per standard,” that implies a leader was thinking more about the mission planning (i.e., themselves) than about the people actually doing the mission. 
Sometimes, I’ll use this as a self-reflection tool. Particularly on Friday nights, I’ll do chores into the night well after my wife has gone to sleep. It’s a combination of function, available weekend hours, and (unselfishly, I say) planned time by myself. When the intersection of late-night labor and cheap gin meet a precipice of aloneness and lowered inhibitions, I’ll find myself confronting thoughts over the kitchen sink I had no intention of wading into. Of reviewing my thoughts and boiling them. Do they boil down to correct? Or was I searching for confirmation bias for myself, from myself? Tough fights can be fought over a pan with baked on grime. Lots of scrubbing can be required. And it can result in honest self-to-self conversation about who I am being as a man/husband/marine/student, and what I imagine I should be as a man/husband/marine/student.
Maybe all of this is too deep into the skull filling. I’ll break it down in simpler terms. We all carry our lives in one way or another. And carrying stuff is hard. On the shoulders and back and knees (lord the knees); and over distances that seem too long to endure even half of. One of the best ways to prepare such a journey of carrying is a good solid gear list; and a very (emphasis here) good understanding of packing. 90 pounds packed right is easier to manage than 35 pounds packed wrong. Same goes for the rest of life, I think. How you burden your weight will determine your longevity on The Long Walk. How we pack our gear needs to be deliberate. It doesn’t happen right by accident. There needs to be honest self-to-self conversations about what is truly needed, and what is merely wanted badly enough that some internal self-lying to is taking place. Self-honesty is the only ingredient to success here. Sometimes, parts of our ruck that we spent a lot of time, money and regretful dedication to need to be tossed out, else we are weaker for it at The Objective. And we will not all arrive there the same for it. But where we are going does not care the difference. The destination is not subjective. It measures us all the same.  

Looking down, and reaching up
Out of all the close calls, the mortars landing too close, the ricochets piercing pants and skin, the finding out that there is no more water; the absolute scariest, most fear inducing thing I ever experienced in uniform was that the younger ones were looking at me; and I was defining what it meant to be a Marine -and by extension, a man-  to them. The thought has kept me up at night. And still occasionally does, even after. Juniors have an expectation of what SERGEANT is supposed to be, though that imagined sergeant is not always real or sometimes even not good enough in different respects. We define who we are to ourselves; but additionally, and maybe even more importantly, we define what we are to those who perceive us, and can subsequently influence what they will become.  
One of the proudest moments in my life was hearing a young machine gunner say a line that I had copied from a particularly good commander from my own young years: “Every action at night is a deliberate action.” The rule itself isn’t incredibly groundbreaking, but I thought it was good enough that I regurgitated what the old captain had said, years later to my own squad. And another year by, I hear it repeated again from them to even the next generation. Just recalling the memory of hearing that young Corporal repeat my (Captain Greys) words gives me goosebumps and a swelling chest of pride.  
And for those boys behind me, but never below, I was the buffer between “them” and “the top.” Being a man wedged between “the bottom and the brass” is honestly a very interesting place to be. To interact with and understand the higher powers that be, but through the lens of those who actually execute that power on real ground. To the doers, I was a leader and a buffer. To the deciders, I was a sounding board. 
To higher, a “yes man” is an easy but dangerous thing to be. A lazy squad leader will do the minimum. A lazy squad leader will be identified and eventually (hopefully. Fuck) weeded out. But a motivated and go-getting yes man is dangerous. If a younger killer is seeking approval of the sergeant defining to him what “good” is, a young leader seeking approval of the brass is a dangerous feedback loop; ready to reinforce bad ideas. And bad ideas end at best in suffering, at worst, casualties. This is relevant to all bits of life. Quickly buying into and reproducing what the next level up -the previous generation, that is- preaches is a dangerous practice for all humans anywhere. Progress can be stunted by a crowd of nodding heads. If the scariest thing about service is seeing a small crowd of eyes upon you to define what is correct, the most important and hardest thing is to be a questioning hand in the crowd. The questioners are argued with, the questioners are looked at with slitted eyes. The questioners evaluate the answers dished out and rewrite the books themselves. They can define tomorrow. Progress is embarrassing and all too often labeled shameful wave-making. The hardest part of the day is getting out of the warm sleeping bag first. But the others will follow. And the day will begin.

Review
All of being a walker to the objective -who carries their weights as far as they need to- amounts to a series of checks and evaluations (and effort and caffeine and ibuprofen and especially leaning hard on those around us): Does the gear list make sense? Did I pack right? Do I have enough water? Has what I told the others make sense? Does it make sense to me? Have I agreed to it of my own volition? Is The Objective a good one? And the translations are endless: Does this mortgage make sense? Does this choice to agree with a boss or professor make sense? Does this marriage make sense?  Am I doing all that I can to make all this work? And should I?
Hard questions are hard, painful to confront, and complex to answer. Choosing the right pack to shoulder, the right decisions to action on, and worthy targets to aim for is no easy thing. But if the question was if we could do it easily, we wouldn’t have to choose to get out of the sleeping bag. 
