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About
Christopher Holshek is a recently retired Colonel, U.S. Army (Reserve) Civil Affairs, and a Senior
Associate at the Project on National Security Reform. To mark his retirement he embarked on a
more than 8,000-mile, 150-hour butt-on-the seat, Harley Davidson motorcycle tour of the country
he has spent 20 of the last 30 years in uniformed service to secure, serving far from it’s borders.
During this journey he explored America’s former frontiers and some of its National Parks, commemorated his retirement at the New Mexico Military Institute where he began his military service,
and escorted a group of George Mason University graduate students on a ﬁeld trip to Liberia.
However, in many respects, this was also a journey within a journey that evoked John Steinbeck’s
observation, in Travels with Charley, that “a journey is a person in itself; no two are alike.
We ﬁnd after years of struggle that we do not take a trip; a trip takes us.”
“Often the longest of journeys circle back to the place it started, only to discover something one
couldn’t understand in the beginning”, Holshek wrote in his Facebook entry. “Joseph Campbell
called this the ‘heroic cycle’– a going out, an illumination, and a return. That was the purpose of
the journey at the start. Not to ﬁnd answers as much to see if I was asking the right questions.”
The trip not only closed a chapter, but was a way to re-examine national identity at personal
and collective levels, by looking at two fundamental questions:
1. What does it mean to be an American?
2. What does that mean for America, and for the rest of the world?
He believes that the fate of our nation in the 21st century, and the fate of the world as we try to
ﬁnd our place in it, will depend on how we collectively answer – and act upon – these questions
that can guide us to re-imagine America, and its leadership role in the world, and help us envisage
a roadmap to this future.
While the voyage of discovery that lasted from the 5th of May to the 23rd of June 2010 has
ended, the reﬂective journey that hopefully will help inspire what he called a “rolling dialogue”
will continue on the Project on National Security Reform website at www.pnsr.org.

Peace Out!
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Foreword
The Project on National Security Reform 2.0 (PNSR) is a transpartisan organization working to
modernize and improve the U.S. national security system to better protect the American people
against 21st century dangers. Funded and supported by Congress, foundations, and corporations,
it has accepted this mission in response to a disturbing new consensus among American leaders
and citizens that the system is dangerously outdated, imbalanced, and dysfunctional. PNSR 2.0
serves as an authoritative resource and a trusted advisor in helping to deﬁne and develop the
means to bridge the gap between the current and future states of national security.
Chris Holshek joined PNSR 2.0 as a Senior Associate just prior to his motorcycle trip earlier this
year. When he told us about what he was doing and why, we felt he should share his impressions
with us and others interested in national security transformation on his blog, “Two Wheels and
Two Questions” (http://twowheels.pnsr.org/). It was a unique opportunity for us to gain the beneﬁt
of his insights and discoveries as he traveled beyond the Washington Beltway. As we have come
to learn, the dysfunction in Washington, particularly with regard to the nation’s security, is so
immense and entrenched that Washington cannot reform itself. Our performance shortfalls go
beyond party or persuasion and require participation from all corners and walks of life in America.
In short, we now understand that “It takes a nation to ﬁx a government.”
What makes the contribution of people like Chris so valuable in helping to frame the great
nation-wide discussion now taking place is his connectivity to a reality gained through years of
experience on the ground. In many ways, the whole-of-government, whole-of-nation, and even
whole-of-world dimensions so desperately needed in our national security system are instinctive to
people like Chris, because he has lived and worked them years before we ever coined these terms.
His twists of phrase reﬂect the twists and turns of the experiences and understanding of someone
who represents a treasured minority of collaborative national security professionals – a minority
that we hope will become more commonplace as we go forward into the 21st century.
Beyond the blog, therefore, we felt we needed to capture his perspectives to prompt further
thought and discussion. We decided to create this more comprehensive and readable version that
communicates not just to policy wonks.
To refer to one of Chris’s favorite quotes, from Churchill: “Let us go forward together”!

James R. Locher III
President and CEO
The Project on National Security Reform
www.pnsr.org
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START
5 May, Wed.
Alexandria, VA to Central, SC via route I-95 to I-85
7 May, Fri.
Central, SC to Gautier, MS via I-85 to I-65 to I-10
10 May, Mon.
Gautier, MS to Houston, TX via I-10
11 May, Tues.
Houston, TX to Austin, TX via Rt.290
12 May, Wed.
Austin, TX to San Antonio, TX via I-35
13 May, Thurs.
San Antonio, TX to Roswell, NM via I-10 and Rt.295
16 May, Sun.
Roswell, NM to Santa Fe, NM via Rt.295 and Rt.84
18 May, Tues.
Santa Fe, NM to Sedona, AZ via I-25, I-40/Rt.66, and Rt.89
19 May, Wed.
Sedona, AZ to Las Vegas, NV via Rt.89A through Prescott to I-40 and Rt.93
20 May, Thurs.
Las Vegas, NV to Simi Valley, CA via I-15, I-210, I-5 and Rt.118
22 May, Sat. – 5 June, Sat. – Liberia
7 June, Mon.
Simi Valley, CA to San Simeon, CA via Rt. 101 and the Paciﬁc Coast Highway (Rt.1)
8 June, Tues.
San Simeon, CA to Monterey, CA via the PCH and Rt.101
9 June, Wed.
Monterey, CA to Pleasanton, CA via Rt.1 (PCH), Rt.101, and I-680
11 June, Fri.
Pleasanton, CA to Bridgeport, CA via I-580, Rt.132, Rt.120 through Yosemite National Park, and Rt.395
12 June, Sat.
Bridgeport, CA to Winnemucca, NV via Rt.395 and I-80
13 June, Sun.
Winnemucca, NV to Salt Lake City, UT via I-80
14 June, Mon.
Salt Lake City, UT to Saint Anthony/Idaho Falls, ID via I-15 with a diversion to Promontory, UT
via Rt.83 and Rt.102, then back on to I-15 to Rt.20
15 June, Tues.
Saint Anthony/Idaho Falls, ID to Billings, MT via Rt.20 and Rt.191 through Yellowstone National Park,
Grand Loop Road and Northeast Entrance Road to Rt.212 to I-90
16 June, Wed.
Billings, MT to Deadwood, SD via I-90, with a diversion to Devil’s Tower via Rt.14, Rt.24, and Rt.34
18 June, Fri.
Deadwood, SD to Sioux City, IA via I-90 and I-29
19 June, Sat.
Sioux City, IA to Kansas City, MO via I-29
20 June, Sun.
Kansas City, MO to St. Louis, MO via I-70 and I-64
21 June, Mon.
St. Louis, MO to Louisville/Ft. Knox, KY via I-64 and I-65
22 June, Tues.
Ft. Knox, KY to Sutton Lake, WV via the Blue Grass Highway, I-64 and I-79
23 June, Wed.
Sutton Lake, WV to Alexandria, VA via I-79 and Rt.50
FINISH

South Carolina – “Please” and “Thank You”
Originally posted on May 14, 2010

Got off to a good start on Cinco de Mayo.
The morning air was cool and sweet, but
more hot, humid and oppressive as the day
wore on. 532 miles on the ﬁrst leg of this
journey within a journey. Trafﬁc between
Washington and Richmond was surprisingly light. No matter what time of day, it
seems to take longer to get there than it did
for General Grant.
My ﬁrst stop was Central, South Carolina,
the home of my favorite uncle as a child,
my ﬁrst and among my greatest role models. Uncle Randy had served for 35 enlisted
years in the U.S. Air Force, including a tour in Vietnam,
where he had seen more than his fair share of combat and
bad scenes – “Charlie” often came over the wire, or sent
in children as human bombs. As a toddler, I waited notso-very-patiently for his return each day, refusing to eat
supper, when he and my aunt lived with us as newlyweds
and he was stationed at nearby Stewart Air Force Base in
“the Deep South of New York State,” as I like to refer to
the place of my upbringing. In the late 60′s, we waited
as a family for his return from Southeast Asia, anxiously
watching America’s ﬁrst televised war each day to somehow feel better connected to him.

Randy, Richard, Steven, and Chris

my own war stories. He was the only one in my family
who could understand, as any combat veteran could, and
for that I remain forever grateful.
(Not all his advice did I follow, though. Despite his and
my father’s urging that I join their service of choice, the
Air Force, I chose the Army – well, I knew I couldn’t be
a pilot, so if I couldn’t drive a plane, I thought the next
best thing was to drive a tank.)
I grew up in a working class family. The military was
a way for me to achieve two goals – see the world and
get an education, writ large. During the Cold War, when
I grew up, the military was the main socioeconomic
ladder for many, especially “minorities”, to enter the
middle class through VA loans and the GI Bill. I’m not
sure what’s performing that function, now that military’s
too small; but, our dwindling middle class is perhaps the
greatest threat, beyond our long-term national security, to
our “way of life”.

Uncle Randy was my ﬁrst role model for a number of
reasons. I remember his ﬁnal return from the war and
the reception he and others were given by protesters who
called American servicemen “baby killers” and threw
garbage at them. One of the last things I told my battalion as we de-mobilized from our tour in Iraq in 2004 was
to remember to thank a Vietnam veteran for his service
– their sacriﬁces were in many ways greater, and yet they
were not as fortunate as we to come home to a grateful
nation. Vietnam and its legacy loomed very large for
much of my career, as it did for America in those years.

It also took me some years to appreciate the value of
something else I had learned – the importance of civility.
Uncle Randy speaks with a strong Carolinian drawl, never
seems harried or rushed, nor did I ever see him use expletives or lose his temper. Then I read something not long
ago that resonated – “civility takes time”. That’s quite
a challenge considering our compressed sense of time
with all the instant communications as well as the highly
charged political environment nowadays in the U.S.

Uncle Randy was also the reason I had such respect for,
and good relations with, non-commissioned ofﬁcers
throughout my career. Especially as a young lieutenant, I
gathered numerous pearls of wisdom from them, particularly about the nature of leadership as primarily by your
own example. When I had returned to Ft. Bragg from
Iraq and obtained a weekend pass, it was Uncle Randy I
ﬁrst visited and sat with in his den over a beer, to tell him

Uncle Randy returned to his life of farming (two or three
dozen or so beef cattle and hay ﬁelds) after he retired
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from the Air Force about 20 years ago. Every time I
visited, I would wind up helping out, which I thoroughly
enjoyed – nothing like a good day’s honest work to get
you grounded again. This time, my cousin Richard, his
friend Steve, and I helped out to replace the engine bearings on a farm tractor, as well as reassembling the front
end. When we were done, I marveled at how much we
had accomplished in one half-day. And Uncle Randy’s
mechanical prowess never ceased to amaze me. I think
I’ve seen him consult a manual only once or twice, ever.

ety (that glue or fabric that makes a people cohesive yet
fungible to withstand the stress and strains of change) is
the number one base challenge for fragile or failing states
(and yes, it can happen here, too). Sure, Americans are
less civil than, say, Canadians; but, the Canadians didn’t
have to ﬁght for their independence, or to forge their national identity, expand westward, or secure their place in
the world. Some people can more afford to be civil, or at
least for different reasons. We certainly can now.
I tend to think in the case of the United States that it’s
the very issue of people taking for granted that American
exceptionalism means, foremost, remaining cognizant of
one’s relative good fortune – most have no clue how well
off they are compared to others in the world. That’s good
and that’s not so good. It’s that very balance between
hardness and softness, reforged and redeﬁned with each
generation, that’s one of the great enduring strengths of
character America. With the majority of youths in the U.S.
unqualiﬁed for either the military or the police forces, you
can guess where we probably are on that scale. (Consider
this: In the Second World War, we were able to put nearly
12 million in uniform out of a population of about half of
today’s and still wind up with 45% of the world’s gross
national product in 1945, with most goods still available,
coming out of a depression.)

When he returned from Vietnam, he brought me a lamp
he had made completely out of ammunition casings and
munitions packing material. I still use it today.
Every time I visit Central, I also enjoy chatting with my
aunt and uncle at the kitchen table at breakfast, usually
with the news on the television in the background. This
visit, they conﬁrmed what I sensed since coming back
from a year and a half in Liberia last summer: There’s
concern that folks are not too happy with Washington.
A real sense of trouble beyond the usual frustration with
politicians. National insecurity.
One of the more interesting points brought up in our rambling conversation was how people don’t seem to require
their children to say “please” and “thank you” as much
as before. Perhaps it’s generational – heck, it’s like pulling teeth to get my nieces to use those words, although
I learned over the years to say “thank you” in about 25
different languages (though not much else for most of
them), because it’s the one phrase that got the most doors
opened for me overseas.

Saying “please” and “thank you” is not just an indicator
of people who are polite and civil; it’s a reﬂection of both
humility and conﬁdence, something I suppose Americans
could use a bit more of, at least at the collective level. It’s
no coincidence.

But another explanation that came up is the
pervasive sense of entitlement that many of our
youth seem to have. Maybe we call them “X”
and “Y” generations because they’re not identiﬁed with any kind or cause or struggle. Not
their fault, entirely. We Boomers spoiled them
with the strident notion that the socioeconomic
curve would rise indeﬁnitely and that we could
consume ourselves silly on cheap credit.
Anyway, to simply point out that people don’t
seem to say “please” and “thank you” as much
because Americans aren’t as civil as they used
to be strikes me as somewhat superﬁcial. You’ll
get no argument from me about the importance
of civil society – in my quarter century of Army
civil affairs and the UN, the dearth of civil soci-

The man and his machine (or the boy and his toy?)
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Mississippi – “This is Historic”
Originally posted on May 17, 2010

The ride to Mississippi went without a hitch. 516 miles
of chasing warm, humid pavement through Georgia and
Alabama. Stopped off for a slice of pecan pie (beware
how you pronounce it) just north of Mobile. Spent a
wonderful weekend with my old friend, Ginny, who
completed construction of a new house in Gautier, near
the “Red Neck Riviera” of Biloxi, in the aftermath of
Hurricane Katrina.

to remember when wondering about how long the U.S.
commitment should be in places like Iraq, Afghanistan,
or Haiti. Generational work indeed.)
Yet, along the stretch of U.S. 90 separating the beach
from the beachfront properties slowly blossoming in the
spring air, are reminders of that other aspect of American
character (and human nature, if after all America is
nothing more than a microcosm of the human experiment
in self-governance).

Compared to New Orleans, Biloxi’s rise from the rubble
of what is referred to as “The Storm” was less mired in a
sense of victimhood and more of ﬁnding local solutions
than waiting for Big Government to step in to solve it. In
that stretch of Gulf shore, you can see a fair cross-section
of how Americans tend to respond to disaster.
Ginny is one example of many in that area, who with a
bit of help from the U.S. Government, managed to start
anew after her house was completely destroyed. A good
example of not only the social contract most Americans
believe in (but constantly need to revise), but I’ve seen
overseas as the most effective method of development
assistance, reconstruction, or “nation-building” – a hand,
but not a hand-out to those who still should have ownership of the problem.

The still pristine beaches of Biloxi, with the casino
in the background

Seems that nowadays a lot of people in a lot of places
look to central governments, the UN, the U.S., the military, as well as non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
for disaster relief more as a ﬁrst resort rather than as a last
resort. Our expectations of government in particular have
no doubt changed.
In Biloxi, the palatial casinos host fair numbers of mostly
local people of limited means chasing that other American
dream of getting rich quick, betting their own house (or
sometimes even government assistance) money at the
gambling tables, searching for the big payoff like some
Wall Street brokers creating phony wealth with mergers
and acquisitions, or the now infamous derivatives. Sad
and exciting all at the same time.
That, and the plentiful supply of government red tape
with the usual doses of corruption more characteristic
of the Huey Long era that still linger, remind me that,
even in these United States, recovery and reconstruction
development, whether from natural or man-made calamities, is a slow and difﬁcult process. (An important thing
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Miller birds and whale tail

From the tree stumps left behind from The Storm along
that road, jutting into the air almost in deﬁance of their
previous fate, are wooden sculptures, mostly in the
forms of birds, ﬁsh, and other animals by the Florida
artist Marlin Miller, creating a new landmark. Miller
is donating his work there and other places in the
Magnolia State to conjure up support for charities to
help rebuild and beautify the coast, along with about
1,000 other volunteers for the national kickoff of Keep
America Beautiful, as reported in Biloxi’s Sun Herald
(www.sunherald.com/guide/katrina-carvings/) .

After enjoying our lunch, we came upon the marina at
Ocean Springs to see a number of dilapidated shrimp
boats, awaiting some other fate than “shrimping”. Many
of their crews have already taken up contracts with BP
for clean-up related work from the oil spill.
“This is historic,” noted George, captain of the (appropriately named) Desperado, built in 1963 from materials
that today can hardly be found. George, along with his
son, has been shrimping as a family-owned business all
his life. “We survived the hike in diesel fuel prices, then
the Storm; but, I don’t think we’ll survive this one,” he
observed. “Still, I don’t blame the oil companies entirely.
We have to get oil from the Gulf, or depend even more on
foreigners. The government should have had an energy
policy in place long ago that included both this and especially other sources of energy. It’s a mess,” he sighed.

A less happy story, of course, is the impending change
to the entire seafood industry and related walks of life in
the Gulf of Mexico as a result of the oil spill. Ginny and
I feasted on freshly caught shrimp that weekend, both at
home and at the “Po’ Boy Express” in Ocean Springs,
whose featured delicacy is a shrimp po’ boy (essentially a
shrimp sandwich). We were among those speculating that
it could be the last time in perhaps a generation to enjoy
the shrimp there, although the crawﬁsh should remain.

George’s attitude seemed both stoic and faintly optimistic. “People’s livelihoods are gonna change big. We’ve
got a contract for the next year with BP, but I don’t know
what we’re gonna do after that. We’ll ﬁgure out something,” he said with a thin grin. Not exactly a Hollywood
ending. Yet, when George walked away from me back
onto the Desperado, I had a feeling that somehow things
will work out for him and his son. Blended faith?
Much of the dichotomy and paradox of the United States
is with respect to change. Americans at once both fear and
desire it. Nor do they like it when it comes from the top
down, preferring ﬁrst a groundswell of the obvious before
moving forward. This often results in a painfully slow
and frustrating process that often evokes what Winston
Churchill once said about his cousins across the Atlantic:

Last of the cheap Gulf shrimp?

Well if there’s no shrimp, at least there’s still crawﬁsh

“George” returning to work on the “Desperado”.
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“The Americans will always do the
right thing – after they’ve exhausted
all the other alternatives.”
Thus, the American pendulum swings
between embracing change, which is
the liberal impulse, and absorbing it
in a way that does not compromise
core American values, which is the
conservative impulse. Breath in,
breath out. It appears that the U.S.
is again in the throes of change
– Americans want it, but haven’t
yet come to a consensus deﬁnition
of what the change should be. Both
impulses are strong.
America long lost its innocence
when, at the beginning of the last century, it decided to
enter the world stage and set itself upon the same track
of international involvement as the other great powers.
Even though it is no imperial power in the traditional
sense, it has had to contend with (and at times give in to)
this temptation in both its dialogue with itself (as the role
of government grew) as well as with the world (as the
U.S. inherited, largely by default, the role of Chairman of
the Board of Planetary Management in 1945).

Miller’s blue marlin in front of the Biloxi town hall

This is because the U.S. has had to ﬁnd a way, in the
pantheon of nations, between its evolving ideal of itself
and the pursuit of its interests, however deﬁned in that
process – between the constraints of idealism and the restraints of realism. Innocence, however, should not ﬁnd
replacement in cynicism, regardless of how it may be
disguised in neo-isolationism and jingoism. Rather, that
ﬁne balance between humility and conﬁdence I realized
in South Carolina.
It would be safe to say that Americans are still fundamentally optimistic, just not on the basis of blind faith.
Change, but not for the sake of change. Hopefully, they’re
maturing in that way. Randy Bernard, the new CEO of
the Indy Racing League, put it nicely: “It is really important in all of our lives to embrace change. When you step
outside your boundaries, you grow in a different way.”
Ginny said it best, though, quoting John Gardner,
Secretary of Health and Welfare from 1965 to ’68:
“We are continually faced with a series of great opportunities brilliantly disguised as insolvable problems.”

Faded glory?
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Texas – “It’s Like a Whole Other Country”
Originally posted on May 22, 2010

Texas is not the biggest
state in the Union (that one
is from whence you can
see Russia). It is, nevertheless, the biggest of the
48 contiguous states. But
it’s not just geographical
size that characterizes its
mindset – it’s the ﬁerce
sense of independence
and rugged individualism.
Even the ofﬁcial travel
map I picked up at the
border notes: “It’s like
a whole other country”.
Having spent 11 years in
Germany, an interesting
comparison is with (the
Free State of) Bavaria, the
Federal Republic’s largest
and southernmost provNorth Street, Houston. Really, this is “downtown.”
ince. In short, the Texans
Encountered strong gusts of crosswinds coming up from
are the Bavarians of America; or, the Bavarians are the
the southwest while riding from Mississippi through the
Texans of Germany, with all the stereotypes that at once
wetlands of Louisiana into Texas. They nearly blew the
ﬁnd truth and contradiction. Bavaria has its yodeling for700-pound (320 kg) machine below me off the road a
est dwellers; Texas has its cowboys. Bavaria has BMWs;
couple of times. 435 miles that day. Between ﬁghting
Texas has Texas Instruments.
the wind and higher fuel consumption, I had to take a
couple more breaks for fuel and rest than planned. Then
Yet, Texas is anything but monolithic. Like other big
the domino effect, starting with the delay that caused me
states with diverse populations, such as California
to reach Houston during commuting hours, then the comand New York, Texas is a microcosm of the best and
plete closure of Interstate 10 within hundreds of meters
worst of America, with its own twists and surprises.
from the exit to my friend Michael’s place, likely due
My friend Michael’s house is in “downtown Houston”,
to an accident. Turned me around another hour trying
but you could never tell given the boulevards canopied
to ﬁnd my way back to the right street. Chaos theory at
by huge dogwood trees and Spanish moss separating,
work. Trafﬁc jams also leaving Houston and entering
shall we say, very nice houses only blocks away from
San Antonio in midday.
the slums and barrios (another tale of two Americas).
And despite the media, there are liberal Democrats livThe trafﬁc and bad winds diminished with the 540-mile
ing among conservative Republicans and moderates in
route from San Antonio to New Mexico, where the
those neighborhoods who actually talk to each other. I
change in foliage signaled I had left the eastern United
joined a small group of neighbors who sat out in front
States and entered the West. With the 115 miles from
of Michael’s brother’s house, drinking very dry martinis,
the Texas border to Houston, 165 miles from there on the
smoking (illegal) cigars, eating delicious grilled ﬁsh tacos
unscheduled detour to Austin, 49 miles back down to the
and talking politics almost as if it were baseball, without
originally planned second stop in San Antonio, and 435
the heated rhetoric. Unexpectedly civilized. Other memmiles to the border on the opposite side of the state, that
bers of what really appeared to be a community sauntered
makes at least 754 miles of this trip riding through the
by and said hello, some staying for a quick chat. On that
Lone Star State alone.
well-to-do street were not just the predictable white
6

In Texas, this means “slow down”

Gruene (pronounced “Green” - don’t ask me why), in GermanAmerican New Braunfels. Perfect combination, the VW and the
pickup truck, wouldn’t you say?

Anglo-Saxon protestants, but Indians (the South Asian
variety), Latinos and others representing a minority of
the middle class.

Yet, less than 40 miles away is the town of Gruene, whose
brochure (tongue-in-cheek) offers: “Gently resisting
change since 1872”. Gruene and New Braunfels started
as a German settlement in the mid-1840s. (You wouldn’t
think at ﬁrst so many Germans would call Texas their
North American home, but go back to my comparison
with Bavaria, and there you have it.)

In a big, diverse country, I suppose, you’re able to tolerate the presence of alternative mindsets. Big country,
big thinking? One could hope.
Much of the talk of politics in Texas, as in the rest of
America, has to do with the theme of change. Clearly,
they are also unusually dissatisﬁed with governance,
especially at the national level, arguing more the nuances
of Coke-and-Pepsi politics in America (much of the debate in America is over the inﬂections of democracy, not
whether there should be one). But I also got the impression that politics are not foremost in their minds, as with
most Americans, albeit more prescient than normal. And
attitudes toward change among Texans seem to reﬂect the
state’s surprising diversity, from place to place. (The one
point of consensus of our neighborhood roundtable in
Houston: while we have many problems, we’re still much
luckier than most, such as those poor folks in Haiti.)

Gruene (pronounced “green” by Texans, who like most
Americans don’t excel at foreign languages) has gone
through its own cycle of rise and fall and rise again.
The original German dominance of the town declined
with the collapse of family owned businesses due to the
successive disasters of the boll weevil and the Depression
in the early 20th century and then the First and especially
Second World Wars (which did little for German public
image). With the sell-out of the estate of the Gruene
family in the 1970s and its placement on the National
Register of Historical Places, the town re-emerged as a
tourist attraction, with its restored Victorian-era homes,
dozens of “cute little shops” (as the woman who sold
me my t-shirt at the local Harley-Davidson dealership
described), and venues like the Gruene Hall, which lays
claim to staging renowned musical acts such as Rock n’
Roll Hall of Famers Jerry Lee Lewis and Bo Diddley and
country stars Willy Nelson and Waylon Jennings.

Austin, for example, is a surprisingly progressive city,
even though it hosts the state capitol. Besides the huge
campus and student population from the expanding
University of Texas, the city is culturally rich, especially
when it comes to musical arts, boasting more live acts of
all genres appearing there than any other place in the U.S.
(Bought a refrigerator magnet there that says: “Keep
Austin weird”.)

San Antonio has experienced its own transformation
and increased cultural diversity, hallmarked by the
now-famous Riverwalk, not strictly commercial and
signiﬁcantly more tasteful than a strip mall.
7

One does not go, however, to San Antonio (or to Texas
for that matter) without seeing The Alamo, which is as
important to Texan identity as Kosovo Polje is to the
Serbs (except that the Alamo resulted eventually in a
victory that won independence some months later for the
Republic of Texas, as it was known for nearly ten years
until its admission into the Union in 1845; the Serbs had
to wait a few centuries for the Ottomans to ﬁnally leave).

in the cause of liberty and humanity is not cause for shuddering.” The moral over the physical, as Napoleon once
observed – and as with other such campaigns as the Tet
Offensive 132 years later, a tactical disaster but a strategic
victory. Most of the nearly 200 who died at the Alamo
were not Texans, including men from Denmark, England,
Germany, Ireland, and Scotland (the Mexican army
spared the women and children). “When you consider
who was here and what happened afterward, you have
to ﬁgure that it was more than just about defending their
property,” noted one of the curators at “The Shrine”.

The battle became a rallying cry to mobilize commitment
to the cause, described by Daniel Cloud two months
before the battle in February 1836: “If we succeed, the
Country is ours. It is immense in extent, and fertile in its
soil and will amply reward all our toil. If we fail, death

“We still want to believe that we don’t go to war unless
we have a real good cause.”

“The Shrine” of Texas at night.
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New Mexico Military Institute – “Old Post”
Originally posted on May 23, 2010

As I was making my way through West Texas, about 80 or
so miles east of Fort Stockton, where I was to turn north
on U.S. 285 that would take me to Roswell, NM and my
alma mater, New Mexico Military Institute, I decided
to take advantage of my good time and enjoy a break in
the clear, cool, blue sky, having come out from under the
clouds that had shrouded my ride to that point, and absorb
the warmth of the sun and the wide open spaces of the
emerging desert landscape. Just as I was preparing to
depart the rest stop, a group of nine motorcycles rumbled
past, and I caught up with them and exchanged the signature “biker wave” as I rode amongst them, receiving
their recognition that it was alright to join their pack. In
addition to security, it provided some companionship on a
long, beautiful, but lonely stretch of smooth highway into
empty, western spaces.

the physical, received a nomination from Congressman
Ben Gilman, who had surprised me at high school graduation with a Congressional Medal of Merit (for outstanding community service and leadership while maintaining
a high academic standard). All systems “go”.

Like cowboys on a cattle drive, we meandered along the
smooth asphalt of our 21st century motorized trail, with
one member of the group bringing up the rear, as in a
military convoy, in a Suburban pulling a Harley trailer
with a spare bike, parts, and to recover any breakdowns.
Staying with ﬁrst analogy, I identiﬁed him at our lunch
stop at a Tex-Mex restaurant in Pecos, TX as our “chuck
wagon driver”, which generated quite a bit of laughter.
I found out they were mostly small business owners or
professionals (and not the infamous biker desperados
my uncle the retired New York State Trooper warned me
about – because he saw it on TV). From Corpus Christi,
they were out for a long weekend in Ruidoso, NM, about
30 miles short of my destination, where I had not been
since 16 May 1980, when I graduated from NMMI
and received my commission in the United State Army
Reserve. It was great to have them along for the ride,
but somehow poignantly ﬁtting to be on my own as I reentered Roswell like a returning alien.

New Mexico Military Institute, Roswell, NM.

One of my favorite quotes, and a mantra for much of my
own life, was what John Lennon said only months after
that formative event: “Life is what happens when you’re
busy making other plans”. (Shortly after that, ironically,
he was shot dead.)

Then, a few months before that event, I announced to my
family (who were naturally disappointed) that I did not
intend to go to West Point. Rather, I was going to a
military junior college “out West”, where I would be
able to obtain my commission in two versus four years
and ﬁnish my degree work at a civilian school (which
turned out to be George Washington University), and
incidentally learn to ride a horse. Sounded like a good
deal, and even though the prestige of attending the United
States Military Academy was almost overwhelmingly
tempting, my decision was not just because it was too
close to home (as I had a bad case of Wanderlust), but a
more pragmatic reason. At the time, the Academy gave
you only one option (like the color of Henry Ford’s Model
T) regarding the major ﬁeld of study – you could obtain
any undergraduate degree as long as it was a bachelor of
science in civil engineering. As someone who already
recognized by the 11th grade that he wanted to major in
international relations, I knew I would struggle mightily
with this intellectual challenge, along with the heaps of
(non-self) imposed discipline (against which I had a
small rebellious streak). Not my side of the brain and
not in my personality’s operating software.

Let me explain why I went to NMMI, some 2,000 miles
and two time zones away, instead of West Point, just on
the other side of the mountain from my home in Highland
Mills, NY. I had applied, met the requirements, passed

“Know thyself”, Socrates said, and indeed I did – I would
not be structured for success at West Point. (One thing
I learned at NMMI was that a uniform was either something to hide behind, a persona given to you, or some9

thing from which to project yourself – I seemed more
comfortable with the latter than the former.)

Well, not exactly. Despite what I thought had been ample
pre-coordination, none of the above happened. First, the
school had made no arrangements for me to publicly
mark my retirement, some confusion apparently between
the Alumni Association, where I am a lifetime member
and with whom I had been largely coordinating, and the
ofﬁces of the Superintendent and the Commandant, who
were in charge of the events. Additionally, in spite of
the European Command’s herculean efforts to have my
retirement award approved by Department of the Army
and sent to NMMI for presentation there, for perplexing (but not surprising) reasons, the medal kit went to
EUCOM headquarters in Germany. To make matters
worse, although I had sent advance press release material
on what would certainly be a great human interest story,
the material never was forwarded to the local media in
time for any coverage. Long story there, too.

When I later went to George Washington University, I
wound up obtaining two Bachelor degrees in successive years. Why? Long story, but essentially it was a
workaround against what I called the “bureaucrapia” that
you could not obtain an “interdisciplinary double major”.
I was enrolled in the School of Public and International
Affairs and wanted to add to my three-year language
study requirement and round out my fourth year of
German to get maximum value-added. However, the
German Language and Literature Department was in
the Columbian College of Arts and Sciences of (the very
same) George Washington University. The Dean of the
University was sympathetic, but powerless as it required
a decision by the board of regents. I researched the rules:
meet the minimum residency requirement, and graduate the following year, much at my own cost, with the
German major, and for good measure, History as well.
(My case, by the way, was later instrumental in having
the double-major rule changed; it just didn’t beneﬁt me.)

It was clear everyone was focused on the events leading up to graduation and had little idea how to deal with
the rather unusual situation of someone riding in on his
Harley some 2,200 miles to close the big circle of his
military career 30 years to the day. Roswell truly was not
ready for this kind of close encounter.

Both school solutions turned out to be fateful decisions,
not just because it introduced me to what some call “thinking outside the box”, but also a career of working and
problem-solving in civil-military and many other spaces
between. Your life really does evoke your character.

As this SNAFU unfolded before me, I was at ﬁrst
rather disappointed, to put it mildly. Still, I soldiered
on, watched 18 cadets take the oath of ofﬁce on Friday
morning, 14 May and the “Celebration of Diversity” at
the chapel later that day. At the invitation of Maj. Gen.
Jerry Grizzle, the Superintendent, and Brig. Gen. Richard
Geraci, the Commandant, I attended the Final Ball that
evening, which the cadets quickly took over as those of
us in the older crowd had recognized is was not our night
to celebrate as much as theirs. I stayed long enough and
departed early enough to watch a movie.

So, I told you these stories to tell you this one – past,
indeed, is prologue.
Rather than a retirement ceremony with my old unit, the
304th Civil Affairs Brigade in Philadelphia, to which I was
still technically assigned and had done some great things
with in the past but had little to do with for some years, or
with the U.S. European Command, whom I represented
at the U.S. Agency for International Development during
my last tour of duty, I decided to apply what Gorbachev
called the “Sinatra Doctrine” and mark my departure
from the military side of my career on my own terms.
Do it my way. So, what better idea than to return to the
scene where it all began, exactly 30 years later, watch the
latest generation of cadets obtain their commissions and
graduate, say a few words of wisdom to them, salute the
ﬂag one last time, take off the uniform, climb back on the
Harley, and ride off into the sunset?
Storybook ending to this movie, right?

Cadets taking the Oath of Ofﬁce.
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As I strolled back to my hotel across the quiet, starlight
campus, I had an epiphany, recalling two pearls of wisdom
I had gathered in the latter years of my career as a civil affairs ofﬁcer – “ﬁrst and foremost, manage expectations”;
and secondly, “it’s not about you, it’s about them”.
I was not here to participate in these events as much as
I was to observe them. Throughout those two days, in
successive conversations with the Superintendent and
the Commandant, as well as at the Alumni Association
meeting, it became clear to me and them that my value
to the Institute, and especially the cadets, was not to impart some words to them, in a vain attempt at channeling
General MacArthur, as they were preparing to bust out the
door, and ride out, just as I had done.
At the graduation ceremony, which I fully enjoyed, I sat
among non-commissioned ofﬁcers as a tribute to them
as the soldiers I had most learned from and gotten along
with, and sang “Old Post” with them. As we stood in
front of the HQ Building after the graduation, continuing
our weekend conversation, I told the two generals what I
would have told the cadets had I been given a chance:
During my last tour of duty overseas as Senior U.S. Military
Observer and Chief of Civil-Military Coordination at the
UN Mission in Liberia, I had overseen the rotation of three
groups of young ofﬁcers from all branches of service who
found themselves suddenly in a place where practically
no members of our military ﬁnd themselves – in a true
multinational operation in which the U.S. is neither the
lead nation nor has the dominant force, a highly visible
mission where our deeds would be watched and scrutinized
closely and have considerable impact on the image of
the United States, for good and for bad. To help guide
them, I gave them three watchwords – “professionalism”,
“discipline”, and “humility”. As I rode out to New Mexico,
it dawned on me that these watchwords could be traced to
the motto of NMMI – “duty”, “honor”, and “achievement”.
Without realizing it, I had drawn on my military education
at the Institute.
The moral imperatives that have been taught at schools
like NMMI were not just theory – they worked, more relevant in the 21st century when young leaders will have to
perform at even higher levels of leadership earlier on in
their careers, I told Maj. Gen. Grizzle. Having gained a
greater appreciation of my background, the generals urged
me to make myself available to return to the Institute on
the speakers bureau during the academic year to impart the
same insights to the cadets. (Let’s see if they follow up.) 11

Two sisters from Poland receiving their associate degrees.
Graduates also came from China, Columbia, Mexico,
South Korea, and Ukraine.

Hats off!

Major General Jerry Grizzle, Superintendent (left) and Brigadier
General Richard Geraci, Commandant (right). Maj. Gen. Grizzle
told me” “I gave up my job at the Pentagon to come out here and
take charge of the school.”

Looking through the “Sally Port” of the
original barracks, the motto of NMMI
- “duty”, “honor”, and “achievement”.

E-201, my old room,
just above the Commandant’s Ofﬁce.

At that moment, I had realized that my return to NMMI
had been anything but a disappointment. It reminded me
that, although one chapter had closed – my military career
– I had much to offer beyond the last salute I performed
alone and in silence on that last day in uniform. Things
had worked out, just not as I had imagined. My old post
had given me a new one, even if not there.
Riding out the next morning on my Harley towards
Santa Fe, just after having breakfast with Lee, a newfound friend I met at the hotel (who turned out to be a
fellow New Yorker and biker re-locating to a new job in
Roswell), I remembered what I had read on the refrigerator at Michael’s home in Houston a few days before:

The clock on the tower of the Headquarters Building reads 17:00
(ﬁve o’clock to you civilians) on the 15th of May. Having become
a ghost town by lunchtime, there were no cadets left to perform
the daily retreat ceremony. So I simply stood at attention, alone,
and saluted the ﬂag for the last time in uniform.

“No one can go back and make a brand new start, my
friend, but anyone can start from here and make a brand
new end.”
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New Mexico and Arizona – Desert Brainstorms
Originally posted on May 30, 2010

If I had thought I had seen
the worst of the windy
weather along Interstate
10 in Louisiana and Texas,
I was mistaken. After a
pleasant ride from Roswell
and two days in Santa Fe, I
headed down (losing about
3,000 feet in altitude) to
Albuquerque and turned
west on Interstate 40. For
over 300 miles before veering off towards Sedona at
Flagstaff, Arizona, I wrestled with constant headwind
gusts of up to 50 mph (70
Balloons rising up through the early morning air in Sedona.
kph) caused by an oncoming front and seasonal atmospherics, as explained by the
park ranger at the Petriﬁed Forest National Park. She
informed me that the previous day the winds had reached
60 mph and only a few days before that the winds had
forced closure of the highway. By the time I rolled into
the stunningly picturesque scenery of the “Red Rock
Valley” along U.S. 89A – a road you can barely keep
your eyes on due to the vistas and yet risk great peril in
not doing so, with its countless switchbacks along steep
mountainsides – I felt my physical reserves as low as
the half-liter of fuel I estimated left in the tank, not sure
of which would run out ﬁrst. A route of 430 miles that
should have taken just over six hours took nearly 10. I
spent what evening I had left taking in the hot tub and
ordering delivery of cheap Italian food, and going to bed
too early. The beneﬁt, however, of waking up at 4:30
the next morning was to take a walk through Sedona’s
The mountain passageway leading out of the old copper mining
residential area, see the sunrise in the valley, and catch a
town of Jerome on the way to Prescott (pronounced: “press-kit”).
couple of balloons taking an early morning ﬂight.
It was already clear to me that my original intent to ride
along the South Rim of the Grand Canyon was nearly
100 miles of overstretch, obviated by the unexpected
headwinds. Fortunately, I had seen it before. Instead, I
took up a friend’s suggestion to continue south the next
morning along 89A and pick up Route 89 West after having breakfast with him in Prescott.
It turned out to be fortuitous. I happened to see parts of
Arizona I had yet unexplored, including the former Wild
West town and its “Palace” bar whose famous patrons

included Wyatt Earp and his team of vigilantes. The
diversion also provided a respite from those ferocious
winds along very scenic roadway before rejoining I-40
and dealing with somewhat tamer airstreams for about 90
miles until turning north on U.S. 93 to Las Vegas.

13

In addition to being the only state in the Union whose
abbreviation includes the ﬁrst and last letters of the
alphabet, Arizona has towns and cities that are also ﬁrst
names – Winona, Sedona, Jerome, etc. (and no, I did not
see a girl in a ﬂatbed Ford in Winslow.)

The struggle on I-40 stimuand aboriginal heritages, is
lated two trains of thought.
Los Alamos. It was there
First, that America is a rough
that a team led by Robert
country, its breathtaking
Oppenheimer created arguscenery belying the ﬁerce
ably the most revolutionary
challenges of nature that early
weapon in history, ﬁrst testsettlers faced and helped to
ing it in the New Mexico
put an indelible stamp on the
desert near Alamogordo in
American character during
July 1945 while he quoted
the country’s more formative
the Upanishads.
years. Riding a motorcycle is
a far better reminder of that
Then there is the highway
than in the large SUVs that
itself. I-40, runs along the
shared the road with me. The
same path as U.S. Route
pickup truck (which replaced
66, which I managed
the four-legged version of
to take parts of. By the
the staple “workhorse” for
time the famed highway,
American farmers and ranchconnecting “Chicago to
Cathedral Basilica of St. Francis of Assisi in Santa Fe,
ers by the 1930’s) and the
L.A.” as the folklore song
dating back to the 1630s.
SUV, in many ways, embody
explains, opened in 1929,
America’s conquest of nature through technology with the
the United States was the world’s ﬁrst motorized society,
progressive love of creature comfort.
with far-reaching cultural and socioeconomic implications
(drive-in or to everything and the crass consumerism of
The “sport utility vehicle”, in particular, symbolizes 21st
the shopping mall). It was also suggestive of America’s
century American (sub)urban nostalgia for rugged indiapproach to war.
vidualism – albeit in a safe, comfortable seat (most SUVs
and pickup trucks in the United States never leave paveConsider this: In 1944, at the height of the Second World
ment and are as well appointed as luxury sedans). More
War, nearly two-thirds of Germany’s ultra-professional
than this, the SUV, perhaps more than any other artifact of
Wehrmacht was still supplied by horse-drawn wagons.
our time, represents the proﬂigacy of American culture.
The U.S. Army, an ocean away from its industrial base,
Americans, however, may be discovering that you can’t
was supplied almost entirely by trucks by then. Even
be a rugged individualist in an SUV much as they may
today, the U.S. remains the only power able to move masbe discovering that you can’t be a patriot by adhering a
sive amounts of troops and materiel from one side of the
yellow ribbon on the back that says “Support the Troops”
globe to the other almost at will. While this has reﬂected
(and then discourage your kids from joining the Army,
a triumph of American logistical prowess in the 20th cenwhich increasingly has to market its advertising approach
tury, it represents a vulnerability becoming more apparto convince you that it’s OK for them to consider military
ent as the 21st century moves on. World War II remains
service). This is one reason why, in fact, I chose riding
the cognitive point of reference for most Americans as to
on two wheels, be more physically challenged, in order
what a war should look like, as opposed to the ambiguous
to get more close-up with the land and gain a better ap“asymmetric” coalition wars of today that really resemble
preciation of the “American experience”. (A horse was
more the norm of great power engagement in the messy
just a bit too impractical.)
affairs of history.
The second train of thought that blew into my mind, however, is less obvious – the obsession with technology in
almost every manifestation of the American way of life.
Santa Fe is one of the oldest settlements on the North
American continent, with the Spanish presence there dating back to the early 17th century. Yet, just a half hour or
so outside Santa Fe, a charming artisan city that goes out
of its way to maintain its connection to both Old World
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Since the Civil War, when the industrial North outlasted the
agricultural South, America’s approach to war and national
security has been to overwhelm or deter its enemies and
encourage (or compensate for) its allies with industrial
and technological superiority – a material more than moral
dominance, the harder power of science over the softer
power of art. For most of that time, it has been enormously
successful, although harbingers of its limitations existed,

most saliently in the Vietnam War. When I had become
an ofﬁcer in 1980, Vietnam was being put quickly
in the rear view mirror of the predominant militaryindustrial establishment, resulting in institutional amnesia
on counterinsurgency and other, more “full-spectrum”
approaches to human conﬂict and reverting to the bigwar mentality of the Northern European Plain war
scenarios at staff college of the Cold War days, reaching
its zenith with the greatest tank battles seen since the
Russian Front during Desert Storm, the persuasion of
the Serbs to abandon Kosovo entirely through the air,
and culminating in the short-lived success of “shock and
awe” in the moondust sands of Iraq.

agency. And as much as lawmakers (most of whom, as
with our economic and cultural elites, now have never
served in the military, in the diplomatic corps, or in
international development) say they love the troops,
they love re-election more. When deciding between
prioritizing Social Security and Medicare (the other two
big-ticket items on the ﬁscal budget along with defense
and interest payments on the national debt) and national
security related programs, it is not too difﬁcult to see
how they will tend to vote – like their self-indulgent
constituents who, in turn, want their taxes (but not their
beneﬁts) cut. They will vote with their pocketbooks.
This is not a complaint; it’s an observation.

What I witnessed myself in Iraq in 2003-04 was (perhaps)
the beginning of the end of the American catechism that
all national security (and many other) problems must have
a technological solution, something that we probably
should have learned in Vietnam, in essence a small war
(as Max Boot pointed out in his book, The Savage Wars
of Peace) that was fought like a big war. Mogadishu and
the peace operations of the 1990’s should have given us
further warning that not every national security challenge
was a nail in need of a hammer. 9/11, the threat of
attacks to the information highway of cyberspace that is
the infrastructure of our 21st century economy, and the
growing adaptation by our adversaries of remotely piloted
vehicles, are all examples of how our own technology can
be used against us, with far greater cost in both damages
and preventative measures to us than to them. In a long
war of attrition, at that level, we cannot outlast them, as
the North did to the South in the 19th century or the U.S.
did to the Soviet Union in the 20th.

There is no doubt in my mind that the trump restraint
that President Obama considered when revising overall
U.S. strategy on Afghanistan was that the U.S. could not
indeﬁnitely resource the war there with a blank check.
Same in Iraq. This is the ﬁnal, decisive reason you won’t see
the United States conducting unilateral regime takedowns
and wholesale counterinsurgency operations on a nationbuilding basis for some time, even though Washington
remains obsessed with Afghanistan to the detriment of
other challenges. Not just because the American people
no longer have the will; they no longer have the wallet.
In all our international engagements, we’ll have to learn
“whole-of-nation” and “whole-of-world” and not just
“whole-of-government”. Real change, perhaps.
Another real change, as I wrote in some War College
papers, is that America will have to learn to think and
act more strategically. It will no longer be able to afford
to merely rely on “being lucky than good” as they say in
sports. It will have to be better than lucky: That means
thinking more ahead and with a much bigger picture. We
have to play more like Wayne Gretzky, who was a superior hockey player because he skated “to where the puck
[is] going”, not to where it is.

This is because of what really is the predominant challenge to habitual American approaches to national
security (the “strategy of annihilation” and of attrition
of Russell Weigley’s classic, The American Way of War).
The emerging preeminent threat to U.S. national security
is the growing inability of the country to make sovereign
decisions on matters of national policy without considering limitations in especially ﬁnancial resources and
particularly the interests of those outside the country who
may control or have inﬂuence on them. Strategic scarcity
will characterize the problem set for U.S. policymakers
and “deciders” as it did in America’s infant years, with
one critical update in history – America is no longer an
isolated country.
The era of cheap capital is over – we can no longer simply
throw money at the Pentagon or any other government

There are two things deeply embedded in our culture that
stand very much in the way. One is that we are a nation
that has based its whole socioeconomic model on what
an Australian friend of mine calls “galloping consumption”. We spend far more than we save. The fact that we
have been living far beyond our means, at governmental,
corporate, and individual levels is the real reason we ﬁnd
ourselves in the predicament that will plague us for at
least one or two more generations.
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Consumers think of the present, want instant gratiﬁcation,
and worry only about what’s in front of them; savers think

bigger and longer. In other words, they think more strategically. Books more than bumper stickers. They become
more interested in substantive issues in the larger, more
globalized world that affects them and less in what’s going on in Hollywood, which entertains but doesn’t affect
them. Thinking versus responding. (It may, in fact, force
our media to restore a level of professionalism instead of
the cheaply produced tabloid journalism that dominates
broadcasting of late, but that’s probably wishful thinking.)
If there’s one thing the government can do, it can introduce
both ﬁnancial and regulatory incentives and disincentives
that, at all levels, create more balance between consumption and savings and investment. Get our businesses (and
their shareholders) to go beyond the quarterly proﬁt-andloss statements, for example, so that they (and we with
them) can compete better in the global economy.

The nearly mile-wide Meteor Crater.

Remnant of the
150-foot, 45-ton
piece of metal
that crashed
into the Earth
some 50,000
years ago.

Meanwhile, it’s become harder than ever to think globally and act locally, whether in national security or even
economic life. Instant communication and information
overload, its latest manifestations in the Blackberry and
the I-Pad, along with 24/7 media, do not allow us to
process information and make up our own minds. Rather
we must either react or allow others to process it for us.
Another vulnerability resulting from our obsession with
technology and gadgetry. (What do all those people talking on cell phones while failing to concentrate on driving, and causing a danger to everyone around them, have
to say that’s all that important and couldn’t wait until
they’ve had a chance to think about, anyway?)

earthquakes, ﬂoods, and so on) should serve to remind
us that the world still shapes as much, if not more, than
we think we shape it.
For many reasons, therefore, the planet is indeed getting
smaller and it behooves us to think – as the movie in the
Smithsonian Institution’s Air and Space Museum back in
Washington posits, more “in the vertical space than the
horizontal space”. This will necessitate an ethic of global
cooperation heretofore unseen. The model for which,
however, as Joseph Campbell suggests in The Power of
Myth, is the ideal of the United States itself. Those ordering concepts are all on the back of a dollar bill. One thing
I used to tell my friends and colleagues in the United
Nations is that the world’s problems are so large, so complex and intertwined, and so important and inescapable,
our collective yet limited resources could not solve them
all at once. We would still have to choose which ones
to address in order of priority, requiring unprecedented
levels of collaboration.

Perhaps I saw a sign of that new paradigm, where the
very nature we have striven to conquer will force us to
expand our minds and not just our credit limits, when I
took a break from the windy highway and rolled up to
take a look at the Meteor Crater – a nearly mile-wide hole
in the ground created by a 150-foot piece of composite
metal that crashed into the Earth from outer space some
50,000 years ago. A long time, indeed, for us, but the
blink of a geological eye.
After looking at the crater and the 10-minute ﬁlm,
Collisions and Impacts, I sensed a whole different
vulnerability that goes way beyond our more earthly
challenges above. Although much less probable than
global climate change (regardless of what is causing
or accelerating it, it is real), a meteor pummeling the
Earth and sending up a cloud of ash and dust could do
more than shut down air travel like an Icelandic volcano
– it could shut us down. Both man-made disasters
(like oil spills) and natural catastrophes (like Katrina,

Americans need to lead that endeavor. Not only because
they must; but, because they can. Our moral power is
therefore more relevant and important than ever.
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Amazing what you can think about in a “wasteland”.

Simi Valley, California – “Guns N’ Ideas”
Originally posted on June 16, 2010

U.S. 93 North into Nevada was thankfully smooth,
with long stretches of straight road through expanses
of desert less colorful and without the dramatic rock
formations that typify Arizona. Southern Nevada
is more like southern New Mexico, but more brown
than green and with mountain formations that look
almost like another planet than Earth, even though
it was spring. The desert air was dry and cool,
as long as you kept moving. It was surprisingly
comfortable riding in the midday sun through the
Mojave Desert the next day, and equally surprising
to realize that southern California is essentially an
extension of this brown desert, all the way into the
greater Los Angeles area.
Truly amazing, when you think of how many
people inhabit this area. On ﬁrst impression, when
entering California along this route, it looks like
nothing more than a gigantic desert leading to the
Paciﬁc Ocean. You wonder what it is that’s so great
about this state – and don’t come to that realization
until you’ve seen a lot more of it. California is a
cornucopia in the cornucopia called America.

Hoover Dam, looking from the Arizona side.

In this leg of the trip, I saw three more examples of
America’s conquest of nature through technology.
The ﬁrst was Hoover Dam, in the Black Canyon of
the Colorado River between Arizona and Nevada.
Started in 1931 and completed in 1936, it was
then both the world’s largest hydroelectric power
generating station and the world’s largest concrete
structure. (It is currently the world’s 38th-largest
hydroelectric generating station.) It is interesting
to note that this infrastructure project required
eight years to pass through Congress during the
Roaring Twenties, when the U.S. Government was
ﬂush with money, and work continued through
the Great Depression, with 112 associated deaths.
How would the media have handled that today?
Then there is Las Vegas, where I stayed overnight
and caught a comedy show. The city’s gambling
industry, connections with organized crime and
tolerance for various forms of adult entertainment
(although southern California is actually the porn
capital of the world) earned it the title of “Sin
City”. Ironically and less well-known, however,
Las Vegas also has the highest number of churches

“Sin City”?
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The California Aqueduct, near Modesto, CA.

per capita of any major U.S. city. Contrary to the legend about mobsters founding the city at a crossroads in
the late 1940’s, Las Vegas started as a stopover on the
pioneer trails to the west, and became a popular railroad
town in the early 1900s. Nevertheless, it is situated in
one of the most desolate areas of the U.S., in thriving
deﬁance of the natural world that Americans love but still
strive to subdue.

War was winding down – not long before my father and
uncle joined the Air Force. Dick was the classic Cold
War American soldier in many ways. He hated the Army
(or so he says) and was scheming to get out as soon as he
joined. Nevertheless, judging by his countless, animated
stories, he was very good at his job as a tank mechanic
and looks back on his time then as character-building.
He talked much more about those ﬁrst three years of
his career than the 40 or so that followed as a civilian.
While he may have disdained military service then, he
shows not a hint of shame in recalling it now.

Even more so is southern California, which would not exist except for the Governor Edmund G. Brown California
Aqueduct, a system of canals, tunnels, and pipelines
that conveys water collected from the Sierra Nevada
Mountains and somewhat more lush valleys hundreds of
miles to the north. Construction began in 1963 and the
system was fully operating in 1997. During that time
frame, California had overtaken New York (my home
state) as the Union’s most populous and economically
viable state, surpassing in fact France as the world’s ﬁfth
largest economy (if, of course, California were its own
country), marking a shift in America’s socioeconomic
and cultural shift of center of gravity from the East to the
West, from the Atlantic to the Paciﬁc, and from a foreign
and national security policy less concerned with Europe
and more attentive to Asia, with the rise of Japan and
China (and less noticeably India). Also during that time
frame, the Cold War peaked and unexpectedly ended.

Do the good guys always wear white hats?

When I pulled into my father’s cousin’s house in Simi
Valley, CA, the trip odometer read 3,594.4 miles. I was
now retired from a career of military service that began
during the Cold War and ended in a very different time,
where just about everything was rapidly becoming globalized. Hilda was one among a number of my grandmother’s maternal bloodline who emigrated to the United
States from a small village named Bindersbach in western Germany following the Second World War – the last
great movement of Germans to America. Many stayed
with my father’s family in the Bronx for a few months
before taking a train across the country for three days,
with only a few sandwiches, to join the others in Simi
Valley. Now, at least two more generations have grown
up there, obviously more American than German (many
don’t speak more than a word or two). Despite the onset
of large numbers of Asians and Hispanics in the past 20
years, about one out of every ﬁve in the United States
can claim at least partial ancestry to German-speaking
Europe, still the single largest ethnic grouping.
Hilda’s husband, Dick, met her in the United States,
several years after serving in the Army as the Korean

Hilda took me as a matter of ﬁrst order to the Ronald
Reagan Presidential Library, Simi Valley’s most famous
attraction since the early 1990’s and even more so since
the death of the 40th President a few years back, prompting a national discussion of his legacy and with it that of
the Cold War. I was personally interested in taking a look
for a couple of reasons. First, because my military career
began just a few months prior to the Reagan era which
concluded with the fall of the Berlin Wall; and secondly, I
wanted to gain an impression of how President Reagan’s
estate was portraying that legacy.
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It didn’t take that long. As I wandered through the
displays and recounted the major events of those years,
it was apparent to me that the estate and its supporters
wished to portray “The Gipper” as the towering ﬁgure
that brought down the “Evil Empire” of the Soviet Union
(a “military industrial complex with an economy”)
through the overwhelming industrial, technological, and
ﬁnancial superiority of the United States (an economy
with a military industrial complex). In addition to the
kind of simplistic morality play of the B-grade movies

the former actor played in (good guys in white hats, bad
guys in black), the Reagan era was touted as a time of
“peace through strength”. Americans love their moral
and political interpretations of history and the world
outside them dumbed-down, so no wonder the appeal
of mythologizing his legacy as such and feeding a nostalgia that still very much affects the current debates on
America and its place in the world. Indeed, the bipolar
world that emerged from the most violent war in the history of mankind, ushering in a nuclear age that made the
suicide of our species wholly possible, was much easier
to decipher than the one we ﬁnd ourselves in today.
But even the world today grew out of one that, upon closer
examination, was a bit more complex than at ﬁrst glance.
History, if anything, is a continuum (or as Mark Twain
said, “...it may not repeat itself, but it sure does rhyme”).
I remember, while taking up an apartment in the house
of two history professors, Bill and Miriam, who became
dear friends of mine while studying in Washington in
the early ‘80s, being asked (somewhat tongue-in-cheek)
why on Earth I wanted to study history, my response was:
“How can you know where you are or where you’re going
unless you know where you’ve been?”

Looking at a collage of the Reagan years.

actors, coupled with sub-national fragmentation, that tear
at the fabric of nation-states and the notion of absolute
sovereignty that Americans still cling to. Then there is the
24/7 information world that has ﬂattened political decision
cycles to a constant instant and made it difﬁcult to “think
in time” before having to respond, leaving the country in
many ways to lurch from one crisis to the next.

Americans are (famously or notoriously?) an a-historic,
anti-intellectual, and consequently a-strategic folk. In a
sense, that’s a good thing in that they are more free of the
shackles of the past that seem to restrict most others in
the world when confronting change. However, the overwhelming concern with the here-and-now (intellectually
rooted in William James’ late 19th century philosophy of
American pragmatism) is also conﬁning and has led to
many of the troubles they ﬁnd themselves in today (among
them the now-crippling deﬁcit spending that began during
the Reagan era, when, in 1984, the U.S. suddenly transformed from the world’s largest creditor nation, a place it
held since 1918, to the world’s largest debtor country).
The halcyon days of the Second World War and the Cold
War that resulted were an anomaly in world history, although Americans model their view of war and international engagement on it (they are uncomfortable with the
idea that there won’t be a ticker-tape parade to mark the
end of the wars in Iraq or Afghanistan, as was done after
Desert Storm). In many ways, the “new world order”
Reagan’s successor announced began to look much like
the older world order of the messy and indeﬁnable coalition conﬂicts of 17th, 18th, and 19th century multipolar
politics. Except that it’s now even more complicated by
globalization and the rise of non-state and transnational

Thus, in order to understand where we are today, my
visit to the Reagan Library reminded me, we must better
understand where we were, and the evidence of some of
that was right there.
In fairness, the museum did make mention of Reagan’s
diplomatic (“soft power”) engagement; for example,
his support of the Pope and the Solidarity movement in
Poland that was instrumental in bringing the collapse of
communism. And it also cited Reagan’s other famous
role as the “Great Communicator”. Regardless of how
one felt about his policies (and his many public speaking inaccuracies such as the false understanding of Bruce
Springsteen’s “Born in the U.S.A.”), Reagan was able to
very effectively connect with a wide range of Americans
and convey his evolving vision (something, incidentally,
an equally capable young president today could probably
do more to emulate).
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But what really brought down the Berlin Wall were not
the half-million U.S. troops in Central Europe, the ICBMs

in silos in the Plains States, or the arms race and “Star
Wars” that helped bankrupt the Soviets. What brought
down the Communist bloc were the rising expectations
of people living there. To illustrate: With the exception
of one corner of East Germany, West German television
(and much radio) was receivable, allowing East
Germans to see their neighbors to the West, for example,
driving Mercedes, Audi, and BMW while they waited
a dozen years for a plastic, two-stroke, 26-hp car (the
Trabant) manufactured in the “Worker’s Paradise”. The
lie of communism had become too obvious. It was not
Gorbachev who tore down the Wall, despite Reagan’s
exhortations. It was das Volk.

“Guns N’ Ideas”

Of all the quotes I saw in the Reagan Library, I thought
this one from Joseph Stalin was most revealing: “Ideas
are more powerful than guns. We would not let our enemies have guns, why should we let them have ideas?”
Later on, while visiting the John Steinbeck Museum to
the north in Salinas, I came upon this remark he made
at the time the Berlin Wall was erected in 1961: “I’m
amazed that anybody would confess so completely that
he failed. That’s what this amounts to. A failure in competition, a failure in everything. It’s like a little kid who
takes his football home when he can’t play very well. I
don’t understand that ability to confess failure. I can’t
see that this wall has any other purpose.”

The relationship between soft and hard power that framed
the American strategy of the Cold War is encapsulated in
NSC-68. For anyone who wishes to understand the core
American approach to the strategy of containment, of
which the presidential doctrines from Truman to Reagan
were adaptations, reading this document is a must. It is
similarly helpful in understanding how we could be approaching American foreign policy and national security
strategy in the 21st century. In NSC-68, diplomacy (not
defense) is in the lead, and the coercive role of military or
hard power is a holding (or ﬁxing) action until more persuasive moral or soft power, the offensive action, has had a
chance to help the Soviet system collapse under the weight
of its own self-contradictions through the “corrosive power
of freedom” – which is precisely what happened.

Fast forward 40 years: In the same sense, weren’t the attacks on September 11th the temper tantrum of those pursuing an ideology that could not compete head-on with
Western liberal democracy and thus resorted to a violent,
“asymmetric” expression of that failure? The Islamic
fundamentalists poked us in the eye – and so far, we’ve
taken the bait, responding primarily with hard power (like
in the Whack-a-Mole game) in a way that has degraded
our moral power and ultimately all other forms.

I remember witnessing the combination of American hard
and soft power in Cold War Europe, by which the whole
of our engagement was greater than the sum of the parts,
in many ways and at different levels of engagement, from
the pedestrian to the political. Based on my experience
as an international relations analyst for the U.S. Army in
Heidelberg from August 1989 (just before the fall of the
Berlin Wall) to June 1993 (after the collapse of the Soviet
Union, Desert Storm, and the outbreak of the war in the
Balkans), I wrote an American Council on Germany
Occasional Paper in 1999, “Legacies of the U.S. Military
Presence in Germany for Peace Operations”. In it, I
observed: “ In the more than half century since 1945,
at least 15 million American military personnel, civilian
employees, and family members spent part of their lives
working and living in the Federal Republic of Germany...
In this regard, the stationing of American troops in Central
Europe, though not its ﬁrst intended purpose, was one of
the most successful peacebuilding operations, of a sort,
in history.”

If our success in dealing with the threat of communism
was one that played our greatest strengths that correspondingly attacked our adversaries main weakness, then
shouldn’t we be doing the same now?
After I returned to Simi Valley from my “operational
pause” in Liberia, Hilda and Dick threw me a wonderful
backyard barbecue party to reacquaint myself with onceseen relatives (and some I have never seen) and learn
even more about my past, including sharing photos and
stories that I saw and heard for the ﬁrst time but which
somehow felt familiar. Knowing more about where I’ve
been will certainly help me understand better where I am
now, and where I may be going.
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Liberia – From the Outside In
Originally posted on July 6, 2010

The day after taking in the Reagan
Library, on the 24th of May, I took a
ﬂight from Burbank to WashingtonReagan via Dallas. Two days later
I joined 13 graduate students and
David, the Director of the George
Mason University Peace Operations
Policy Program on an annual ﬁeld
trip to look at, take note of, and write
observations about the United Nations
Mission in Liberia, or UNMIL.
It wasn’t my intention originally to
do this. However, while planning my
sojourn in the winter of 2009-2010,
David called me to ask if I could
accompany the students this year
because of my experience in Liberia
(for the past few years, GMU-POPP
had taken its trip to Haiti; obviously,
Pointing to the way ahead with Bangladeshi peacekeepers in Gbarnga, Liberia. I was
that was not an option this year).
then a very unusual sight - a senior American ofﬁcer wearing a blue UN hat.
From January 2008 to July 2009, I
agencies and organizations, working toward common
had served my last overseas tour of duty in uniform as the
goals, albeit in different ways, and most importantly, in
Senior U.S. Military Observer and Chief of Civil-Military
multinational settings where the U.S. was not leading any
Coordination (or CIMIC) at UNMIL.
“coalitions of the willing”.
How I wound up there is a story in itself. The reason I
We would have to learn to get more often in the sandbox
performed that tour of duty, rather than take up General
and play well with the others, and for this our defense
Petreaus’ suggestion of being a provincial reconstruction
establishment has thin experience and expertise. There
team (PRT) chief was because of this opportunity. I
are only about 30 ofﬁcers from all services who serve at
explained that it was my sensing that I would gain
any given time in UN peacekeeping operations. I was
experience and insights, as well as make contributions,
fortunate to be the most senior and have the largest conthat had wider and longer-term implications for our
tingent, as well as to have done this for 18 months, rather
country’s ability to conduct “theater engagement” through
than the standard six months (albeit this is now one year).
cooperation and this would ultimately bring more valueIn a type of business that requires a feeling for what’s
added, from a strategic standpoint. Petraeus agreed (to
happening on the ground through extensive networking,
my relief – how do you say “no” to a four-star?).
you just can’t jump into these places and expect to make
a difference in such short time, although that has been
What I didn’t tell the General was what Paul Harvey
often the expectation.
called “the rest of the story”; namely, that I felt Iraq and
Afghanistan are “emerging legacy operations” (we’re just
UNMIL was by no means my ﬁrst tour overseas – I had
trying to ﬁgure out how to get out of those places). The
spent 20 of the last 30 years in Europe, the Middle East,
kind of thing I would do at UNMIL would eventually be
and Africa, learning many things about those places, and
more representative of our national security engagements
perhaps most importantly, the view of America as nonin the 21st century: Low-visibility military “engagement”
Americans see it. No doubt, the United States will itself
or conﬂict prevention operations in support of complex
have to become more of a team player in the interdepencivilian-led diplomacy and development involving
dent world it has largely created through globalization
collaboration with numerous players from multiple
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– economically, culturally, and of course politically and
militarily. As I’ve often said to my international colleagues: “The world’s challenges are so many, so huge,
and so important, that even if we had perfect cooperation
we couldn’t solve them all, given our limited resources.
Even then, we would have to prioritize. That means even
greater cooperation.”

In a sense, this was a ﬁrst for me as well – until this time,
I had never returned to any of the places where I had been
deployed and gain a perspective a posteriori.
It turned out to be a gratifying experience. What the
students couldn’t help but notice was how warmly I was
being greeted by so many people I had come to know,
almost by the minute, as we walked through the UNMIL
headquarters and around Monrovia. They joked that I
was the “Don of Liberia”, but I realized it had a teaching
point for them; namely, that this kind of work (and thus
most of our foreign engagements) is really about relationship-building, fostering a level of trust and conﬁdence,
based on mutual respect and personal engagement, in
order to move things along a path of progression and not
regression. It was the process as much as the product, as
creating peace in essence is.

Another thing I’ve learned from all that time overseas is
that no one human category – race, ethnicity, religion,
nationality, gender, profession, etc., has a disproportionate share of either genius or idiocy. Americans are no
better than anyone else. They’re just luckier.
It was with that hard-earned appreciation that I thought
helping this group of young Americans learn more
about a world beyond their shores, as someone who had
been there and done that, would give value to my own
experiences and insights. So when David nonchalantly
told me George Mason would simply ﬂy me from
California back to Washington to take the trip and return,
I realized a couple of things. First, this ﬁt the paradigm
of the globalized 21st century, where information, people,
and things can move more rapidly than anyone a century
before (or perhaps even John Steinbeck) could have
imagined. Second, this really was part of my trip. If I
was to traverse America to better understand it nowadays,
then it was mandatory I do this not just from the inside
out, but from the outside in.

As with the young ofﬁcers I mentored during my tour in
Liberia, the students got to see up-close and personally
the enormous difﬁculty of multinational peace operations and yet the common sense of commitment among
so many different walks of life. Eye-opening for most
Americans, who because of their “splendid isolation”
(from which neither 9/11 nor the recent ﬁnancial crisis
has shaken) are woefully ignorant about what goes on
beyond their shores (that increasingly affects them) or
how other people think, especially about Americans
(which likewise increasingly affects them).

With George Mason University students after a discussion with Ellen Margarethe Loej,
Special Representative of the Secretary General for the United Nations Mission in Liberia.
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What these students saw is a bit of what I learned over 20
years overseas – that not everybody loves us; but, that’s
not all bad, either. Along a sliding scale, you can almost
classify the attitudes of those who look at America or
Americans – a small minority of fundamentalist or extremist groups (oh, by the way, we Americans have a few
of our own) who simply hate us because our way of life
and culture represents a threat to their own vision of the
world; a much larger group who both envy and resent the
United States, as they would anyone on top; still more
who would like to more openly like us but ﬁnd it hard to
do; and, a minority who openly do.
What has tipped the scales over the past few years is not
just the perception of “American hegemony” since the fall
of the Soviet Union and the inevitability of the relative
decline of American power. Moreover, the attitudes we
ourselves have portrayed, mainly through our policies.
After 9/11, many Americans were shocked to ﬁnd out that
not only there were people who hated us, but that there
were so many others who sympathized with them. Why?
Because, while we talked the talk about freedom, selfdetermination, and human rights, we sometimes didn’t
walk the walk. It was the growing gap of contradiction
between what we stand for and what we do, as well as at
times our lack of humility, or an (unusually) overt love
of country that drifts into jingoism, and an inability or
unwillingness to listen to others who may just have a
better way. We’ve been dominant for so long that now
we think we’re entitled to it.

Just below the Iraqi border in Kuwait, about two weeks prior
to the start of Operation Iraqi Freedom, March 2003, as I
commanded the ﬁrst civil affairs battalion to join the campaign.
(Note the sign: “Military Zone Photography and Trespassing
Forbidden”, obviously left over from the ﬁrst “Southwest
Asian War Games”, as I called them.) Iraq was a particularly
humbling experience in that I saw much of the best – but mostly
the worst – displays of American exceptionalism.

Much of our frustration is also rooted in “American exceptionalism” – the theory that we’re qualitatively different
because of our national credo, political and religious institutions, geography and environment, historical evolution
and destiny, physical and social mobility, frontier spirit and
optimism, and perhaps most importantly, immigrant and
assimilation culture. It’s been used to explain everything
from why we should stay out of foreign entanglements
(isolationism), why we should get involved (interventionism), why we do not have to seek concurrence from the
world for our actions (unilateralism), or why, for example,
our troops should not be tried by international courts for
war crimes (legal exceptionalism).
It’s also because Americans, much more than others, ﬁnd
themselves astride the quandary between their ideals
and the realism of a world that Robert Kagan has called
“Hobbesian”. We try to do the right thing, sometimes
the wrong way, because of this, leading to that famous
observation by Churchill. Because America is among
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few nations in the world that is “about something” much
larger than itself, it has set standards for human behavior
that itself struggles to realize; and thus, as “all politics
are local”, the U.S. at times falls short of its own ideals
and therefore resonates hypocrisy. We don’t have an
imperial culture, but we sometimes act imperiously. Due
to its inefﬁcient and imperfect form of government that
looks to take on the whole problematic of humanity, the
United States is least qualiﬁed to be Chairman of the
Board of Planetary Management; and yet, for that very
reason, it also is. The United States is an appropriately
incompetent superpower. I once pointed out to a friend
of mine from Pakistan (where conspiracy theories of

right thing even when nobody is looking”. The third,
incorporates the maturity of balance – “everyone knows
you belong to the biggest, baddest military in the world
– don’t advertise it, instead come in low and always be respectful”. Again, to channel Theodore Roosevelt, power
(especially hard power) is most effective when implied
and not applied. By being humble and restrained when
we don’t necessarily have to be, we gain greater, longerlasting respect. (Strategy is patient; tactics are harried.)
That’s how you combine hard and soft power.

American imperial ambitions are rife), when marveling at
pictures of thousands of aircraft deposited in “boneyards”
in Arizona, that “that was nothing: in 1945, the U.S.
possessed 50,000 combat aircraft, 5,000 naval ships, 96
divisions, 11 million men under arms, 45% of the world’s
gross national product, and of course had a monopoly of
nuclear weapons. If America were to have taken over the
world, that would have been the moment. Instead, we did
the Marshall Plan.”
Here again, as I realized when I started this cross-country trip, balance seems to be even more crucial than
ever. Our approach to the world should not always be
“either/or” with respect to idealism or realism, coercion
or persuasion, hard or soft power. As much as possible,
it should be both, wisely applying a combination of
Theodore Roosevelt’s advice to “speak softly and carry a
big stick” and Harry Truman’s that: “If we wish to inspire
the peoples of the world whose freedom is in jeopardy, if
we wish to restore hope to those who have already lost
their civil liberties, if we wish to fulﬁll the promise that
is ours, we must correct the remaining imperfections in
our practice of democracy. We know the way. We need
only the will.”

Sure, Americans are exceptional, but if we truly are
conﬁdent in our exceptionalism, then we don’t need to
go out of our way to point it out to people or insist on
special treatment. I’ve seen many of our young men
and women, mostly in uniform, who have served among
others overseas, and they are most effective when they
are most themselves. There is, after all, something quite
good about the American character. It speaks for itself,
as Goethe once said great art does. These students did
likewise. They came well prepared, were genuinely interested, asked penetrating questions, and yet were humble,
impressing most of their hosts. I was proud of them.
As for me, I have found my own conﬁdent humility in
the gratitude of having been in places, done things, and
met people most Americans can only imagine, knowing
it has made me both a better American and a better human being. I left Liberia, for the second time, a bit more
hopeful than the last, because I had a better vantage point
of seeing that from the outside in.

As I noted in New Mexico, while leading those American
ofﬁcers in Liberia, I gave them three watchwords
– “professionalism”, “discipline”, and “humility”. The
ﬁrst said to do more than fall back on their education and
training – when in doubt, be what you already are. The
second was best explained by the Air Force – “do the

As Chief Logistics Ofﬁcer of the United Nations Transitional Administration in Eastern Slavonia.
Americans who have served in the United Nations in both civil and military capacities are quite rare.
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The Paciﬁc Coast – Builders and Artists
Originally posted on July 16, 2010

Following my return from Liberia and the wonderful
family get-together in Simi Valley, on Monday the 7th of
June, I was road bound again. It felt good to be back on
the Harley after the two-week hiatus. Southern California,
however, was anything but warm and sunny as I made my
way to the Paciﬁc Coast Highway, although the weather
improved as I got out from under the “June gloom” of fog
and low-lying clouds that never seem to deposit any rain.
After lunch at Pismo Beach, I overnighted at San Simeon
and visited the State Historical Monument known as
“Hearst Castle” the next morning.
William Randolph Hearst, the great entrepreneur and
newspaper magnate who instituted the modern day
inﬂuence of the media on politics, actually wanted to be
known mostly as a builder. One of many estates he had in
the U.S. and Europe and the site of his boyhood camping
playground, “La Cuesta Encantada” (the Enchanted Hill
as Hearst named it) went over to the State of California
after his death in 1951 and has been a money-maker
since. When I ﬁrst saw its opulent Mediterranean Revival
guest and main houses, its prodigious collection of art
and artifacts from mostly Europe and the Middle East, it
struck me as the ultimate in self-indulgence by a nouveaux
riche American who could afford to spare no expense in
materialistic acrobatics. But, as I began to learn more
about how Hearst and his chief architect, Julia Morgan,
meticulously blended its style with the surrounding land,
along with the carefully chosen and placed collection, I
couldn’t help but agree with the architectural historian,
Lord John Julius Norwich, that “Hearst Castle is a palace
in every sense of the word”.

The main quarters of Hearst Castle, with room for 115 guests.
Modeled after a 13th century Spanish castle. The Egyptian
artifacts are real, and believed to precede the time
of Tutankhaman, about 3,500 years ago.

View to the Paciﬁc from
Hearst Castle.
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Except that I would add it is a truly American palace,
for hardly anywhere else could something so entirely
new come from something fundamentally old. I had
also learned that Hearst, along with many other wealthy
Americans such as the Fords, the Carnegies, Gettys,
Rockefellers, collected artifacts and artwork originally
obtained from European aristocrats who were broke or
under pressure to abandon their belongings for political
reasons in the 20’s and 30’s. In this way, a great many
treasures were preserved that otherwise might have been
looted or destroyed during the Spanish Civil War or World
War II. An unintended consequence of the better kind.

lished NGOs in the world are headquartered in the U.S.
Another characteristic comparative advantage of the
United States, particularly in terms of soft power. Much
of this has to do with the unique relationship between the
individual and the state in America, particularly in the
deep-seated distrust of the former in the latter.
During a short interlude as I departed San Simeon to take
a look at the elephant seals basking in the sun at Point
Piedras Blancas, I met up with another lone biker, Uwe,
a German fellow riding from Florida to San Francisco,
and shared the ride with him up the “PCH” as far as my
next stop in Monterey. The ride itself posed a dilemma to
either look at the magniﬁcent scenery or run my bike off
the steep mountainsides that ran directly into the Paciﬁc.
It was also ironic to not only have seen my ﬁrst zebras
in the wild in California (and not Africa); additionally,
I spoke more German on the West Coast than I had in
years, between my extended family in Simi Valley (that
is, the original immigrants, as the next generation, in characteristic fulﬁllment of the American assimilation ethic,
hardly spoke enough to order a schnitzel) and running
into numerous Central European adventurers looking for
a taste of freedom on two wheels.

Although it is common knowledge that wealthy families
in the United States, in recognition of their good fortune
and what is now called “corporate social responsibility”,
have organized and contributed to many charities and
foundations, I was not aware of this cultural aspect of their
largesse. While the kind of generosity of, for example,
the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation is not unique to
the United States and to the rich, this kind of American
exceptionalism is still rather trademark and unparalleled
in scale. John Steinbeck, in his discussion of the nearly
endless paradoxes of America and Americans, remarked
that “...if we have enough of the gold – we contribute it
back to the nation in the form of foundations and charities”. I have often pointed out to many non-Americans
that, for every dollar they see in humanitarian or development assistance from the government, there is anywhere
between two to four times as much donated from the
private sector. Most of the largest and most well-estab-

The stopover in Monterey had three purposes. The ﬁrst
and least important was to take a look around one of
California’s most prosperous communities. The second
and most important was to enjoy lunch with a dear friend
and colleague from the Naval Postgraduate School, one
of the rare serious historians on U.S. civil affairs and
civil-military operations. Karen
pointed out to me that – beyond
the more storied examples of the
U.S. military’s involvement in
military government and what is
now called “stability operations”
in Texas before it became a state,
during Reconstruction after the
Civil War, throughout most of
the West as the frontier expanded
across the continent in the 19th
century, in the Philippines and
the Caribbean in the early 20th
century, and in Germany and
Japan in the wake of World War
II – Monterey, California had its
own contribution to that history.
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The Paciﬁc Coast Highway
approaching Big Sur.

After the signing of the Treaty of
Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848 to end the
war with Mexico, California was under
military governance until General Bennett
Riley. The seventh military governor, he
grew impatient with the inability of a
Congress obsessed with the balance of
slave and non-slave states to form a territorial government. He took the initiative
to convene civilian leaders for a constitutional convention in Monterey, serving
informally as California’s ﬁrst capitol.
The Constitution, written in both English
and Spanish, also enabled what Navy
Chaplain Walter Colton (for whom the
constitutional hall is named) described
as the “fecundity of the Californians”
to be exercised in proposition voting – a
unique aspect of California politics that
persists today. Less than a year later, in
September 1850, California joined the
Union as the 31st state.

California’s Constitution Hall in Monterey, which was the ﬁrst capital of the
California Republic until it became a (non-slave) state in 1850.

is presented as “either/or” – either we are able to ﬁght
wars or escort children to kindergartens. It is not, however, been “either/or” but “both” (or in military parlance,
“full-spectrum operations” or what my Marine buddies
call “the 3-block war”). Fortunately, policy and doctrine
has begun to reﬂect this. The paradigm, however, has not
shifted until it shows up as well in budgets, programs,
and operations. As anyone in the policy business will tell
you, the devil, as always, is in the details.

For me, this was just another example of the paradox of
the role of the U.S. military in nation-building, dispelling
the argumentum of the “warﬁghters” in the U.S. military
since the ﬁrst peace operations of the 1990’s that the U.S.
military should not do “nation-building” and limit itself
to more “traditional” roles such as major combat and big
wars. With a media (and our political, economic, and
cultural elites) now with hardly any military experience
or depth of understanding of U.S. history, the common
perception in the American public is that the military’s
involvement in “stability operations” and nation-building
is a new phenomenon. Here again, the notion that the
point of reference for U.S. national security engagements
is World War II and the Cold War is eclipsed by examples
of the military’s involvement in “irregular” operations
going back for centuries. In fact, the predominant form
of military engagement in U.S. history has been in “small
wars” as nicely depicted in Max Boot’s The Savage Wars
of Peace. (“Irregular warfare” has become trendy; but,
what exactly is “regular” warfare?)
Thus, one of the main problems with our national security
establishment is that it remains dominated by the “military
industrial complex” that President Eisenhower warned
about, predicated on a big-war mentality in a world of
small wars, technology obsessed, budget-driven, overwhelmingly focused on major combat, and risk-averse.
The controversy, as in so many aspects of U.S. politics,
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Some still resist this change, based on weak and credible grounds. The more specious, as I’ve heard for some
time since the 90’s, is that the rules of engagement in
places like Afghanistan are too complex and restrictive
for the troops on the ground – they can’t be both trained
killers and policemen. My answer: try explaining baseball or (American) football to someone unfamiliar with
these complex and rules-intensive sports known to most
Americans, who incidentally live in one of the world’s
most litigious societies. To say the American soldier is
unable to grasp such complex rules in the heat of combat
is to sell that young person short. What they need, more
than the rules, is a greater understanding of the politicalmilitary and cultural contexts of their operations. Some
like myself have spent a good part of our careers in the
ﬁeld doing just that. American service men and women
are always at their best when they understand not what
they’re doing as much as why they’re doing it.

(Sports are a good analogy, by the way. For Americans,
the world is more like baseball or football – set-piece
with clearly deﬁned rules and “end states” and pointsproductive. For the rest of the world, it’s like soccer
– highly interpretive, free-ﬂowing, transitional, difﬁcult
to follow, and often without a clear outcome. Watching
the World Cup has hopefully given some Americans more
insight into how the rest of the world sees the international
order, though I doubt most have made that connection.)

lingers – and the risk aversion is also characteristic of
career-conscious civil servants in the State Department
and other U.S. government bureaucracies.
Throughout all of our government structure involved with
foreign and national security policy, military and civilian,
we need to emphasis risk management over risk avoidance, give them better tools to operate in such environments, and do a better job in our information strategy to
inform the constituent public at home and abroad on these
risks. The media in particular needs to help explain these
issues in greater strategic and historical context, more than
they may have felt obligated to do in an earlier time.

The more credible reason has to do with risk. Apparently,
what seems to be occurring in Afghanistan with respect
to the rules of engagement is that, the further down the
chain, the more precautions leaders are taking in order
not to ﬁnd themselves in trouble – not with the locals but
with their superiors. A good part of this is explainable
by the all-pervasive, 24/7 media environment we ﬁnd
ourselves in today, where the margin for error is small
and unforgiving. The temptation, therefore, is to err on
the side of caution, creating an extremely difﬁcult situation for regular forces and handing over a distinctly great
advantage to irregular adversaries.

Over particularly the last third of my career, it has also
become clear to me that, if we are to get the interagency
balance right in terms of foreign and national security
policy, then we need a fundamental understanding of the
civil-military relationship, based on the civil-military
relationship in American society, as described in the
Constitution and throughout U.S. history; namely, that
with the possible exception of major combat operations,
the military is the supporting agency and the civilian
agencies are supported. Size should not matter here.
Statesman should always take precedence over soldiers.
In the 21st century, “hard” power must be in support of
“soft” power more than the other way around. Thus, the
civil-military relationship in applied American power
must reﬂect this practical reality as well as align with the
moral imperative of a democratic society. Additionally,
the role of the military is as an enabler to those agencies
and their activities (such as “nation-building”) in order
to work itself out of those (civilian) jobs (which, by the
way, have not always been traditionally done by civilian agencies, as USAID, the UN, or NGOs did not exist
before World War II).

However, a great deal of this extends from the equally pervasive risk-averse culture that afﬂicts the contemporary
U.S. military. I witnessed the development of this during
the latter half of my own career, when in the days of the
“peace dividend” pursued in the wake of the Cold War,
the sharp drawdown of the military forces resulted in the
“zero-defects” mentality that I saw at play in the Balkans,
when American troops were subjected to byzantine (and
often embarrassing) rules for “force protection”, which
was Mission Number One for many senior commanders
right up to and following 9/11. Many justiﬁed this with
the image of “Blackhawk Down”, perpetuating the nearmyth that, after Somalia in 1992, the American public
had no stomach for casualties in the half-wars of that time
(and thus substantiating the Pentagon’s resistance to the
commitment of American troops to the Balkans, Rwanda
or anything else that did not resemble a “real war”).
Those were some of the darker days of my career, as I saw
that, from a leadership standpoint, the Army did not get
better as it got smaller – many who had creative talents
and who were outspoken either left or were forced out
among those competing for fewer promotions. In other
words, conformity was reinforced – the “yes men” stayed
as the military has less room for iconoclasts. Fortunately,
some very exceptional leaders still made it to the top, and
there are many ﬁne ﬂag ofﬁcers leading our troops today.
Nevertheless, this aspect of the military culture still
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My (not entirely singular) view of civil-military operations is really an application of the paradoxical concept
of deterrence I once heard (“to be able to ﬁght in order not
to have to”): to be able to do nation-building in order not
to have to. The concept of civil-military coordination I
had worked in Liberia, also a model for the new UN civilmilitary policy – emphasized that “it’s not about us; it’s
about them”, and that “winning hearts and minds” is not
the real goal. Rather, civil-military coordination is about
managing the interaction between civil and military players and, most importantly, the transition from military-led
security operations to civilian-led national development
in such a way that minimized risks and structured our
local hosts as much as possible for success. Teach them

Cannery Row in Monterey, site of one of John Steinbeck’s most famous novels.

how to ﬁsh, not give them one (which shows more respect and, eventually, wins more hearts and minds), and
do a few things well rather than everything half-baked,
less being more. By enabling others, the military works
itself out of a job.
One thing that was clear to me in Liberia that will no
doubt become even more salient in Afghanistan in the
next couple of years – that when international military
presence that underpins stability there is leaving, the trick
is to shrink potentially destabilizing gaps in self-sustained
capacity and conﬁdence before the military’s ability to
do this is too insigniﬁcant. Security and development are
coefﬁcients of each other.

Next to Mark Twain, Steinbeck is my favorite American ﬁction
writer. This quote was very eye-opening, and prompted me to
re-read “Travels with Charley”, which I hadn’t done since
I was a teenager.

The third reason to stop in Monterey was to see Cannery
Row, the setting of one of the works (of the same name)
of John Steinbeck, with Samuel Langhorne Clemens, one
of my favorite American ﬁction writers. From Monterey,
I rode to Salinas and stopped in at the Steinbeck Museum,
which proved to be very educational. In addition to the
insights I had forgotten since the ﬁrst time I read Travels
with Charley (which I have now re-read), much the inspiration for my own journey around America, I learned that
Steinbeck had been a war correspondent, resulting in two
books that I didn’t know of: Once There Was a War and
America and the Americans.

in Monterey, I began to think about the builders and artists
in America, how they have shaped the country, and what
that may portend for the future. As I realized while riding
through the Southwest, there is a great deal of tension in
the United States between them, given that in this commercial republic of pragmatic, results-oriented people,
science tends to garner much more socioeconomic status
than art. We prefer experts to philosophers.
And yet, the icons of American culture – from the Statue
of Liberty to the Golden Gate Bridge (and everything
between) reﬂect the triumph of fusing art and science.
This is similarly true of our national security and military
culture – our most celebrated military leaders, such as
Robert E. Lee and George Patton, were more artists in

As I continued to Pleasanton and took a look at San
Francisco, following what I had seen and thought about
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their trade, as Eisenhower and Marshall were soldierstatesmen. Builders make things; artists make sense of
them. Builders bring things to form; artists contextualize them. Builders are conscientious of risk; artists are
enamored with opportunity.

continue to play if the country is to remain viable and
relevant in the world, I could not have articulated it now
as well as he did then:
“In America, our heroes have customarily run to men
of large accomplishments... The men who create power
make an indispensable contribution to the Nation’s greatness, but the men who question power make a contribution
just as indispensable, especially when that questioning is
disinterested, for they determine whether we use power
or power uses us... Our national strength matters, but the
spirit which informs and controls our strength matters just
as much... When power leads men towards arrogance,
poetry reminds him of his limitations. When power narrows the areas of man’s concern, poetry reminds him of
the richness and diversity of his existence. When power
corrupts, poetry cleanses. For art establishes the basic
human truth which must serve as the touchstone of our
judgment... The artist, however faithful to his personal
vision of reality, becomes the last champion of the individual mind and sensibility against an intrusive society
and an ofﬁcious state.”

Like many things I was reminded of on the Paciﬁc Coast,
they go together – not “either/or” but “both”.
Just a few months before my retirement, I came across a
remarkable speech by John F. Kennedy given at Amherst
after the passing of Robert Frost and less than a month
from Kennedy’s own demise. Although I have always
felt Americans have neglected the potency of their cultural power and the role artists have played and must

And, as did Kennedy:
“I look forward to a great future for America, a future
in which our country will match its military strength
with our moral restraint, its wealth with our wisdom, its
power with our purpose. I look forward to an America
which will not be afraid of grace and beauty, which will
protect the beauty of our natural environment, which will
preserve the great old American houses and squares and
parks of our national past, and which will build handsome
and balanced cities for our future... I look forward to an
America which will reward achievement in the arts as
we reward achievement in business or statecraft. I look
forward to an America which will steadily raise the standards of artistic accomplishment and which will steadily
enlarge cultural opportunities for all of our citizens.”
“And I look forward to an America which commands
respect throughout the world not only for its strength but
for its civilization as well. And I look forward to a world
which will be safe not only for democracy and diversity
but also for personal distinction.”

Golden Gate Bridge under the North Tower.
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The National Parks – Environment as Power
Originally posted on July 28, 2010

While in California, during one of my daily phone or
Skype conversations with Rosa, my Spanish girlfriend
who works for UNHCR in Bukavu, Congo, I asked for
her help on Spanish terminology as I look to improve my
understanding of the language that has clearly become
second to English in the United States. My question that
day was on the difference between “San” and “Santa” in
name-places in the U.S. (Santa Fe, San Francisco, and
so on). Her explanation was (embarrassingly) simple:
“San” was masculine; “Santa” was feminine.

Town in the West” and it was ruled by bandits and desperados. Main Street shootouts were not uncommon.
Banditos such as Joaquin Murrieta, upon whom the legend of Zorro is based, would ambush prospectors on their
way back from the gold rush ﬁelds and then seek refuge
in Pleasanton. Now it’s a bedroom community for those
seeking refuge between San Francisco and Sacramento.
The ride across central California through the huge
truck farms described in some of Steinbeck’s novels,
(once again) over the aqueduct, and into the foothills of
the Sierra Nevada was uneventful (although traversing
Modesto was like negotiating a maze, due to numerous
road construction detours). What helped me balance my
ﬁrst impression of California, having entered in the south
over the Mojave Desert, was its agricultural productivity.
What would complete my appreciation of its environmental diversity was Yosemite National Park, the ﬁrst of
the great national parks I would see in the West on my
way “back East” (an interesting term).

“So does that mean Santa Claus is really a girl?”
And we Americans thought other countries were strange.
(America, after all, is the only place I know where you
can drive on the parkway and park on the driveway.)
Once I left Bill & Grace, our family friends in Pleasanton,
California, I was generally going eastbound, having
reached the apogee of my journey. Pleasanton (I learned
from Rosa who followed my trip virtually by learning
about the places I saw) was founded by John W. Kottinger,
an Alameda County justice of the peace, and named after
his friend, Union army cavalry Major General Alfred
Pleasonton. A typographical error by a U.S. Postal Service
employee apparently led to the current spelling. In the
1850s, the town was nicknamed “The Most Desperate

In 1889, John Muir, then America’s most famous and
inﬂuential naturalist and conservationist, and Robert
Underwood Johnson, editor of Century Magazine, had
growing concerns about the devastating effects of sheep
grazing in the high country. They launched a successful
campaign to persuade Congress to set aside this area as

At Olmstead Pass in Yosemite
National Park.
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The Madison River in
western Yellowstone
National Park. Those
small specs along the
river are “tatanka”
(the Indian word for
buffalo). When
William Clark
explored this area,
there were hundreds
of thousands of them.

Yours truly with a fairly tame tatanka. I was a big Davy
Crockett and Daniel Boone fan as a kid, and always fantasized about being a frontiersman. So I bought myself a
coonskin cap and was a kid again for a moment.

a national park in 1890. On October 1, 1890, the U.S.
Congress set aside more than 1,500 square miles of
reserved forest lands, soon to be known as Yosemite
National Park.

ago by volcanic eruptions, the most recent spewing out
240 million cubic miles of debris over its 30-by-40 mile
caldera (or basin) in the heart of the park.
The national park system in the United States became
ofﬁcial under the pen of Woodrow Wilson in 1916, just
prior to America’s entrance into the Great War in Europe,
and with it the beginning of the end of America’s selfimposed isolationism and its rise as a global power, quietly signaled by its becoming the world’s largest creditor nation. The initial impulse was in response to what
Steinbeck calls the “savagery and thoughtlessness with
which our early settlers approached this rich continent...
It was full late when we began to realize that the continent
did not stretch out to inﬁnity; that there were limits to the

Yellowstone, which is mostly in Wyoming but overlaps
into Idaho and Montana as well, was the next major parkway I rode through. Established by Congress in 1872
and administered by the U.S. Army for a good part of its
early years, it is the world’s ﬁrst national park, evolving
as a land-use model from merely a pleasuring ground and
wildlife refuge to a biosphere reserve and World Heritage
Site. With over 1,000 miles of backcountry trails, it has
more active geysers than Iceland or New Zealand, as
the area was formed between two and 1.3 million years
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indignities to which we could subject it... Conservation
came to us slowly, and much of it hasn’t arrived yet”, he
wrote in the early 1960’s.
But it was Theodore Roosevelt, the celebrated conservation president, who had the greatest impact, extending well
beyond his term as chief executive from 1901 to 1909. In
that period, he signed legislation establishing ﬁve national
parks. Another Roosevelt enactment had a broader effect,
however: the Antiquities Act of June 8, 1906. While not
creating a single park itself, the Act enabled Roosevelt and
his successors to proclaim historic landmarks, historic or
prehistoric structures, and other objects of historic or scientiﬁc interest in federal ownership as national monuments.
By the end of 1906 he had proclaimed four. The ﬁrst was
Devil’s Tower, Wyoming.

I was very surprised to see in Yellowstone, of all places, one of
my favorite quotes over my career as a soldier who also tried
often to be a diplomat. Very much the truth, by the way, which is
why it’s not an easy job.

He was also prepared to interpret that authority expansively, protecting a large portion of the Grand Canyon as
a national monument in 1908. By the end of his term he
had reserved six predominantly cultural areas and twelve
predominantly natural areas in this way. Later presidents
also used the Antiquities Act to proclaim national monuments, 105 in all. Forty-nine of them retain this designation today; others have been re-titled national parks or
otherwise reclassiﬁed by Congress. The Antiquities Act
is the original authority for about a quarter of the nearly
380 areas composing the national park system today.

usefulness, will result in undermining in the days of our
children the very prosperity which we ought by right to
hand down to them ampliﬁed and developed.”
As I looked upon the great national parks of the West,
I gained a greater appreciation of what Roosevelt envisioned. Although only 3.6% of the territory of the United
States is managed by the National Park Service, assisted
by nearly 150,000 volunteers, and its budget is about
three billion dollars per year, the parks draw nearly 300
million visitors at the same time, generating 14 billion
dollars of economic activity. But most importantly, 3040% of those who see the physical grandeur of the United
States are from foreign countries, contributing to a more
positive image of America. As soft power becomes increasingly important, and as it becomes more difﬁcult
to preserve the world’s natural treasures in the face of
overpopulation and ﬁerce economic demand (witness the
disappearance of much of wild Africa), this comparative
advantage the United States currently enjoys will become
even more precious and take on new meaning.

Roosevelt perceived back then what today could be called
“environmental power” – that conservation was not simply a moral act or an end in itself. It was also a matter of
national security and prosperity. I had always wondered
why he was the fourth president to appear on the face on
Mount Rushmore. Now, having seen much of his handwork and understanding its implications, I knew why.
In his seventh annual message to Congress in December
1907, Roosevelt noted that “...the conservation of
our natural resources and their proper use constitute
the fundamental problem which underlies almost every other problem of our national life... As a nation
we not only enjoy a wonderful measure of present
prosperity but if this prosperity is used aright it is an
earnest [measure] of future success such as no other
nation will have. The reward of foresight for this nation is great and easily foretold. But there must be the
look ahead, there must be a realization of the fact that
to waste, to destroy, our natural resources, to skin and
exhaust the land instead of using it so as to increase its

After having seen snow and ice in California in June,
battling torrential downpours after failing to witness a full
eruption of Old Faithful, crossing the Continental Divide
in a deluge of rain, guiding my Iron Horse along windy,
steep cliffs to gaze upon the vast and expansive vistas
of the Rocky Mountains, with hardly a sign of human
presence, and looking at two of the greatest outdoor
sculptures in the world, one natural and one man-made,
it was clear to me that the country’s physical attributes
alone make Americans a truly fortunate people.
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Devil’s Tower from
the southeast.

A pantheon of four of the country’s
most signiﬁcant presidents.

Yes, this is California. In June.
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From West to East – America as the Global Engine
of Connectivity Originally posted on August 2, 2010
Sometimes it’s better to take a view of something the
other way around in order to gain a more comprehensive
appreciation of what was done and why.
After leaving Yosemite along a 15-mile 7% declining
road winding along a steep mountainside, I made my
way up Route 295 past Mono Lake and stayed at a
great little Western-style motel in Lee Vining run by a
husband-and-wife team with a terriﬁc sense of humor.
I dubbed my room the “John Wayne Room” as it was
decorated with pictures of the Duke in especially his
roles as a cavalryman, which of course reminded me of
my formative days in uniform in the (armored) cavalry.
From Bridgeport, I bid a fond farewell to the Golden
State, meandering up the scenic valleys leading me
through Carson City and Reno, Nevada, where I turned
eastward again along Interstate 80 – the path of the
Central Paciﬁc Railroad as it had hacked its way out of
the Sierra Nevada Mountains from Sacramento. And as
I made my way “back East” to look at two of the most
signiﬁcant endeavors in America’s quest for frontiers on
a global scale in the 19th century – the Transcontinental
Railroad and the Lewis & Clark expedition – and recorded
the second four thousand miles of my trans-American
journey, I was fortunate to gather impressions of two of
the most signiﬁcant projects that deﬁned America as a
continental and then a world power from the opposite
side of their general direction of development.

The Duke was also in the cavalry (well, he rode horses, in the
movies; I rode a tank, for real).

not only to complete it but to insure the unity of the nation and culminate its conquest of the West following the
U.S. war of uniﬁcation. (At the same time, he purchased
Alaska from Russia.)
These two critical projects, by the way, are prime examples of military involvement in nation-building. Lewis
and Clark, of course, were commissioned ofﬁcers while
performing an essentially military operation at the behest
of the Commander-in-Chief, while a great many of those
who led and managed the building of the transcontinental
railroad were veterans of the Civil War.
These things I had already read and learned about before
taking this journey; but, by coming in from the West to
the East, I was better able to contextualize them as part
of a continuous historical ﬂow. (It wasn’t something I
had conscientiously planned; it just worked out that way.
Serendipity, indeed, is a wonderful thing.)

Stephen Ambrose, in Undaunted Courage, his seminal
work on the Lewis & Clark expedition, noted that Thomas
Jefferson, as the third president, exercised extraordinary vision not only in committing government funds
to the controversial Louisiana Purchase, but in sending
Meriwether Lewis and William Clark to survey the land
and ﬁnd a passage to the Paciﬁc through the Northeast
Territories. Jefferson did this, like all great visionary
leaders, for numerous cogent reasons, but chief among
them was to secure the position of the United States as
the dominant power on the North American continent.

It’s hard to overestimate the impact the railroads had on
the development of the United States and its rise as a
continental power. From the 1830’s on, a national network rapidly took shape, much as the interstate highway
system did in the next century. By 1861, 31,000 miles of
rail linked the eastern states, more than in all of Europe.
However, almost all of it was east of the Missouri and
Mississippi Valleys. The idea of a transcontinental railroad
came from numerous sources, and not just from east to
west. By 1862, the young Californian engineer Theodore
Judah had surveyed a route over the Sierra Nevada and

In another major work, on the government-sponsored
enterprise to build the Transcontinental Railroad, Nothing
Like It in the World, Ambrose reﬂects that Lincoln, as if
in continuation of Jefferson’s train of thought – and in the
middle of the Civil War – encouraged work on the project,
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persuaded wealthy merchants in Sacramento to form the
Central Paciﬁc Railroad, which Congress authorized that
year to build eastward in the same act that chartered the
Union Paciﬁc Railroad of New York to begin along the
route of the Mormon Trail laid a few years back, with the
eastern terminus in Omaha, Nebraska.

diverted by government contracts, there was little progress
until the two railroad companies, in an exemplar of the
free-wheeling business ethics of the 19th century, vigorously lobbied (or, perhaps more accurately, bribed) key
members of Congress, in a second railroad act of 1864,
doubled the land grants. Once the war was over – and
huge pools of unemployed laborers, managerial knowhow, and capital were freed – work began in earnest.

The Central Paciﬁc broke ground in January 1863 and the
Union Paciﬁc that December. Neither made much headway, despite loan subsidies of $16,000 to $48,000 per mile
(more than one to three million in today’s dollars), as well
as 10 land sections for each mile of track laid (of greater
interest to the railroads then). With the country’s attention and investors’ proﬁt incentives, labor, and material

Central Paciﬁc work crews faced the rugged mountains
immediately, its mostly Chinese workers hammering
out tunnels through the Sierra Nevada, sometimes at an
agonizing eight inches a day. With eight ﬂat cars of material needed for each mile of track laid, logistics were a
nightmare, especially for the Central Paciﬁc, which had
to bring in every rail, spike, and locomotive 15,000 miles
around the Cape Horn (and later a case study to justify
the building of the Panama Canal).
Meanwhile, the Union Paciﬁc, which drew on Irish,
German, and Italian immigrants for labor, Civil War
veterans from both sides, ex-slaves, and even some
American Indians, to cross easier but longer terrain, faced
severe winds, thunderstorms and brutal winters, along
with incessant attacks by Sioux and Cheyenne, creating
an incentive for contract security forces. (Yes, Iraq and
Afghanistan weren’t the ﬁrst examples of private security
companies. And if the 24/7 media of today existed back
then, the project may have not been completed as it was.
No one knows for sure, but estimates run between 1,000
and 2,000 as to how many workers perished in building the railroad line that linked the Atlantic and Paciﬁc
Basins, Europe with Asia.)

Seems that everything points to the Red Garter hotel and casino
in West Wendover - the last gambling town before Utah (or the
ﬁrst one from the other side). Even “Wendover Will” helps out.
American kitsch at it best. Barely visible in the far distance, over
the salt ﬂats, are the chain of mountains that cover the approaches to Salt Lake City. Those mountains are almost 100 miles away.

Standing between two engines of connectivity over the railroad tie where the golden
spike was driven on 10 May 1869 at Promontory, Utah. My left foot is on the Union
Paciﬁc (eastern) side; while my right foot is on the Central Paciﬁc (western) side.
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By mid-1868, these polyglot work
teams, drilled for precision tracklaying by their mostly ex-army ofﬁcer team chiefs, invented a pace
far faster than anyone had originally
envisioned. Driven by land subsidy incentive, they began to pass
each other for about 200 miles until
Congress ﬁnally intervened to declare
Promontory Summit in Utah to be the
connection point, at the suggestion of
the railroads driving on as much as
10 miles per day absent government
direction. When it was over on 10
May 1869, the Central Paciﬁc was
credited with 690 miles of track; the
Union Paciﬁc with 1,086.

True to this progression and order of values, as the spiritual center, the Temple constitutes the central point of
Salt Lake City. The State Capitol, as the political center,
is slightly taller and built just a bit later. The tallest and
most recent structure is the nearby Latter Day Saints
Administrative Building, which oversees the ﬁnancial
activities of the Community.
Edging past the Great Salt Lake, I entered the open vista
of northern Utah – a 100 mile diversion – to take a look
at Promontory, and was more than glad I made the excursion. It was not only seeing the ﬁnal point of connection
that helped me draw it into perspective. It was a poignant
quote from Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper in 1869
on the wall of the visitor’s entrance: “The journey across
the plains was a great undertaking that required great
patience and endurance. Now all is changed... The six
month’s journey is reduced to less than a week. The prairie schooner has passed away, replaced by the railway
coach with all its modern comforts.”
The Temple of the Church of Latter Day Saints in
Salt Lake City, Utah.

I then rode back down the hills and gazed over the vastness of the area, noticing and contemplating the seemingly endless strands of barbed wire – the other great
development back then that led to the closing of the
frontier (in 1890) at least a century or so sooner than
Jefferson had foreseen when he sent out Lewis & Clark
only 66 years earlier. (Barbed wire allowed great expanses of property to be claimed by ranchers – and taken
away from the Indians).

After breaking away from the route of the Central Paciﬁc
at West Wendover, Nevada (which offered a stunning vista over the Salt Flats to the mountains masking Salt Lake
City, about 100 miles away), I crossed the saltine plain
with Chuck and Charles, two retired Air Force veterans
I had met in Winnemucca, Nevada. (“Winnemucca”,
Shoshone for “one moccasin”, is also where we shared
a Basque meal at a restaurant that was the meeting place
for the ethnic population there). As we rode through
Nevada and especially Utah, I marveled at the vastness
of the West. We were led by their friend Toby “The
Wolfman”, from West Jordan (south of Salt Lake City)
who afforded us the exceptional kind of warm hospitality
that I had seen among other down-to-earth folks in my
travels around the world, reinforcing my faith in humanity. The following day, I headed north through town to
take a look at the simultaneously religious, political, and
economic capital city of Salt Lake City.
Joseph Campbell remarked how Salt Lake City was one
of the few places where you could see, displayed in close
proximity, the chronological progression of predominating values in the Western world, ﬁrst with the spiritual
world of the Middle Ages, the politics and governance
of the Renaissance and Enlightenment, and the industrial
and commercial age we now live and work in, as the
buildings correspondingly became the tallest – all within
a few blocks.
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Northern Utah, it’s vastness stitched with barbed wire.

My epiphany had ﬁnally arrived. The push of the pioneers
across the frontiers of the North American continent
was, of course, another link in a chain of endeavors in
America to ﬁnd and conquer new frontiers. But then I
realized: In the ﬁrst century of the history of the United
States, these frontiers were essentially physical; by the
end of the second, they were more abstract. (Think of
the internet enabling this blog, perhaps the great gamechanger of global connectivity, an endless cyber-frontier
that is among the latest examples of the military’s
contribution to nation-building and the successful
partnership between the public and private sectors of
America’s competitiveness and prosperity.)

This plaque
marks the
location of
Camp Pleasant,
where Lewis &
Clark held up
before pushing
into much less
known territory
up the Missouri
valley in 1803.

John F. Kennedy, in his acceptance speech for the
Democratic nomination, articulated this shift: “We stand
on the edge of a New Frontier – the frontier of unfulﬁlled
hopes and dreams, a frontier of unknown opportunities
and beliefs in peril. Beyond that frontier are uncharted
areas of science and space, unsolved problems of peace
and war, unconquered problems of ignorance and prejudice, unanswered questions of poverty and surplus.”
In the early 21st century, the United States is confronted
with the opportunities and perils of the process of globalization. As I traversed this continental country in reverse
order of its development, it became clear to me that all of
these efforts, extending into the 20th century on a global
scale, were integral parts of a series of actions not acting
merely on the impulse to expand, surmount an obstacle,
or answer to a challenge (and Americans always seem to
be at their best when challenged).

In this display at the Durham Museum in Omaha, Nebraska,
posters in English and French promising cheap farms and free
homes under the Homestead Act.

Another piece of the cognitive puzzle had fallen into
place. Much later on, as I came upon the site of Camp
Pleasant near Chamberlain, South Dakota, to survey the
Missouri Valley up which the Corps of Discovery embarked into unknown territory, my mind’s eye opened
further. It reached full aperture in Omaha, Nebraska, at
the Durham Museum housed in the former Union Station,
where I learned about Omaha as more of a gateway to the
West than even St. Louis has been – the departure point
for Lewis & Clark’s Corps of Discovery, the start of the
Mormon trek to Utah in 1857, and the beginning point of
the Union Paciﬁc’s negotiation of the Great Plains.
And then the ﬁnal pieces, again in the Durham Museum:
In addition to the Transcontinental Railroad and the invention of barbed wire, what really accelerated the settlement of the West and the formation of the United States
as a continent as much as a country was the Homestead
Act signed by President Lincoln in 1862, providing land
grants for the farmers and especially ranchers who displaced the aboriginal population.

Rather, each and every one of these expansionary endeavors seems to have also acted on the impulse to connect, to
unite, or to attach one place with another, or the past with
the future. America’s quest for frontiers was not about
imperial expansion. It was about connectivity. After it
exhausted the frontiers of its own geography, the United
States transformed itself into a truly trans-continental
power to connect – not conquer – the world because
it’s inherent existence depended on it. The fate of this
nation-of-nations is, in this way, extricable to the fate of
the world, and vice-versa.
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In other words, the history of the United States is, among
many things, the history of a nation that, in many ways,
serves as the global engine of connectivity – in space, in
time, and most importantly in the world of ideas. From
its very inception, the United States was destined to fulﬁll
this role. This is America’s place in the world.

The Great Plains – Real Americans
Originally posted on August 9, 2010

Montana looking into Wyoming

As impressed as I was with the quiet, uninhabited enormity and grandeur of the Rocky Mountains, coming down
from as high as over 12,000 feet in elevation into the
wide open spaces of Montana and into eastern Wyoming
into South Dakota, the territory once known as the Great
Desert – the Great Plains – was no less awe-inspiring, not
really because of its immensity as much as its surprising
richness. It is anything but plain.
After California, the South, and the Southwest, the Great
Plains appears to be the next region in America to take
its turn at economic and social transformation. From
Sioux Falls down to Kansas City, tracing much of the
early Lewis and & Clark expedition route, for the last 10
or so years, these former frontier towns have seen strong
job growth in high-paying jobs in energy, professional
and business services, science and engineering, and
agricultural products such as soybeans and specialty
grains, prompting an inﬂux of population from the rest of
the country. Still, these states are not exactly the diverse
metropolises of the coastal areas. According to the 2010
census, South Dakota’s population is just over 800,000, an
increase of 200,000 from just before 9/11. And although
the region maintains the among the highest percentage
of college graduates, at around one-third, and the lowest
unemployment rates in the country, at less than 4%, it is
also about 90% white.
After limping into Billings from the torrential rain and
wind encountered at Yellowstone and the Rockies, then
slipping between low-pressure systems sailing across the
Montana sky the next morning, I aimed for Deadwood,

Comparative U.S Cavalry and Indian ﬁeld gear
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South Dakota that day, after seeing Devil’s Tower and at
least making an appearance in Sturgis, where every August
thousands of bikers from around the world overwhelm the
area for the largest bike fest in the world. (Other than that,
Sturgis has no claim to fame.) I was looking forward to a
couple of days rest in Deadwood. On the way, I thought,
I would stop off at Little Bighorn National Park to punch
the history ticket and move on. What I learned in southeastern Montana was far from perfunctory. (John Lennon
and John Steinbeck strike again!)

Understanding this episode as a link in a chain of events
helps to understand the complex history of a centurieslong clash of cultures that peaked in the decade following the Civil War, when settlers resumed their vigorous
westward movement. The U.S. government, recognizing
the increasing hostilities being brought on by growing
connectivity with the Indians (and, unfortunately more
importantly, their lands) and the expense of having to ﬁght
them off as the Union Paciﬁc laid track in the direction
of the Rockies, signed a treaty at Fort Laramie, Wyoming
with the Lakota, Cheyenne, and other tribes of the Great
Plains in 1868. A large area in eastern Wyoming was
designated a permanent Indian reservation, thought “bad
lands” because they had no apparent value to the government at the time.

Most of us know the story: On the 25th of June, 1876,
Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer and ﬁve
companies of his 7th U.S. Cavalry Regiment were defeated at the hands of the Plains Indians – a combination of
warriors from the Sioux, Cheyenne, and Arapaho tribes.
The battle on the bluffs, ridges, and ﬁelds overlooking the
Lakota encampments on the Little Bighorn River became
the iconic event of the long struggle between European
and Native Americans, entering into American and global
folklore as a sort of Armageddon of the Wild West.
Often thought on a deadly scale of thousands, the battle
actually claimed the lives of about 260 U.S. cavalrymen and an estimated 60 Indian warriors. As the group
I joined peered out into the expansive ﬁelds where the
battle unfolded, we received an illuminating presentation
from a well-read and enthusiastic park ranger (originally
from Texas). He was able to bring the battle to life with
his blow-by-blow description and a colorful discussion
of the personalities involved. More captivating, however, was his insightful description of the overarching
circumstances that led to an encounter of inevitable happenstance more than a premeditated conﬂict by either
side. Many wars, by the way, are as accidental as they
are intentional.

As long as the Indians stayed on the reservation, the
government would protect them “against the commission
of all depredations by the people of the United States”, as
well as provide food – the motto being it was “cheaper
to feed than to ﬁght the Indians.” (It also made them
dependent on the government for their existence and thus
prone to comply with its terms – a typical insurgency and
counterinsurgency tactic, by the way. If you control the
food supply, you control the population.)
The arrangement, unfortunately, did not last long. In 1874,
as the U.S. descended into the Long Depression after the
collapse of an overheated economy, gold was discovered
in the Black Hills, the heart of the reservation, bringing in
thousand of eager miners. Undermanned in the wake of
a massive post-war demobilization to return it to its traditionally negligible strength, and with no police forces
to speak of on the frontier, the U.S. Army was unable
to prevent their encroachment. Efforts to purchase the
Black Hills from the Indians (who had no concept of land
ownership) met failure. In growing deﬁance, the Lakota
and Cheyenne left the reservation and resumed raids on
white settlers. In December 1875, the commissioner of
Indian Affairs ordered the tribes to return before the end
of January or be treated as hostile forces. Following their
non-compliance, President Grant (who of course knew
much more about war than diplomacy) ordered an expeditionary force (the 7th Cavalry) to enforce the order.
The rest, as they say, is history.

When I saw this at the Wounded Knee Museum, I recalled
where I had seen “food as a weapon” to control, manipulate, or
subjugate populations among insurgents and counter-insurgents,
in the Balkans, Iraq and Afghanistan, and Africa.
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The timing of the battle was also critical. The defeat at
Little Big Horn as the U.S. was celebrating its centennial
in the midst of economic calamity, called a “massacre” in
the press, sent shock waves throughout the United States
and prompted a strong military response that eventually

it clearly possessed superiority to the enemy (who could
less run and hide on the plains then as Al Qaeda can now
in Central Asia’s mountains). It was simply a matter of
time when the U.S. government would get around to
subduing them. Hence, the approach to the Indians was
conveniently an extension of Russell Weigley’s description of The American Way of War as the execution of a
“strategy of annihilation” – brute ﬁrepower and death and
destruction to include to the civilian base. No “hearts and
minds” campaigns nor need for precision-guided munitions when it came to the Indians.

Entrance to the Badlands National Park in South Dakota. Called
“bad lands” by white men because there was no gold, nor could
be farmed or used for grazing cattle.

led to Wounded Knee. Custer, a ﬂamboyant and popular
war hero, was brevetted (i.e., promoted three grades)
posthumously to major general and martyred along with
his men. As the docent explained, it was “kind of a 9/11”,
conjuring a similar kind of response on a continental scale
as was done on a global scale 125 years later.

Admittedly, the approach also owes to bigotry. Most
European-Americans, to include the president at the time,
felt the Indians were primitive savages who needed to
be civilized and Christianized, although a few more enlightened Americans (among them, George Washington)
thought these nature-loving peoples had a culture from
which European-Americans could learn a few things
(especially today, considering the importance of environmental power). Joseph Campbell observed that the
Europeans who came to dominate the North American
continent, as Judeo-Christians, were essentially an antinature culture who took the Cartesian adaptation of
science to control nature to the extreme of a Faustian
bargain with technology, giving us for example nuclear
weapons. Recalling Steinbeck’s observation of the
“savage” and “thoughtless” approach to the land noted
in my earlier discussion of the National Parks, it is no
wonder European-Americans, by and large, looked upon
the Indians, who saw themselves as part of rather than
outside of the ecosystem, with disdain.

There are certainly many other parallels – the shock/
anger/send-in-the-cavalry sequence seen before and after
in American history, the media hyperbole and “howcould-this-have happened?” mass introspection, and
the reﬂexive choice of overwhelming hard power made
trademark by the recent victory of the industrial North
over the agrarian South.
There are, of course, exceptions to the historical parallels.
Among the most important was that the armies involved
were rather different. Interestingly, as at the Alamo –
another complete defeat provoking a war rally response,
a large ratio (44% in this case) of the nearly 900 poorly
fed, poorly equipped, largely illiterate, and poorly
motivated troopers at Little Bighorn were foreign-born,
the largest group from Germany. Most were not citizens.
Of the American-born, the largest contingent came
from New York, then the country’s most populous state.
Since 1972, the U.S. military has been all-volunteer,
increasingly professionalized and resembling more of the
best of America – a remarkable and perhaps irreversible
transformation that occurred during the 30 years of the
span of my own career.
Another is that the U.S. military has become what John
Nagl’s counterinsurgency treatise, Learning to Eat Soup
with a Knife, calls a “learning organization” – with the
ability to learn lessons from operations faster than the
opponent and thus stay ahead. While the Indian wars
could certainly be described as “asymmetric” counterinsurgency operations, the U.S. Army at the time was little
concerned about learning – especially after the Civil War,

Signs persist of that lingering prejudice and our failure to
reconcile ourselves fully with the some of our treatment
of the most original of the continent’s tenants – as a whole
nation of Americans. The Indian warrior memorial at
Little Big Horn, for example, came just a few years ago,
more than 90 years later than the monument to the U.S.
7th Cavalry dedicated at the start of the 20th century.
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Stones marking where members of the 7th Cavalry fell at
“Custer’s Last Stand” (Custer’s body was found at the spot
marked by the black-plated stone).

After two days of recovery in Deadwood, which in
1876 was a thriving frontier town of about 2,000
offering many conveniences then known to much
larger towns, I began to make my way for what I anticipated would be a long and boring ride across the
prairie. Wrong again. South Dakota’s topography
unfolded surprisingly, starting in the foothills of the
Rockies in the Mountain time zone, then across the
more predictably nearly endless plains, then to lush,
hilly areas in the Central time zone that suggest you
have, in just one day, gone from West to East. It
wasn’t all the setting for “Dances with Wolves”.

Indian Memorial Sculpture

As at Little Bighorn, I was moved by an unexpected stop
at the small, privately-run Wounded Knee Memorial
Museum in Wall, South Dakota – brought to my attention
by one among the incessant commercial billboards that
litter the landscape along American highways. Wall is
about 90 miles to the north of the site of the ﬁnal destruction of the Indian tribes as an independent civilization
on 29 December 1890 and among the greatest of atrocities committed by the U.S. military against civilians. I
found it disappointing that the U.S. government can
have National Historical Sites and National Parks on
everything to include a Minuteman missile headquarters
not far away from Wall, but not something like this.
I recalled explaining to a number of Germans when
stationed in their country in the 1980’s – as they sought
some moral relief in their process of coming to terms with
their darker past by pointing out the U.S. treatment of the
Indians – that genocide was never the expressed policy
of the government of the United States. There was no
comparison and thus no moral equivocation. Still, if the
Germans could face up to the commitment of some of the
worst affronts to human dignity in their name by directly
confronting their past, then this should be no issue for
Americans, either. If there can be a Holocaust Museum
in Washington, then there ought to be a national site of
some kind to Wounded Knee, the Trail of Tears, and other
less proud moments in American political and military
history. Even the National Museum of the American
Indian on the Mall provides little balance as such.
This is not only a matter of doing what is right. It is
a matter of continuing to restore our moral credibility
and thus much of the soft power the United States
very much needs as part of a more comprehensive
approach to national security advocated by the Project
on National Security Reform and others. We must do
what I suggested to John Nagl after presenting on his
book while I was at the Army War College in 2006:

As the U.S. military has been doing since 9/11 at the
tactical and operational level, the United States must do
at the whole-of-government and whole-of-nation levels
– also become a learning organization. Keeping in mind
Napoleon’s observation of the moral component in war
(“...the moral is to the physical as three is to one”): If
we believe in the words of the ideals of America so
succinctly stated in the Declaration of Independence – if
we are sincere in communicating to the globalized world
to which we also belong that we are about connectivity,
not conquest, then we must demonstrate our commitment
to our values in our actions and set the example, thus
making ourselves truly exceptional. Walk the walk and
not just talk the talk. Real patriotism isn’t what you say
or feel. It is what you do.
What I saw on the Great Plains also helped me think
about what being an American means and what America
is really about. While in Liberia, my accumulated experiences in helping to stabilize broken countries culminated
in the realization that the most successful, powerful, and
enduring societies have an inclusive sense of collective
identity; those who make exceptions risk de-stabilization
and disintegration – the loss of peace, prosperity, and
freedom. United we stand; divided we fall.
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In my early years in Europe, whenever receiving a lecture
from stodgier German neighbors on the importance of
community values and need to respect, for example, the
collective right to peace and quiet or on crossing the street
illegally as setting a bad example to children, I would
answer back by pointing out tolerance as the primary
value in “real democracies” or that “where I come from,
children learn to think for themselves”. I must admit, I
was hard on the Germans at times, much as I like them.
But I was also hard on others, like Liberians, pointing
out that they should change their racist constitution that
forbids anyone but “Negroes” to be citizens, vote, or own

property (especially since the election
of President Obama). But I’m also as
hard on Americans, if not more (because we should know better). That
kind of honesty is appropriate ﬁrst at
home and then abroad.
One of the historical ironies the docent
at Little Bighorn pointed out in his
lecture was that, to the Indians, who
were the original inhabitants of the
North American continent, the white
European settlers were “illegal immigrants”, made even more poignant by
a quote from Chief Crazy Horse posted
at the Indian memorial: “We did not
ask you white men to come here. The
Great Spirit gave us this country as a
home. You had yours... We did not
interfere with you... We do not want
your civilization.” In my comment to
a speech by the Mayor of New York
on the swirl of controversy on the
building of an Islamic community
center near “Ground Zero”: “If we
have no conﬁdence that our culture of
inclusiveness can withstand its inherent risks, then we might as well hang it
up and join the rest of the world. And
much of that, my friends, is not a very
pretty place.”

that is at the core of the American
way of life should be cultivated
and strengthened, subject more to
reason than passion.

The Indians largely object to the widespread use of references to their culture
among American sports teams, ﬁrst
because they were never really asked and
second because it has nothing to do with
their culture. In addition to their lands,
their identity is one more thing they feel
the white man has stolen from them.

As an American soldier deployed in
the face of far more morally complex
situations than those of past generations (and less than those who will
follow mine), I often contemplated
the small ﬂag on my right shoulder
(with the blue ﬁeld on the right, facing forward into battle), and the special privileges and burdens placed
on those who wear it. Indeed, we
are not on a level playing ﬁeld
– held to a higher moral and ethical
standard for the encouragement of
friends, the mitigation of foes, and
the deliberation of the nonaligned.
It is unfair – we are no better, no
more or less human than any of
the others; and yet, we are called to
higher comportment. After all, we
Americans set the bar.

As public servants, we either accept that task or move on to another
profession. As the citizenry that
soldier represents, we also either
accept this or admit a lesser moral
standard for ourselves, leaving our
fate for others to decide, and not having the right to send
these young men and women into harm’s way on our behalf, wearing that ﬂag, to represent values that we believe
should be sold abroad but cannot live up to at home. We
are either all real Americans, or none of us at all.

And one of the greatest comparative strategic advantages
that is unique in spirit and scale to the third most populous country in the world is in its cultural power, encapsulated in three short words: e pluribus unum (“out of
many, one”). The immigration and assimilation culture

Crazy Horse quote
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The Heartland – The Paradox of American Leadership
Originally posted on August 16, 2010

With my ears still ringing the next morning, I made my
way further south past huge corn and grain farms that left
me no doubt – I was in the American heartland.
I was ad-libbing the trip from this point on. After making stops at Omaha, Nebraska and Kansas City, Missouri,
where after having my picture taken with my bike at its
“place of birth”, I enjoyed a delicious steak, some great
live blues music, and easy chatter with other patrons.
What else in the middle of America?
Awesome Bikers Nights in Sioux City, Iowa.

As I embarked the next day for St. Louis, I made an unexpected stop at the Harry Truman Presidential Library in
Independence, and realized right away I wouldn’t be in
eastern Missouri until much later that day. After visiting
the Reagan Library on the West Coast, then seeing Mount
Rushmore at the foothills of the Rockies, I thought I had
seen enough of presidents this trip. But this was well
worth the stop, and it reminded me that I had not really
ﬁnished my thinking about leadership in America.
Harry Truman was among the most underrated of presidents. Sure, he may not rank among the greatest – with
Washington, who set the tone of digniﬁed and conﬁdent
humility and so many other precedents in our national
leadership style; Jefferson, who codiﬁed American political philosophy in the Declaration of Independence and,
through the Louisiana Purchase, insured U.S. domination
of the North American continent; and Lincoln, who preserved the Union and re-deﬁned the meaning of freedom,
as well as set in place the ﬁnal pieces of the deﬁnition
of the United States as both a transcontinental and thus
(eventually) global power. It’s clear that the United States
has been fortunate to have had such great leaders; but, it
has been just as fortunate to have had a number of them
like this heartland president.

In front of the Harley-Davidson factory in Kansas City, where
my 2010 Dyna Wide Glide was built.

After a long day’s ride through South Dakota, turning
directly south from Sioux Falls to pick up the Louis &
Clark Trail again in Iowa, I thought I had seen enough
with the emotional visit to the Wounded Knee Museum.
Looking forward to a quiet, relaxing stay at a (yet unknown) hotel in downtown Sioux City, I knew something
was out of the ordinary with about 50 or so motorbikes
parked in front when I pulled in. Having charmed my
way to getting the last room available (there’s something
you learn after a quarter-century as a civil affairs ofﬁcer), I discovered that I had come upon the 11th Annual
Awesome Biker’s Nights, fortunately only a few blocks’
walk away. I ambled through historic 4th Street, which
had become a pedestrian area bordered with streetside
food, drink, and souvenir vendors, and a handful of rock
and metal groups on big, high-tech stages playing over
the din of Harleys and “crotch rockets” trying to out-rev
each other as they cruised at walking pace among the
crowds. Boys, toys, and noise.

Truman, as we know, became the 33rd President under
unusual circumstances – after the death of the longestserving president in the middle of the greatest of wars,
whose own great work was unﬁnished after steering
the United States through the Great Depression and
World War II, and who loomed larger in the pantheon of
chief executives.
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Starting with that disadvantage, Truman’s presidency was
quickly beset with one situational challenge and contentious issue after another in a time of great transition and

anxiety – the decision to use the ﬁrst atomic weapons; the
postwar reconversion of the economy marked by severe
shortages and numerous strikes that nonetheless resulted
in the rise of the U.S. as the world’s most prosperous
nation and the locomotive of a world economy deﬁned
by Bretton Woods; the division of Europe, the rebuilding
of Germany and Japan, and the unprecedented maintenance of a large, standing U.S. military forces overseas;
the Berlin Airlift and the National Security Act of 1947;
the Marshall Plan and the Cold War strategy of containment; the founding of the United Nations and NATO; the
Korean War and the sacking of General MacArthur; and
so on. Amidst this plethora of crises and turning points,
Truman nonetheless exercised leadership and wisdom
along very much the same lines as his more famous predecessors, with history as his eventual arbiter.

This mural at the entrance of the Truman Presidential Library
near Independence, Missouri, is a romanticization of the frontier
culture Truman’s family came into.

While I was aware of these events as illustrative of the
Truman years, until I came to Independence, Missouri, it
was not known to me how important a role, for example,
Truman played in the initiation of the civil rights movement, beginning with the de-segregation of the military.
In fact, Truman’s stand led to the split of his party when
Southern Democrats walked out of the 1948 convention
(since then, the region has been largely a Republican
stronghold). Truman, of course, won an improbable election that year, as if to defy a political cartoon at the time
that jabbed: “Would you rather be right or be President?”
Turned out he was both.

“The relationship of Americans to their President is a
matter of amazement to foreigners. Of course we respect
the ofﬁce and admire the man who can ﬁll it, but at the
same time we inherently fear and suspect power. We are
proud of the President, and we blame him for things he
did not do...”
“We have made a tough but unwritten code of conduct
for him, and the slightest deviation brings forth a torrent
of accusation and abuse. The President must be greater
than anyone else, but not better than anyone else. We
subject him and his family to close and constant scrutiny
and denounce them for things we ourselves do every
day... We give the President more work than a man can
do, more responsibility than a man should take, and more
pressure than a man can bear. We abuse him often and
rarely praise him... he is ours, and we exercise the right
to destroy him. To all the other rewards of this greatest
ofﬁce in the gift of the people, we add that of assassination... It would be comparatively easy to protect the lives
of our Presidents against attacks by foreigners; it is next
to impossible to shield him from the Americans...”

And with respect to the foundation of our moral power
abroad being the example we set at home, Truman was
remarkably prescient: “If we wish to inspire the peoples
of the world whose freedom is in jeopardy, if we wish
to restore hope to those who have already lost their civil
liberties, if we wish to fulﬁll the promise that is ours, we
must correct the remaining imperfections in our practice of
democracy. We know the way. We need only the will.”
Serendipity again at play, I came across these passages
while reading that night in Steinbeck’s America and
the Americans on the paradox of American leadership:
“In reviewing our blessings, we must pay heed to
our leadership. It is said that we demand second-rate
candidates and ﬁrst-rate Presidents. Not all our Presidents
have been great, but when the need has been great we have
found men of greatness. We have not always appreciated
them; usually we have denounced and belabored them
living, and only honored them dead. Strangely, it is our
mediocre Presidents we honor during their lives.”

The difﬁculty of being an effective president has only
increased, now perhaps to a critical point of dysfunction.
What encumbers the ability of a president today, for
example, to launch any major initiatives, except during
national emergencies, or push through any major legislation remotely resembling comprehensive reform, is the
24/7 media world that ﬂattens and compresses decision
cycles – holding even the most trivial issues to mass scrutiny but not lending to examination of the larger issues in
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any degree of depth; shortening the ﬂash-to-bang time
between initiatives and implementation among a public
with shrinking attention spans; and thus prohibiting absorption, reﬂection, and gaining of context by either the
public or its servants.
The other is the incredibly complex processes in especially the executive and legislative branches that characterize the contemporary governing process. With respect
to the interagency system alone, the Project on National
Security Reform recognizes, in Forging a New Shield,
“...no leader, no matter how strategically farsighted and
talented as a manager, could have handled these issues
without being hampered by the weaknesses of the current
system.” It’s hard even to be lucky, let alone good, when
the deck is stacked against you more than ever.
Continuing with Steinbeck: “It is said that the Presidency
of the United States is the most powerful ofﬁce in the
world. What is not said or even generally understood is
that the power of the chief executive is hard to achieve,
balky to manage, and incredibly difﬁcult to exercise.
It is not raw, corrosive power, nor can it be used willfully... The power of the President is great if he can use it;
but it is a moral power, a power activated by persuasion
and discussion...”

“Have faith that right makes might and in that faith let us to the
end dare to do our duty as we understand it.”

It was entirely appropriate these latter insights came to me
at this time, in the heartland, because, as I learned at the
Reagan Library, no president can succeed if he cannot
connect (or communicate) with the American people –
especially in the core of the country. With respect to Truman,
Steinbeck’s understanding of the power of the presidency
being largely moral also struck a chord, as Truman often
explained many of his decisions in moral terms.
As someone who spent more than a dozen active years
with Toastmaster’s International, starting in Germany in
the Reagan era during my own formative career years,
it has long been apparent to me that the most effective
leaders, from the sinister to the saintly, have been
effective communicators. Many, such as Churchill and
Lincoln, were great storytellers. Not long ago a friend
of mine shared an interesting quote from, of all people,
the late American professor of computer science and
human-computer interaction Randy Pausch that is a good
tip for leaders of democratic societies or multifarious
organizations like the UN, or those involved in peace
operations: “Do not tell people how to live their lives.
Just tell them stories. And they will ﬁgure out how those
stories apply to them.”

The inscription on the wall near the Truman’ gravesite reads:
“All I want for history is the truth.” Amen, Harry.
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One of the more interesting displays at the Truman Library
was an interactive exercise involving what inﬂuences
national executive decision-making. It considered four
factors: the ﬁrst is interest groups and public opinion
(although I would separate these two); the second is
personal values; the third is the recommendations of
policy advisors (i.e., political factors); and the fourth is the
long-term national interest. The decisions, of course, that
we most hold up to history usually feature the personal
values and the national interest. Yet, the reality is that the
more practical dynamics wield the greatest weight. Thus,

the decisions that reﬂect true political genius somehow
accomplish the more important while addressing the
more immediate. Considering the near-impossibility
of managing the American republic and leading the
American people, the fact that there are dozens of such
great decisions that mark the history of the nation is little
short of a miracle. I don’t think that’s any less true today.

Inaugural speech – are considered among the most essential studies in American civics.
After the fascinating conversation with the caretaker
of the cabin site memorial, I paced the Trail of Twelve
Stones marking signiﬁcant moments or phases, reﬂecting
on the journey of his life and its legacy, then climbed
back on the Harley to resume the route to Kentucky, the
state of Lincoln’s birth. A pit stop at a service station
turned into another of a handful of impromptu conversations experienced during this journey, this time over a
sandwich and a soft drink with Jeannie, a local business
owner who voiced the same observations the docent had
made just a short while back.

Once I left Independence, it was imperative I had to learn
more about perhaps the greatest of presidents, considering what I had already learned about his role in the building of the country in the midst of its greatest crisis. After
crossing back into the eastern United States in St. Louis,
rather than go to Springﬁeld, Illinois to see the Lincoln
Presidential Library, it turned out fortuitous instead to
visit his boyhood home in Indiana. The reasoning: if
the presidency is mostly about moral leadership and the
ability to connect with people, then what other way to
gain insight into this outstanding historical ﬁgure than to
go where he spent his formative years, between the ages
of seven and 21, when his character was forged and his
core values formed – as with most of us.

Despite all the hype and cynicism in the media, she held
to her belief that most presidents, as most politicians, are
well-intentioned and more competent than we give them
credit for, and that we Americans are at our best when
we move to the center, when “common sense” prevails
over emotion. While our politics have always been
contentious and bitter, especially in today’s more venomous climate, I recalled to her one of the sayings on the
exterior of the Visitor’s Center meant for a more perilous
time, yet no less appropriate: “We must not be enemies.
Though passion may have strained it must not break our
bonds of affection.”

Situated about 20 miles south of Interstate 64 near nothing of remark other than the town of Santa Claus (yes,
there really is one), the Lincoln Boyhood National
Memorial is perhaps the most thoughtfully laid out of
the national sites I had seen on this trip. Beginning with
the Visitor’s Center, and the nine relief sculptures outside
depicting Lincoln’s trademark quotes, you can take a
walk through the woods that the young future president
wandered through, reaching the cabin site memorial that
approximates his home and, perhaps most importantly,
well conveys his rather humble beginnings.
As it was a quiet day at a less busy time of year, I was
grateful to spend nearly an hour sitting on the stoop of
the cabin discussing the 16th President, and presidents
in general, with an exceptionally well-informed and
dedicated caretaker who explained he had read about 40
books on Lincoln. Lincoln himself had only read little
more than a tenth that many when he was in Indiana
– the Bible, of course; David Ramsay’s Life of George
Washington and Ben Franklin’s autobiography (which
ignited his interest in politics and presented him with role
models); Aesop’s Fables and Pilgrim’s Progress (which
helped the young man develop his moral compass, optimism about America, and knack for storytelling); and
a few others, including books on ancient history. These
literary inﬂuences are reﬂected in Lincoln’s speeches,
two of which – the Gettysburg Address and the Second

Nowhere else was this a more appropriate thing to
appreciate than in the heartland.

Not the real thing, but a close approximation of how the future
16th President lived while growing up.
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The Home Stretch – Is This a Great Country, Or What?
Originally posted on August 31, 2010

The scenery in Kentucky and West Virginia was
nice, but not breathtaking. There were no surprises. West Virginia featured both the tawdry
elegance of the hillbilly lifestyle, with trailers
and cheap homes amidst bucolic Appalachian
vistas, as well as the new, large and plush single
family homes of the encroaching suburbs of the
greater Washington area. After descending from
West Virginia into Winchester, Virginia, Route
50 continued through remarkably picturesque
horse farms and colonial villages. Yet, I took
no pictures, as I had traveled these roads before
– and compared to the grander experiences of
the West, it was all becoming anticlimactic.
Somehow, it seemed the trip was already over.

A great example of hillbilly humor. The sign on the barn
in front reads: “Orlando Disney World Left Lane.”

The last 60 miles of the home stretch took more than two
and a half hours, as trafﬁc and trafﬁc lights accumulated
in 100-degree heat and humidity. Twice I sought refuge
in an air-conditioned convenience store and re-hydrated,
conscientious I had once survived heat stroke in Iraq.
The last stop was near the State Department, as the afternoon trafﬁc jamming into the George Washington
Parkway made the path of least resistance a diversion
into the District, where I took another break to wait for
the gridlock to sort itself out, then return to Virginia.

Once I left the Lincoln Boyhood National Monument
I grew melancholic, for two reasons.
First, fatigue, both physical and mental, was setting in.
Due to the interlude in Liberia, I had compressed especially the return half of my journey, resulting in only a
day off the handlebars from otherwise continuous riding
since I had left California nearly two weeks prior. At that
breakneck pace, it was harder for me to keep up with the
blog – something that I had decided to attempt only a few
days before the start of the journey.

Welcome back to the District of Calamity.

By this time, I had resigned myself to allowing greater
time for qualitative reﬂection, taking the pressure off to
gather my thoughts after the trip but surrendering the
simultaneity of the experience – no “reality ride” for the
blog readers. Nevertheless, my apologies, as well as my
thanks for those who hung in there with me.

When I ﬁnally eased the Wide Glide into the parking garage of my apartment building in Alexandria the evening
of the ﬁrst full day of summer, at the same spot where I
started 49 days before, the trip odometer read a tenth of
one mile short of 8,061. For at least ten minutes, I stared
at it, wondering what sense I would make of it all. The
two questions I started with had compressed into one.

But life is full of tradeoffs, isn’t it?
The other reason for my mounting funk was the realization that this lifetime adventure was coming to an end.
As the last few hundred miles piled up on the odometer, I
struggled emotionally to navigate between simply getting
this over with and the desire to make the most of the last
part and end the trip on a positive note. Then there was
the safety factor: As with combat deployments, the most
challenging and dangerous part can be the home stretch,
because your mind is already elsewhere and you’re tired.
Lack of attention to detail and situational awareness is
the reason for most casualties.

Is this a great country or what?
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Of course it is, and there’s no better way to comprehend
that than by going out and taking a look yourself. You
can read about this country all you want, but until you’ve
gone out and seen its immense richness, comprehended
its diversity, met some of its people, and traveled its
roads, you haven’t experienced it. As Goethe said: “Go
to foreign countries and you will get to know the good
things one possesses at home.” The detour to Liberia
reinforced that hard-earned, outside-in insight. However,

I also had to take a look at what I had spent 20 of my last
30 years on “away games” helping to secure, and thus
truly understand, from the inside-out, what I constantly
tell other Americans – that most of them
have no clue how lucky they are.

is to deny it and seek refuge in the “good old days,” as
many conservatives (and some liberals) would want us to
do. Even for some to get angry and throw a tea party
As I stared at the trip odometer, I remembered that the trip that took me was more
than to get a sense of what was going on
in America other than through the media
prism, to answer questions of personal
and national identity, and just to take a
look around. More than anything, it was
a way to turn the last page of a long chapter in my own story – returning to retire
exactly 30 years later to the day where my military career
began at New Mexico Military Institute and closing a
big circle while thinking about what the next adventure
might bring. A long goodbye.

But that’s a conclusion each American
must come to. When John Steinbeck
drove Rocinante around “a galaxy of
states” in search of America the autumn
of my birth year, he realized the same
thing I did: You can experience America
only on a personal level, because America
in and of itself is a journey whose signposts are frontiers
and whose destination is ultimately that of the world’s
and therefore uncertain.
It is this uncertainty that plagues Americans more than
anything else nowadays. They are more worried than
ever. Sure, every generation seems to think the place, for
one reason or another, is going to hell in a hand basket.
This time, however, it’s because we sense the country is
in decline and that our way of life is changing for the
worse, and that our institutions – above all, the government – seem incapable of dealing with circumstances
increasingly beyond their control: National insecurity.

I realized that, like America, I found myself in transition,
in mid-life, from one Weltanschauung (way of looking at
the world) to another. As a Reserve ofﬁcer, I wandered
between the military and civilian worlds at home as well
as abroad. As I meandered through America on my Harley
and looked both back and ahead, it became clear I could
never return to the structured and more predictable world
of the military. That’s gone now, so I have to move on.

Of course, America is in decline, at least in relative terms.
That’s to be expected, though, considering where the
psychological point of reference is for most Americans
– 1945, when “the greatest generation” had just won the
greatest of wars, an anomaly in both scale and moral
texture, leaving America dominant in practically every
measure of national power in a fairly predictable world,
until 1989. Even after the U.S. got rid of the Soviets,
there was still no other place to go but down from the
pedestal, because the world wouldn’t have it any other
way. Nature seeks balance, even in tumult, and the
irregularity of a unipolar world would seek, as they say
in the stock market, “correction.”
Many Americans are coming to grips, albeit not easily, with the fact that they are no longer clearly in total
charge. When you’ve been the Chairman of the Board of
Planetary Management for so long, it’s a rude awakening
to ﬁnd out that you’re no longer the dominant player at
the table. Just look at our precarious position with the
Chinese as we try to get them to play fair economics
while they own more and more of our debt. For most of
us, our decline is a highly uncomfortable if not frightening thought. Thus, an understandably natural response

The irony of America is that it has globalized the world
but not itself. Yet, it amazes me how insular we try to remain, although 9/11 and the Great Recession are seismic
reminders of the shifting tectonic plates of geopolitics
– the end of our “splendid isolationism,” along with our
dominance, in installments. There are signs we are adjusting to that reality, but will it be too little, too late?
On the 11th of September 2001, two-thirds of my last
career was over. The 10 years prior saw us grappling
with the sudden and unexpected end of the Cold War,
searching for the next “Mr. X” and the big idea that
would help us understand America and its place in the
world while, by default, the United States became the
world’s lone superpower. So Americans had no sense of
urgency about that conversation, even though things were
changing more rapidly than we realized – until then.
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That evening, as the civil affairs team I led in an exercise
stared in horror at the science ﬁction-like pictures of
collapsing towers on the dining hall television, I ﬁlled
an awkward moment of silence: “Welcome to the 21st
century. The world has come to America; now America
must come to the world.” What I meant, however, was

The relative decline of the United
States has been well underway
for some time, set in motion by
forces Americans themselves
largely unleashed and mainly
through technology. The U.S.
has been, in many ways, a victim or its own success. We’ve
“screwed up in reverse”. Or,
America has been the example,
as they say in sports, that “sometimes it’s better to be lucky than
good.” Just as the U.S. put an
As anywhere, in West Virgina, one person’s junk is another’s treasure. This arrangement of
old rail cars, tractors, and other farm equipment looks like a sculpture garden.
end to the cycle of great powers
and great wars in Europe predicated
on
nationalism,
making
what happened in the 20th
not with the clenched ﬁst as much as the open hand. It
century nearly unimaginable in this one, it introduced a
was our soft power that had ultimately defeated Soviet
global “system of systems” that has encumbered a domicommunism and cemented our alliances, and our hard
nant power. During its tenure at the top, the U.S. was
power that underwrote it. Instead, we went out like
the fulcrum of the see-saw shifting the global economic
cowboys and cavalry looking for Indians.
center of gravity from the Atlantic to the Paciﬁc basin,
changing the rules of international interaction along the
In the span of my career in uniform, America and the
way and connecting everything up.
world have been changing more rapidly than the bandwidth of our old Cold War paradigms to process it, comDespite all the doom and gloom, Americans can take
pounding the anxiety. I started out as an armored cavalry
heart that we really have much more to say whether our
ofﬁcer, patrolling the border between two Germanys as
country is in real (versus relative) decline. One thing I
the ﬁrst line of defense against the Soviets, then became a
learned along the way of my 30-year journey is that, when
civil affairs ofﬁcer helping to “win hearts and minds” and
faced with adversity and not knowing what to do next,
build nations, immersed in a world that is more complex,
especially in a crisis, a good start is by looking at what
uncertain, and interconnected. This was a fortunate twist
you’ve got before trying to ﬁgure out what you might not
of fate for me, as I learned up-front that solution sets and
have and might need. Take stock. Count your blessings.
morality play in the real world were not in the 30-second
Remember how lucky you are.
sound bites, bumper stickers, and instant feedback our
popular culture overwhelmingly prefers. We could subAs I recounted in Liberia, Americans are no better than
scribe to that when we dominated. Now, we’re saying
anyone else, but they are luckier, beyond their geography
goodbye to all that.
and material treasures such as the national parks that
preserve its “environmental power.” While the United
During my commemorative trip, I recalled what my
States still leads in many empirical measures, and while
political science instructor at New Mexico Military
many of those advantages will be diminished regardless
Institute noted: “real power is when you don’t have to care
of the best efforts to maintain them, it will not be by these
what anybody else thinks, says, or does.” He was right.
ways and means that the United States will most remain a
When you’re at the top and have had the (mis)fortune
leading nation when it is no longer dominant.
of American geohistory and a surplus, consumption
mentality rested on abundant natural, human, and ﬁnancial
It will be largely through “soft” power, which is integral
resources, of course you don’t have to care. Now we have
to national power and must therefore be understood and
to care – and not just because of globalization. For the ﬁrst
applied strategically – within a holistic, comprehensive
time in our history, we increasingly have to operate out
context. It’s not either/or, but both: “soft” (or persuasive)
of growing resource scarcity – including ﬁnances – and
and “hard” (coercive) power are complementary and
compete head-on with others for those same resources
synergistic – they are co-multipliers. Still, in the 21st
essential to maintain our standard of living (which, again,
century, America’s “soft” power – the moral suasion of
is not the same as our way of life).
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the ideal of e pluribus unum of this nation-of-nations
in a globalized world – will play the preeminent role of
deﬁning the United States in the world as “hard” power
did over the last century. This is not just because “hard”
power is less conducive to the strategic and operational
environments we now ﬁnd ourselves in. It is also because
“hard” power is too expensive and risk-laden in such a
world, where the margins of error are suddenly very small.
In the 21st century, “hard” power must be more clearly in
support of “soft” power than the other way around. Thus,
the civil-military relationship in applied American power
must reﬂect this practical reality as well as align with the
moral imperative of a democratic society. In this way,
the United States can best fulﬁll its international destiny.
In other words, we need to reverse the order: “hard”
power should support “soft” power – with appropriate
and approximate adjustments in resource allocation.

that says it can set the rules that govern global interaction
and then not have to follow them because it is somehow
“special.” Arrogance, after all, is a substitute for conﬁdence, for which humility is its most sublime expression.
There are two ways to foster this moral power – and they
begin at home. One is that Americans renew their commitment to civility, treating others with respect, exercising
more tolerance, and reinforcing its democratic societal
values. Be more conﬁdent, yet more humble. (More public
opinion leaders could certainly help out here.) Americans
say they hate all the mud-slinging in Washington and the
media and want better leadership, but they respond to
negative messaging more than any other kind. It’s also
hard to get good governance on behalf of a people who
habitually don’t show up at the polls, don’t want to pay
taxes yet want to keep their entitlements, and still want to
reduce the national debt. If we want to ﬁx the dysfunction
in Washington, then we the people need to start thinking
about things we can no longer afford to ignore.

The truth is that the foundation of America’s strength has
always been moral. Unlike most countries, America is
about an idea, not a human category. That idea of individual freedom is simple and universal, especially in its
American format. (Or, again to quote Goethe: “Common
sense is the genius of humanity.”) In short: national
values. Values are what deﬁne national interests, which
inform policy and strategy, which shape operational doctrine, which provide guidance to tactical decisions and
individual actions.

The Project on National Security Reform has it right: It
takes a nation to ﬁx a government.
The other is to learn more about history and civics, so
that Americans better understand the founding principles
that govern the relationship between the individual and
the state and the society at large – responsibilities as well
as rights. Freedom, indeed, is not free and, to channel my
high school principal, who survived Nazism and Soviet
communism before emigrating to the United States:
“Freedom is not license. With each and every right
comes an equal and concomitant responsibility. When
you refuse to take up your responsibilities, you will soon
forfeit your rights.” Serving your country is more about
being a good citizen than donning a uniform.

America’s values are what make the United States the
exceptional, if not the indispensable, “nation-of-nations.”
This, more than anything else, is its enduring trump card
– if carefully maintained. Beyond personal freedom,
American national values are codiﬁed in another simple
yet sophisticated inspiration: e pluribus unum, the unique
amalgamation of both an immigration and assimilation
culture that is at the heart of the American ideal. Even
if China were to have twice America’s gross national
product, it will never be able to pirate this societal software
that has worldwide allure and permeates America’s ability
to constantly re-invent itself, its economic comparative
advantage of innovation, or even its military as the largest,
most successful multicultural institution in the world. It
is what differentiates “quality of life” from “standard
of living.” It doesn’t mean that America’s moral power
has no competitors, or that other forms of power will no
longer count. But if it nurtures it, the United States in this
respect and combination, can have no peer.
It is this kind of American exceptionalism that will maintain America’s moral leadership in the world – not the kind

And why history? Well, as I said before: How can you
know where you are or where you’re going unless you
know where you’ve been? Having a grander point of view,
in space as well in time, helps us think more strategically,
take the longer view, see the bigger picture, and thus
helps us to contextualize and process the overwhelming
information battering us each day.
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We Americans can’t have it all, and we and our elected
leaders can no longer afford our outsized self-indulgence,
self-importance, and self-entitlement. While change must
happen at the grass roots – another inherent strength of
America being the democratic process of change from
the bottom up more than the top down – the government’s

role, for example, in educational reform, is thus critical.
Steinbeck’s discussion of the presidency (and I would
add, Congress) as being mostly about moral leadership,
particularly in extraordinary times, is as relevant as ever.

capital – it could afford to be wasteful; and since 1945,
it has been clearly the dominant power in the world – it
could afford to keep its 19th century view of sovereignty
while everyone else became more internationalist. It
could keep its big-war mentality and big-hammer reﬂexes of its military-industrial complex and just continue
to throw more money at the Pentagon.

By doing these things, the United States will become
more of the country its worst enemies hate (but can’t
compete with morally) and marginalize its greatest critics
who assert that it doesn’t practice what it preaches. Reestablishing moral credibility will also prevent the U.S.
from diplomatic marginalization when more tangible
means of power become less feasible – as long as U.S.
policies reﬂect its national values as much as possible
and are just as consistently explained and communicated.
Despite its reputation for Madison Avenue and
Hollywood, however, “public diplomacy” and “strategic
communications” have not been hallmarks of American
foreign policy success.

All of those things have been coming to an end, converging
in this ﬁrst half of the nation’s third century and serving as
the undercurrent to America’s emerging mid-life crisis.
Not having to care much about anything than the here and
now also goes far to explain our mentality of “galloping
consumption,” coupled with the idea that owning more
and bigger and better things is somehow a reﬂection of
our quality of life. Manifest destiny on a subprime mortgage. Thus, at all levels, Americans have increasingly
lived beyond their means and asked their government
to do more and more, its politics involving less and less
of what the 41st President called “the vision thing” and
lurching instead from crisis to crisis. If Americans want
to be more in control of their destinies, they have to do a
better job of keeping the big picture and the longer view
in mind in order to manage their expectations – and the
most important way is to become a society that saves
more and consumes less.

Another major comparative advantage of the United States
has been in what the Project on National Security Reform
calls “human capital,” again with respect to national security but also in a larger sense. Americans are still among
the most productive and innovative people in the world.
Unfortunately, they have less and less the cognitive tools
to compete with the rising rest. In a word: education,
which can no longer be seen as a cost but an investment,
as much in political vibrancy through renewed emphasis
on what used to be called a “classical education” as in
economic competitiveness through math, science, and
technology. America must generate creative as well as
constructive thinkers – artists as well as builders. The
good news is that much of the answer to the problem is
in organization and approach, not in ﬁscal resources – as
with health care, the United States practically outspends
the rest of the word person for person on education, yet
sees diminishing results. Like many large and complex
challenges, it’s more a matter of will than wallet.
That will not be easy. Beyond mass denial, there are
other obstacles to a more managed approach to America’s
transformation to a leading but not dominant role in the
multipolar, globalized world it largely created. They
are again mostly psychological, but history gives other
clues. Consider this: Since about the War of 1812, the
American people did not have to care much about the
rest of the world – they could afford to be ignorant; since
1865, the U.S. has won its wars, deterred its adversaries,
and assured its allies through overwhelming industrial
and technological superiority predicated on an abundance
of cheap resources, cheap labor, cheap energy, and cheap

As I pointed out earlier, consumers think of the present,
want instant gratiﬁcation, and worry only about what’s in
front of them. Savers think beyond bumper stickers. They
become more interested in what’s going on in the larger,
more globalized world that affects them. They are more
civil, historically minded, strategic, and more concerned
about education than entertainment. Able to think globally and act locally, they have the mental bandwidth to
better process the barrage of information that constantly
bombards them. Most importantly, they can better think
for themselves rather than relying on someone to process
their information, like their food, for them. They are
more independent and ultimately more democratic.
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If there’s one thing the government can do, it can introduce
ﬁnancial revenue and regulatory incentives that, at all
levels, create more balance between consumption and
savings and investment. Get our businesses (and their
shareholders) to go beyond the quarterly proﬁt-and-loss
statements so that they (and the country at large) can
compete better in the global economy. In that regard,
another national strength to revive is the synergetic
partnership and division of labor (rather than an

adversarial relationship) between the public and private
sectors that brought us, for example, the Transcontinental
Railroad and the internet. Corporate America and small
businesses, in many ways, have the largest stake in the
transformation of government, starting with the “national
security system”, because the fundamental connection
between national security and national competitiveness
is stronger than ever.

afraid of the future, it has become nostalgic and cynical,
in part because of us ageing Boomers having bought into
the belief that the prosperity and power curves would always keep rising. At home, reform of any kind is nearly
impossible because too many people have a vested interest in keeping things as they are. We refuse to leave our
comfort zones, yet still imagine ourselves as rugged individualists – the absurdity symbolized by luxury SUVs.
Our foreign policy, in turn, is driven by an obsession with
security over strategy, looking for “bad guys,” and chasing the illusion of U.S. preeminence like some middleaged bikers chasing their youth on pavement. Many of
my friends and colleagues from abroad tell me, whenever
they have visited the United States in the past few years,
they see a country less optimistic and more anxious – less
characteristically American.

And if we could shift the paradigm of the way we look at
ourselves and our relationship with the world with just one
word, we should end our obsession with national “security”
and talk more about national “competitiveness.”
There’s a lot of inertia to overcome. But the greatest of all
obstacles is America’s growing and paralyzing angst: We
have met the enemy and he is fear. For a country whose
founders and greatest personalities displayed remarkable
moral courage and foresight, the United States, whether at
home or abroad, has become a status quo country – more

After walking the labyrinth on the ﬂoor of Grace Cathedral, San
Francisco. It was fascinating that, while I seemed to be walking
it randomly, it turned out to have an order and symmetry in the
end. I don’t know about you, but that’s how a lot of things in my
life have worked out.

America cannot long remain the land of the free if it is no
longer the home of the brave.
In my early adulthood, as the civil-military and public
affairs ofﬁcer of the 2nd Armored Cavalry Regiment,
a dual senior-staff job I held as young captain with a
relatively small staff, I felt similarly overwhelmed. To
help myself maintain perspective, I drew and hung a
cartoon on my ofﬁce wall that read: “You can eat an
elephant a bite at a time; but, you cannot eat a whole
herd of elephants a bite at a time.” As a more seasoned
civil affairs ofﬁcer later on, that understanding grew into
the practice of managing expectations as the ﬁrst order
of business, and that it took less effort and was more
effective to play my strengths rather than try to cover my
weaknesses. It took us a generation or two to descend
into our current predicament; it will take some time to get
out of it. There are no quick ﬁxes or sound-bite solutions.
But you have to start sometime and somewhere, and today
and where you are is just as good a place as any.
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One of the reasons I joined the Project on National Security
Reform is that it takes this sober, long-term approach to
the central issues that will determine the fate of the United
States in the 21st century – transforming the national
security system to more effectively position the United
States to maintain its leading (but not dominant) role in
the world and secure its way of life while more effectively
using precious resources, as “whole-of-government” and
“whole-of-nation.” By doing so, it believes this can help
lead to better and more effective government generally.
The margins of error are too narrow, the stakes and
consequences too high, and the opportunities too great to
keep doing business any other way.

challenges, reaching for connectivity, as I realized when
traversing the routes of the Transcontinental Railroad
and the Lewis and Clark Trail. Multiculturalism may
have failed in Germany, but it can’t afford to fail here.
The boundaries – and connections – we now face are
more psychological, social, and virtual as we reach our
physical limitations, as anyone in mid-life knows. As in
the recent Levi’s ad: “there are frontiers all around us.”
Most of all, in our minds.

But the government can’t ﬁx itself, and not just because
it’s dysfunctional beyond self-correction. If America is
still a democracy, then we have to look at ourselves in
the mirror – we, the people, are the government. If it
doesn’t work, then it’s ultimately our own fault. My trip
around the United States conﬁrmed one thing – this is
still a great country and we are still a great people. Sure,
we’re in decline, but that’s not all bad and we can manage
it. We can start by paying more attention to what’s going
on around us – say “goodbye” to all that “splendid
isolationism” and get involved in some kind of cause that
makes something larger than yourself better. Beyond
e pluribus unum, another great strength of our society is
volunteerism.

If past is indeed prologue, then Americans should have
little to dread than their own unwillingness to embrace
and navigate this future. We fear what we do not know.
So we must learn more about the world around us, and
thus ourselves. Look back and then ahead; look outward,
then inward. Real connectivity.

I decided to contribute to the cause of transforming
national security not just because of its gravity and centrality to so many of our nation’s challenges, but because
I feel that I was fortunate enough to have led the kind
of career, in my ﬁrst 30 years, that gave me insights
that should be more commonplace among our national
security professionals and, indeed, many Americans in
general in the next 30 years. I have taken many journeys
and will no doubt take many more – and the thing I have
learned more than any other is not to fear the journey just
because I am not sure of how the trip will work out.

The real and ﬁnal frontier is internal. And that entails a
journey, for each and all of us – to reconcile ourselves
to our past, say goodbye to it, and look more resolutely
towards a future we can still very much shape, if we seize
the moment. Or, as Joseph Campbell advised:
“We have not even to risk the adventure alone. For the
heroes of all time have gone before us. The labyrinth is
thoroughly known. We have only to follow the thread
of the hero-path. And where we had thought to ﬁnd an
abomination, we shall ﬁnd a god. And where we had
thought to slay another, we shall slay ourselves. And
where we had thought to travel outward, we shall come
to the center of our own existence. And where we had
thought to be alone, we shall be with all the world.”

America is on a journey that ultimately connects its fate
with that of the rest of the world. That, at ﬁrst glance,
is fraught with risks and dangers – but also opportunities. As the “nation-of-nations,” we still have a lot going for us, and if we play our cards right, we’ll be ﬁne.
Perhaps more of what we set out to be in the ﬁrst place
– a polyglot people constantly facing frontiers and their

Get out and ride.

Who WAS that
masked man?
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Transitional Administration in Eastern Slavonia and with UNMIK as Political Reporting Ofﬁcer).
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Security Assistance countries. He is currently a Senior Associate with the Project on National
Security Reform, in addition to being a civil-military ministerial advisor for the Department of
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A graduate of the resident U.S. Army War College, Executive Director of the Cornwallis Group,
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