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Other than just generally getting peppered with
mortars and stuff, it was a pretty uneventful six months.
There was only one close call, really close call, for me…

…in the artillery, my first assignment, I’d be
walking through the woods with a spool of wire. [Now,]
everything’s gone to satellite….

He might have been the detonator, I don’t know, but
he was a kid. Bottom line is I just couldn’t shoot a kid with
no weapon….

….anybody who came in the Army after 2002 or
’03, they’ve known nothing but this current global war on
terror. That’s all these kids know. It’s the most seasoned
combat force that we’ve had since World War II, [but] as I
heard one colonel put it, “They’re an inch wide but a mile
deep.”

What’s most obviously impressive about the American war machine is its technology.
But what makes that technology work is human beings.

Shaw Pick has been wiring the Army since 1997. He started out running telephone cables
from one vehicle to the next on exercises. Now he operates computer networks and
satellite communications serving Special Forces teams in the war zone. He has both
institutional memory and cutting-edge knowledge of how technology is changing the
military, from combat operations to calling home. After four tours in Iraq, three of them
as a communications officer for Special Forces units, he recently graduated from the elite
School of Advanced Military Studies (SAMS) at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, and is now
preparing for his first deployment to Afghanistan.

The narrative and analysis that follow draw on an interview Major Pick conducted with
Learning From Veterans in December, 2010. His words have been edited for length and
clarity. More first-person stories and accompanying analyses can be found online at
www.LearningFromVeterans.com.
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Shaw Pick on the Army’s Wired Generation
Part I: In His Own Words

Major Shaw Pick, U.S. Army Signal Corps

Born 1969
Commissioned 1997

Served in Iraq, 2004-2009 (four tours)

By the age of 24, Shaw Pick had a college degree, a good white-collar job, and a raging
case of discontentment. He decided to make a radical change.

I grew up in Kirkland, Washington, a suburb of Seattle. I graduated from
University of Washington and went to work for Seafirst Bank. I was just doing the
corporate grind.

My brother was a young captain in First Special Forces Group down at Fort
Lewis, about an hour and a half south. And just hanging around with him and his Army
buddies got me thinking about what I was going to do with the rest of my life, because I
was not enjoying the banking business at all. I was actually pretty miserable. I sat down
one day and had a talk with him, and it changed the course of my life. I just asked him the
question, “Am I too old to do what you do?” And he said, “No, you’re not.”

So I went back to college and did another degree – it was the only way to get a
commission as an officer at the time. I enrolled in ROTC at Central Washington
University and got commissioned in ’97 as a signal officer.

The Signal Corps operates the Army’s communications. In theory, it’s a safe rear-area
job. In Iraq, nowhere was safe. Pick deployed for the first time in 2004 and was stationed
at a massive base called Camp Anaconda, outside Balad.

Those were the days when they used to call it “Mortaritaville.” Other than just
generally getting peppered with mortars and stuff, it was a pretty uneventful six months.
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There was only one close call, really close call, for me. And it was – it was unpleasant. It
was shocking. It was the first time I’d seen people bleeding.

It hit right outside my little company command post. It blew me off my feet and I
was inside. Everybody ran out.

The building right next to mine, by the grace of God, was a medical clinic, so it
was full of nurses and a couple of docs and tons of bandages and equipment. [They] had
swarmed [over] all the casualties, so I couldn’t get close. I just took my combat lifesaver
bag to the nearest nurse-looking person, and they just grabbed it from me and tore right
into it.

That’s a really strange experience. That was my first time being shot at. Coming
down off of that high about two hours later, that adrenaline, you know, you start to do a
little reflection: “Wow, that was close. Holy crap.”

After six months running his signals company in Balad, however, Army rules required
Pick to give up command to another officer. For his next job, he was slated to serve as a
communications officer with an Army Special Forces unit. But the same personnel
bureaucracy that took him out of command wouldn’t let him leave his old unit until his
year in Iraq was up – even though 10th Group headquarters was on the very same base.

They were rotating company commanders in Iraq, and I did not want to come out
of command and continue to serve in the same battalion as a staff officer. I changed
command at six months, but I was stuck there [in the battalion] for a year.

So I pled my case to my commander. I said, “You took me out of command – and
I had a successful command, it was great – but don’t keep me here as a whatever, you
know, an extra special projects officer in the battalion. I’ve got orders to [transfer] to 10th
Special Forces Group and they are deployed, currently, right down the street. Let me
make an in-theater move.”

He looked at me like I was crazy, because no one had ever done that, I guess. But
I drafted a memo justifying an in-theater move. I routed it through him and the brigade
commander, and, believe it or not, they signed it.  It went all the way to the one-star
[general] at PERSCOM [Army Personnel Command] in Virginia, and they approved it
because it didn’t technically violate stop-loss. So I pushed very hard, and I ended up
getting my way. [He laughs]

By contrast, the Special Forces are less rule-bound than the rest of the Army.

I changed command on June 1st. I drove back to my company CP [Command
Post], and some SF guy in a Toyota pickup – he’s got a Fu Manchu beard and a Boston
Red Socks hat, just a classic Special Operations guy, right? – he rolls up to my command
post and calls out “Hey, is Shaw here?” [He laughs] My first name. The guy’s got no
rank [insignia] on his uniform. I knew I was making a cultural change in the Army going
to Special Ops.

In Army Special Forces, Pick rotated in and out of Iraq for three tours of six to nine
months each. His roughest came in 2007, at the height of Iraq’s sectarian violence.
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We were in Taji for that one, kind of halfway between Baghdad and Balad. The
surge was getting ready to kick off. Things were as bad as I [ever] remember seeing
them.

I got off a plane at Balad. Within two hours of getting off the plane, I was in a
convoy. We drove out the gate and got blown up [he chuckles] – about 300 meters
outside the gate. And I was like, “Welcome to Iraq, geez, nothing’s gotten much better.”

Luckily, the roadside bomb caused no casualties. But the incident was not over.

It was a poorly aimed and poorly emplaced IED. But it was a big boom.
The convoy circled around. I just remember thinking, “Why are we driving back

to the bomb crater?” I had read the tactics the insurgents were using: They would set off a
charge, and you’d come back around to investigate. and that’s when they let off the big
one.

Then the gunner that was up in the turret saw the wire [leading from the detonator
to the IED], and he said “Command wire! command wire!” and everybody jumped out of
the truck.

It’s crazy, the calculus you go through, in a moment. You’re like, “I’d rather be
on my feet and get away from this crater. My chances are better being mobile.” So I
jumped out of the truck and followed these guys, and they were chasing down the line,
the copper wires. We’re running between the farm fields, on this little road with drainage
ditches on both sides, elephant grass all over the place.

There wasn’t any shots fired that I remember. There were a couple of farmers
when we finally got to where the detonator was. Who knows, that farmer might have
blown it. I don’t know.

I remember seeing this kid about five hundred meters away. He was walking
away from us, and he was looking back at us. At the time, it looked pretty incriminating.
So I brought my weapon up. I remember putting my aim point on him. I just couldn’t see
a weapon, so I didn’t do anything. Thinking back, you know, of course he was looking
back, there was a bunch of Humvees tearing up the farm fields. He might have been the
detonator, I don’t know, but he was a kid. Bottom line is I just couldn’t shoot a kid with
no weapon.

That pretty much ended up that little exciting start to the deployment. And the rest
of it was fairly uneventful.

During his deployments, Shaw actually worried less about his own safety than about his
wife and three children at home.

I lost a lot of sleep downrange, not about what was going on, but about Stacey and
the kids. Because you just can’t do anything about it. You’re kind of helpless, and that’s
not a good place to be.

I have 4 ½ -year-old twins; they were born March of ’06 in between my – [he
stops to count] second and third? – deployments. I have a three-year old who was born in
November of ’07. I was able to get back for all the births.
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I always looked at it as, they’re so young, they’re not going to remember this. It
was harder on me and their mom than them. Going forward, the twins are old enough
now that they’re going to kind of start to remember any future deployments.

You search pretty hard for that silver lining when you’re on that deployment
cycle. [He laughs.]

Fortunately, however, Signals troops like Pick have kept improving communications
between the bases in Iraq and the families at home.

Oh yeah, it got better and better. We never really did the video chat thing. I just
bought one of those prepaid 500-minute calling cards, and I just used to call her on a
landline every couple of days. We’d chat it up a little bit and listen to the babies squawk.

The USO had a pretty good program where they would video-record you reading
a book to your kids, and then they would box up the DVD and the book and ship it to
your family. That was a pretty neat thing. We were cleaning out a drawer the other day,
and my four-year-old saw the little mini-disc and said, “Hey, is this your daddy show?”
They were still captivated by it.

Communications within the Army have improved even more dramatically since Pick
joined in 1997.

In the artillery, my first assignment, I’d be walking through the woods with a
spool of wire. You’d go to the nearest signals unit van, and you’d connect into their little
switchboard network.

In about ’99, I went to the Signal Brigade up the road, and I got introduced to the
current version of battlefield communications systems, the MSE, Mobile Subscriber
Equipment. It was all line-of-sight [radio], with some big broadband satellite links. But it
was not mobile despite its name. It just couldn’t keep up with the faster units, because by
the time they set up, the combat arms guys were gone. As long as the customer wasn’t
moving, it was not a bad system. Where it came under pressure was [with] the sheer
quantity of small outposts that required data connectivity.

[Now,] everything’s gone to satellite. You’re getting backpack-able solutions for
broadband data. That’s nothing spooky, it’s commercial technology.

Everybody’s got connectivity. It became about what kind of connectivity. You
started having requirements for streaming video, voice over IP, imagery. There’s an
insatiable appetite for Predator feeds and video teleconferencing and all that.

Some of these information-age capabilities can save lives. Others just waste bandwidth.

That’s as yet a raging debate. How much information is too much and what do we
need really to know? I’m not sure I know the answer.

[But] when the customer’s a general, and he orders something up that’s not on the
menu, you need to figure out how to make it. It’s kind of shiny object syndrome: “I want
more of it, and I’m not sure why I want more of it, or how, or if there’s a point of
diminishing returns.”
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As a signal officer in a combat unit, it’s your job at some point to say, “Hey, sir,
more is not better,” or “Sir, the network performs differently than you think.”

I remember having this experience with a Special Forces colonel, my boss. He
drew all these bubbles on a white board with UAVs [unmanned aerial vehicles], imagery,
map databases, and teams and battalions, and he was drawing lines to ’em, going, “I want
all these people to be able to see all these things at the same time.”

I had to explain to him, “Sir, the lines really don’t work that way. They don’t go
from bubble to bubble, they go from a bubble to a satellite 15,000 miles up in space, and
they come back down to that other bubble, and then they hop again and again, and every
time you hop, it adds drag in the network.”

But he doesn’t understand that. That’s your job as the tactical signal officer
forward in a unit, to educate the commander and staff about what the capabilities are and
what the limitations are.

It’s hard to stand there and tell a general, “It’s not that simple, sir.” Sometimes
you lose that argument, and you just get told to bring more video, and you bring more
video. It comes down to that individual’s personality. I had a few that were just tech
junkies, you know. They wanted every capability that they saw. [You may say,] “Hey,
sir, that will trash the network, because we’re taking so much bandwidth here,” but there
were times where I was told to, you know, shut up and deliver. The commander wanted
this latest, greatest collaboration tool, we got it for him.

Overall, however, Pick believes the Army’s investment in technology has paid off.

I’ll tell you, your soldiers today have some pretty amazing capabilities. In 2001
there was, what, one military GPS, and it was about as big as a guitar amplifier – the
Plugger [PLGR, Precision Lightweight GPS Receiver]. There was one or two in a
company. And now you’ve got guys with handheld PDA-sized GPSs that are fantastic.
You’ve got palmtop computers that can load up tons of imagery. Omni-directional
antennas that can pull a UAV feed onto a laptop right there in the middle of nowhere.
You’ve got Blue Force Tracking technology that’s fantastic: You can drive around in
your truck, look at a digital map, see yourself with pretty darn near 100 percent certainty
of location, and not just see yourself, but see everyone else on the map. That’s all good
stuff. That is all fantastic stuff. And a lot of is pretty commercial technology.

In 2004, as a company commander going across the Iraq border in a Humvee with
no armor on it – I had canvas doors – I had a push to talk radio and that was it. I didn’t
even have a radio in every truck [in the company].

What Pick worries about is whether the Army remembers how to operate without all this
technology – because a future enemy might be able to take it away.

My whole cautionary note that I keep ringing is I just hope we don’t atrophy in
some of the basic skills. Take away my GPS, I’ve got to read a map. Countries like
China, North Korea, Iran, everybody knows that they’ve got electronic warfare
capabilities, and jamming signals is not hard. There’s a lot of stuff you can get at Radio
Shack to jam a GPS signal.
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That’s something we’re going to need to wrestle with in a future conflict with a
more technologically capable enemy. Things we take for granted like precision
navigation, precision munitions, satellite communications – we may need to figure out
how to go back to the old Desert Storm [model] and just come off a lot of that stuff.

How we will operate? Can we get by on simple text message orders? That’s the
business of low-level leadership in the combat units to make sure their soldiers can
unplug and fight the old school way.

Pick believes the Army as to bridge a generation gap between older officers like himself
and younger soldiers who entered the Army after 9/11 and know only counterinsurgency.

Young captains, anybody who came in the Army after 2002 or ’03, they’ve
known nothing but this current global war on terror. That’s all these kids know. It’s the
most seasoned combat force that we’ve had since World War II, [but] as I heard one
colonel put it, “They’re an inch wide but a mile deep.”

That generational gap exists quite frankly between people like me – majors – and
young captains. I don’t look at that as an insurmountable obstacle. I think it’s something
that can be overcome with open communications and talking to each other.

The Army’s a much more open place than it was ten, twelve years ago when I
came in. Junior leaders are able to influence [decisions], they’re heard – they can blog!
We didn’t blog as lieutenants. I think we can learn from each other.
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Shaw Pick on the Army’s Wired Generation
Part II: Lessons Learned

Lesson #1: Bridge the military’s internal generation gap

Anybody who came in the Army after 2002 or ’03, they’ve known nothing but this
current global war on terror. That’s all these kids know. It’s the most seasoned combat
force that we’ve had since World War II, [but] as I heard one colonel put it, “They’re an
inch wide but a mile deep.”

– Major Shaw Pick, U.S. Army Signal Corps

There is a generation gap in America’s military.
On one side stand the young officers and enlisted men who joined the armed

forces after September 11, 2001. Except for the most junior among them, they were born
in the eighties and grew up in the nineties with personal computers, cell phones, and the
internet. For them, digital technology is second nature and guerrilla warfare is a fact of
life. Their entire careers – indeed, their adult lives – have been dominated by the life-and-
death demands of Afghanistan and Iraq.

On the other side stand the more senior officers and sergeants who began their
careers before 9/11. Most were born in the seventies and entered the armed services in the
nineties, at a time of tremendous uncertainty about the U.S. military’s post-Cold War
role. They encountered digital technology and counterinsurgency as adults, after training
for years on analog equipment and in conventional warfare.

Both generations have adapted to this difficult decade, but in different ways. The
younger servicemembers have had less to unlearn. The older troops have had a harder
time – but they also have a broader perspective. They have a lot to teach each other. That
happens naturally, to an extent, in combat units, where senior officers have always been
expected to mentor their juniors. But the military’s extensive system of continuing
education is strictly segmented by rank, with different programs, often at different bases,
for lieutenants, captains, majors, and colonels. There need to be more opportunities for
juniors and seniors to talk in an academic setting, where deference to rank and the
pressing demands of current operations give way to the free and unhurried exchange of
ideas. Only then can we blend the best of both generations.

First, the U.S. military must institutionalize the lessons learned since 9/11. That
means paying special attention to the bottom-up innovations of younger servicemembers,
which are all too easily overlooked in a hierarchical and bureaucratic institution. The
Army and Marine Corps in particular have made great progress, most dramatically with
the publication of their counterinsurgency field manual in 2006. But many of the best
ideas are still transmitted only as a kind of electronic oral tradition, either on informal,
online discussion boards or in emails from one young officer to another.

At the same time, the armed services need to prepare the younger generation for a
wider range of operations. That means training them for scenarios like missile defense,
fighting enemy tanks, and rapid deployment overseas, all of which were deemphasized
for a decade but which the older generation practiced extensively in the 1990s. The elders
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also need to teach young troops to operate without the current panoply of digital systems
in case a future enemy is technologically savvy enough to shut them down.

Lesson #2: We must train to operate without high-tech networks

I just hope we don’t atrophy in some of the basic skills. Take away my GPS, I’ve
got to read a map. Countries like China, North Korea, Iran, everybody knows that
they’ve got electronic warfare capabilities, and jamming signals is not hard. There’s a
lot of stuff you can get at Radio Shack to jam a GPS signal.

– Maj. Pick

In World War II, the American advantage was mass production. Since the end of
the Cold War, it has been information technology. What some analysts call a “military
revolution” began in the 1991 Gulf War with a relatively small number of smart bombs.
Since then, the armed forces have employed ever-greater numbers of precision-guided
weapons, computer networks, and communications satellites. Above all, the Global
Position System (GPS) has become essential to both airstrikes and overland navigation.

But a technologically savvy enemy could take all these electronic assets away.
Since the fall of the Soviet Union, the U.S. has had the luxury of employing a high-tech
arsenal against low-tech foes. Even so, terrorists and insurgents have shown remarkable
ingenuity with what off-the-shelf technology they had, improvising remote-controlled
explosives as roadside bombs, videotaping attacks to put propaganda videos online, and
using internet chat rooms and disposable cell phones to communicate with each other
with less chance of being intercepted. An adversary with more resources could do much
more damage.

For example, there are at least four ways to deny American access to GPS:
1) electronic warfare: Old-school jamming would simply require pumping so

much static in the radio spectrum that GPS signals can’t get through. GPS signals are
actually weak enough that a commercial broadband network now in testing, called
LightSquared, may jam GPS receivers inadvertently.

2) cyber warfare: Hackers have already compromised some Defense Department
systems. It would be harder but by no means impossible to break into GPS or even
military networks used in the field to distort or disrupt the flow of GPS data.

3) anti-satellite warfare: Russia, China, and the U.S. itself have all tested systems
to destroy satellites in orbit. It would not take many hits to rip large holes in GPS
coverage. GPS also depends on ground stations which are potentially vulnerable to
military or terrorist attack.

4) electromagnetic pulse: Atomic tests in the 1950s and ’60s showed that a
nuclear detonation at high altitudes could fry electronic equipment hundreds of miles
away. Today, even impoverished North Korea has both atomic weapons and a rocket
program that is building the capacity to launch them into space.

Even if no enemy is actively attacking U.S. networks, communications will be
harder at the start of the next war. It took a decade to build up the infrastructure of well-
wired bases that we use in Afghanistan and Iraq. When U.S. forces deploy to a new
region, they will have to bring all their communications equipment with them and set up
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the networks from scratch. That means less capacity and more glitches for at least the
first few weeks or months of an operation. Headquarters staffs in particular will have to
make do without all the bandwidth-hungry teleconferencing, live video from drones, and
animated PowerPoint slides to which they have become accustomed.

On the technical side, the military must make sure its networks can “fail
gracefully” under attack instead of simply freezing up. There has to be a system that can
automatically shut down the nice-to-have features, like teleconferencing, to preserve
bandwidth for essential basics, like the ability to transmit a plain-text message. More
important, on the human side, U.S. troops must train to operate at all levels of electronic
connectivity, from abundant to non-existent. The younger generation can teach its elders
how to make innovative use of every digital asset available, when those assets actually
are available. The older generation can teach the young digerati how to get back to basics
when the lights go out.

Lesson #3: Commanders need the authority to hire and fire

I pled my case to my commander. I said, “You took me out of command – and I
had a successful command, it was great – but don’t keep me here as a whatever, you
know, an extra special projects officer in the battalion. I’ve got orders to [transfer] to
10th Special Forces Group and they are deployed, currently, right down the street. Let
me make an in-theater move.” He looked at me like I was crazy, because no one had ever
done that.

– Maj. Pick

Military organizations are notoriously bureaucratic. Nowhere is that bureaucracy
more onerous and counterproductive than in the military’s personnel management
system. Most military commanders have far less freedom to choose who works for them
and in what capacity than an ordinary business executive. That’s because promotions,
transfers, and professional education are all highly centralized, regulated, and in many
cases constrained by law. It’s true that the Army, in particular, has made great progress
since 2003 in how it handles its people – but then the Army personnel system was the
worst of all to start with.

As early as World War II, the Army moved soldiers in and out of units without
time for team-building. This “individual replacement” system metastasized in Vietnam,
where enlisted men who came to the end of their twelve-month tours were sometimes
pulled out by helicopter in the middle of a firefight, leaving their squadmates behind.
Even worse, officers typically swapped jobs after six months. The idea was give as many
of them as possible experience commanding a unit in combat. The practice forced units to
break in new, unfamiliar, and inexperienced commanders twice a year, and the price was
paid in lives.

By 1990, the Army was wising up to the idea that people fought better as a team if
they had time to train as a team first. As units deployed to the Gulf for Operation Desert
Shield, the Army exempted them from the personnel rules to let them “stabilize,” which
largely ended the constant churn of individuals coming and going. This stabilization of
units, which had been a special provision in 1990, became standard practice after 2003.
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Henceforth, all transfers in and out of a given brigade were supposed to happen in a
relatively short “reset” period; after that, personnel moves were to be kept to a minimum
while the unit prepared for its next deployment.

The new practice let teams train together, fight together, and come home together
– most of the time. But deep dysfunctions remain. Shaw Pick’s experiences as a captain
in 2004 illustrates several of them.

To start with, some units are still forced to change commanders in the war zone,
not because their current leader is incompetent, but because the personnel bureaucracy
says his time is up. Most officers would rather lead troops than work on a headquarters
staff, but by definition a unit of whatever size can only have one commander, whereas
staffs can be huge, so there are more staff jobs than command jobs. So the personnel
system tries to keep things fair by limiting how long an officer can stay in command.
Sometimes these limits are enforced even when a unit is deployed. While deployed in
2004, Pick saw other company commanders being replaced and knew that after 20
months with his own company –  14 training in the U.S. and six in Iraq – his days in
command were numbered too. Worse, the battalion to which his company belonged had
no particular job lined up for him to do next, which meant he would probably end up as a
supernumerary staff officer tasked with whatever more important people couldn’t get
done.

What Pick wanted to do was go to Special Forces. And, in fact, the bureaucracy
had already given him orders to join the 10th Special Forces Group after he left his
current unit. But the bureaucracy also said he had to stay with his current unit until they
came home from Iraq and then move to 10th Group – even though 10th Group was not
only in Iraq itself at the time but actually headquartered on the same base. Pick didn’t
want to wait six months, especially since if he did the bureaucracy might change its
collective mind and tell him not to go to Special Forces after all.

So Pick requested that he be transferred from his current battalion to 10th Group
immediately. To win approval, though, he had to fight his way through multiple layers of
bureaucracy. Not all those layers were even in the war zone. The first hurdle was Pick’s
current commander letting him go ahead of schedule, but the final decision had to come
from a one-star general back in the U.S. at the headquarters of the Army’s personnel
command.

There is no decision more critical for a military commander – or for any leader in
any institution – than finding the right person for the right job. So why does a centralized
bureaucracy, thousands of miles removed from the action, have final authority to approve
or reject a decision made in the field? Once the commanders of both units involved had
agreed to Pick’s transfer – or once they had been ordered to accept it by an officer
superior to both – then the bureaucracy’s only role should have been to update its records.
Yet personnel managers at what is now called Army Human Resources Command still
have the final say not only over when personnel move to a new unit but what unit they
move to. Formal “promotion boards” decide who will move up in rank, based on written
reports rather than any personal knowledge of the servicemembers they are assessing.

Such centralized personnel management has been abandoned by the business
world as unsuited to today’s fast-moving markets. The demands on the armed forces are
hardly less intense. Yet as the military reduces its deployments abroad, the natural
tendency will be to relapse into peacetime business as usual, which means a return to
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more red tape. For the older generation, who lived through the dark days of the 1990s,
such a re-ossification may be tolerable, if unpleasant – something they can endure while
they serve their last few years before becoming eligible for generous retirement benefits
after 20 years in uniform. For younger troops raised on the urgency of Afghanistan and
Iraq, however, the prospect of retiring in a decade may not outweigh their frustration with
arbitrary restrictions on where and how they serve. If the military wants to keep as many
of its combat veterans as possible, it needs to change the way it manages their careers.

***

(c) Sydney J. Freedberg Jr.
9 June, 2011


