
Tips for Deploying Company Commanders 
Experienced 1SGs and CDRs Share Their Insights
During the month of February 2003, we asked a group of experienced 1SGs and company-level commanders this question:

“Based on your experience, what tip or piece of advice would you offer to a company commander who is deploying, potentially to combat right now?”
CSM JOSEPH UNCANGCO 

My main advice is simple but important, especially for a new company commander:  Trust your subordinate leaders!  In most cases they have been with the unit and are going to do the right thing.  If any prove themselves unreliable, you will figure that out soon enough.

Also, get to know all your people (and your equipment) as soon as you can—you’ve got to understand their capabilities and limitations so that you can employ them in the most effective manner possible when you get to where you are going.

 

To be effective in combat, your soldiers need to trust you and have confidence in their leadership.  Build this trust and create this confidence by Leading by Example throughout the deployment process.
 

=====
MAJOR MATT SEIFERT

 

Don't lose sight of the team!

This begs explanation but as a Company Commander, the first priority will be to keep the team together.  

1.  There will be much more down time than expected.  As with any other multi-echelon operation, any given unit in the organization could find itself with a lot of time that has not been filled with direction.  The company commander and first sergeant must realize this fairly quickly and come up with constructive things to fill that time.  This is not BUSY WORK and should not be perceived as such.  The CDR and 1SG must also know when the boys have been pushed hard enough and deserve some time (similar to weekends) to unwind.

2.  Uncertainty will be the norm.  Make every attempt to establish a routine similar to what your normal duty is like so soldiers understand what comes up next.  The uncertainty will drive some folks up the wall.

3.  Missions will come and go and everyone wants to do their part.  However, there may be times when missions don't involve everyone, and the team is in jeopardy of being split.  Watch closely for signs of this and understand that even the most mature of soldiers is carrying quite a load of emotions.

4.  Emotions.  Everyone will show their ass sometimes.  The pressure will continue to strain everyone in the company and the leaders must make every effort to relax, keep to the routine and take one event at a time.

5.  Finally, any war has the potential to get ugly.  Some great books to read (bring plenty of books) to understand this are, ANATOMY OF COURAGE, ON KILLING, SOLDIERS: A HISTORY OF MEN IN BATTLE, and ACTS OF WAR.  This event may not get that intense but it definitely has potential.  Understand as things get worse that soldiers go thru stages: 1.  I can not be killed;  2.  I might be killed;  3.  I will be killed.   As my Battalion Commander told me, they will need to be mentally, physically and spiritually ready.  Spiritual fitness is the only aspect that may help when they get to the third stage of believing they will be killed.

Finally, don't worry about the boys—they will exceed your every expectation.  
Good luck to all, and God’s speed!

=====

MAJOR FRANK JENIO
Having the privilege to take my company to Afghanistan less then a year ago, I would say that the most important thing is to make sure individual soldier issues are taken care of prior to deploying.  We have all heard horror stories of soldiers having to redeploy due to problems on the home front, and the last thing we want is a soldier to worry about anything other then fighting and winning against the enemy.  
Some miscellaneous things in reference to this:

1) Wills and POAs – Don’t finger drill this

2) Single Soldiers Bills - Who pays them?  Do Mom and Dad even know what bills he has?

3) Casualty Notification - it sucks to talk about, but all families need to know how they would be notified so that when a soldier walks up to their house in BDUs (to say that the grass needs cut), the wife won’t think he's coming to say that the husband is dead (since we know he will report it to her in Class As).  We all know this, but I have seen this happen - the wife fainted and the soldier was coming to get a pair of flip flops to mail to the deployed soldier.

4) Ensure spouses know that no news is good news.  That is hard to swallow, but it’s the truth.

I'm sure you can think of a million other things, but if you are about to take command of a company going to combat, it’s not like you are going to have the time you want to train them the way you want, so focus on ensuring that no family issues (other then the unexpected stuff) effect your soldiers’ mindset.
=====
MAJOR WES TUCKER

It is paramount that the commander set the tone and attitude for deployment.  He must display unwavering confidence and leadership.  Soldiers will listen to his every word and watch his every action.  

In addition, keep the unit focused on their critical training tasks.  Training builds confidence and trust in the team.  
Lastly, integrate the FRG into all deployment plans.  Families will experience apprehension and fear of the unknown; the more they are informed and integrated into the team, the better the transition will be.
=====

1SG ERNEST SWINDLE
I have had the pleasure of serving with some really great soldiers in Desert Shield/Storm, Bosnia, and as a HHB 1SG I prepared and deployed the second largest unit in 2 BDE (Baumholder) to Kosovo.  When we deployed to Kosovo, I had a brand new commander who had just been promoted to CPT.  So, the experienced XO and I basically took charge.  


Here are my recommendations:  Use your key leaders and don’t be afraid to ask questions.  If you have a strong 1SG, let him rock and roll, and utilize your XO to his fullest.  However, ask questions and make sure you know what is going on.  One idea that will pay off is to have a copy (preferably on CD ROM) of every type of OPORD and SOP.   Ensure your 1SG, XO and PLs have copies too. 
Also, lead from the front.  Never use your rank to make a dumb decision just because you can; instead, use your rank to ensure that your leaders are properly assessing the situation, your soldiers remain disciplined, and that your guidance is adhered to.  

Other things to emphasize are safety throughout the deployment process, and communication (make sure everyone of your soldiers knows what is going on).  In closing, think through what your standards are for the deployment ahead of time in areas such as awards, promotions, and UCMJ, and make sure that you maintain that standard and remain consistent.  


====

MAJOR RYAN J. LAPORTE

The one tip or piece of advice I would offer to a company commander who is deploying, potentially to combat right now would be to take the time to write each and every soldiers' family, and let them know that their spouse, son, daughter, or other relative is well-trained and is ready to deploy and fight if necessary.  The point is to emphasize how proud of their loved one you are and that you are going to take care of them and ensure that they are ready for combat if the time comes.  This will show your soldiers' family members that you genuinely care about your soldiers, their loved ones, and you will most likely gain their unending trust and support.  You may not please everyone, but your letter will sure make an impact on most, and they will respect you very much for taking the time to write them.  


=====

MAJOR JOHN KUENZLI

My first tip is to ensure that your personal PCIs are complete to include the spouse and kids if they are in the picture.  You simply will not have time for yourself and your family once the alert happens.  

Second, remain calm.  This is the part where a commander and a 1SG can pool all of their experience together and derive their own deployment/combat lessons learned.  Then apply them.  

Third, remind your soldiers that their training will get them through just about anything they will encounter.  Rifle marksmanship, NBC training, CTT, immediate action drills.  Drill them during any down time to keep everybody sharp, and then remind them that when the pressure gets hot, their training will take over.  

Fourth, make every effort possible to ensure that you and your soldiers are ready.  Clearly communicate to your soldiers that no one gets left behind.  Your soldiers and NCOs will take care of every mission and hang together through every situation, but they want reassurance from their commander that your heart is in the right place.  

Finally, if you are new and/or don't have the experience you wish you had, remember to seek counsel from a senior mentor/confidant.  If you don’t have anyone, consider the CSM/SGM or S-3/XO, and possibly even the battalion commander.  The senior leadership in your battalion should already expect there to be various degrees of uncertainty out there- even in their commanders.  They expect their commanders to always appear confident in front of their soldiers, but not necessarily to always be confident.  There will be time for conversation behind closed doors or out in the field where you can air out your uncertainties with senior mentors when needed.  Do the same with your LTs and SGTs.  

=====

MAJOR ROB CAMPBELL

Ensure your subordinate units within your organization can shoot, move and communicate.  You can issue the greatest operations order in the world but we all know what happens after LD.  If your soldiers and squads/sections are proficient at these basic tasks, they will survive.  Your soldiers will no doubt face a dynamic environment where they could operate in a peace keeping scenario to major warfare, all in the same campaign.  Train your subordinates in these tasks at a very basic level.  This will save the day when confusion hits in the heat of the action. 
=====
MAJOR DAN WILSON

Have an aggressive training program when you get there.  There is a lot of “waiting to go” time so take advantage of it!  Don’t let your soldiers lose their edge.  Be aware that host nation politics may prevent what we consider good training, i.e. squad LFXs and marksmanship, so focus on medical training, PT, and cultural awareness training.  Of all these, the last might be one of the most neglected before deployment but easiest to accomplish once forward as civil affairs troops get attached to units.  In the current operational environment, knowing the history of the land, the values of the people, and basic phrases in the language may mean the difference between failure and success.  
Other than that, put your trust in your unit and your NCOs.  Give clear, simple guidance and let them take it from there.  They’ll know what to do.   
=====

MAJOR PAUL HUSZAR

Watch (or recall) Saving Private Ryan.  I thought that was a great depiction of a company commander, although he was really in command of a squad at the time.  Tom Hanks' every move is watched by all his soldiers and he doesn't have many peers with whom he can consult, especially in an isolated combat environment.  I recommend that you think about this aspect of command, develop a strong relationship with your 1SG and peers, and determine ways to personally deal with this aspect of command.  
In order to build, train and lead an effective team in combat, a commander must maintain his personal, emotional, and spiritual well being in order to effectively lead through trying times and stressful situations, when all eyes are on him.  Build strong relationships now, improve them as you go, and find ways and means to maintain your personal morale and well-being (read, write letters, keep a personal log, etc.) so all those eyes see a leader that remains fresh, optimistic, charismatic, and in command of a cohesive unit that can overcome adversity and accomplish anything!  

=====

MAJOR PAUL NICHOLS

What a great question!  I have deployed a Patriot ADA Battery on a no-notice deployment to Bahrain during Desert Thunder.  So, the answer I am about to give comes from a guy who literally received the phone call at 0700 on a Sunday morning and had 88 soldiers in the air by Tuesday evening.

My single biggest lesson is that these types of deployments are “come as you are.”  It sounds like a cliché to say that, but it is truly driven into your soul when you are heading to potential conflict and realize that there is little else you can do to affect the overall preparedness of the unit.  Once you and your subordinates realize this, you will treat every training event the way you should.

--End of article--  

Note: If you have input to this question, please email tony@companycommand.com or post to the Cmd Net section of CompanyCommand.com
