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Introduction

Fearless?

U.S.  AR M Y RA N G E R S D O N’T G E T S C A R E D.  WE’V E M A D E A

name for ourselves as the fearless ones. We’re a tough, disciplined,

quick-strike force that parachutes or helicopters into nasty situations,

kicks down doors, captures the bad guys, and forces openings for the

rest of the army to follow—hence our motto, “Rangers Lead the Way.”

Give us the hardest, most dangerous, most challenging mission you

can think of. We’ll take it on. We’re the elite—fewer than half a per-

cent of all active-duty soldiers. We go where others are not able or not

trained to go. We instinctively run toward the fight, not away from it.

At least that’s the mystique. Line up any one hundred guys who

have served successfully in the Ranger Regiment and ask if they’ve

ever been afraid. You’ll get no takers.

We stand in the long, proud line of those Rangers who first

pushed onto Omaha Beach on D-Day back in 1944. It was Rangers

who scaled straight up the ninety-foot cliffs of Pointe-du-Hoc that

day to knock out a nest of 155-millimeter German cannons that

were holding off the Allied invasion.

ix
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It was Rangers who jumped onto the airfields of Grenada (1983),

taking on the enemy with no backup for hours. We Rangers did the

same in Panama (1989). We were the ones who came oh-so-close to

breaking the back of Somali warlord Mohamed Farrah Aidid and restor-

ing sanity to that desperate country (1993)—until our government

pulled us out. If you’ve read Mark Bowden’s excellent bestseller Black

Hawk Down or seen the Academy Award–winning movie, you know all

about that. In this book, I’ll give you my take on what happened there.

Along the way I may surprise you by admitting that I’ve been

afraid more than once or twice during my thirteen-plus years in the

Ranger Regiment. That may upset some people. But it’s true.

I’ve felt the same fears as those who’ve never worn the uniform.

Fear of death. Fear of losing your most valued relationships. Fear of

running out of money. Fear of getting sick. Fear of violence. Fear of

embarrassment. These happen all across the human spectrum.

How we handle our fears makes a huge difference. We can let

them paralyze us, or we can find the courage to rise above them.

Through my experiences, I share some extreme examples of facing

threats and overcoming the panic they generate inside. My hope is

to encourage you in your private battles. 

Th e  R o a d  t o  Una f r a i d

x

A U.S. military firebase somewhere in Afghanistan during the Global War on
Terrorism.
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One

A Small Problem

IT WA S A SU N D AY A F T E R N O O N,  B U T I  C A N A S S U R E Y O U

nobody was taking a nap. Earlier thoughts about organizing a volley-

ball game in the warm sun at our Mogadishu airport compound by

the ocean were long forgotten. Intelligence was now saying we had a

golden opportunity to catch not one but two high aides to Mohamed

Farrah Aidid, the warlord who was basically ruining Somalia.

This desert country on the tip of northeast Africa didn’t just have

a bad government, it had not had a functioning government at all for

the past two years. If you wanted to mail a letter, there was no postal

system to accept or deliver it. If you had a child who needed school-

ing, there was no such public institution. If you were in trouble and

needed a police officer for protection, you’d better have a bribe ready.

It was such a shame, because as I had looked around Mogadishu,

I couldn’t help thinking it had the potential to be one of the world’s

great resort cities. The gentle breezes off the Indian Ocean, the

sandy beaches, the warm sunshine—it all compared to the French

Riviera. Instead, it was currently shot to pieces, totally trashed, the

1
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This was a costly thing for a Ranger to say. He knew there would

be consequences for shrinking from the fight. He had apparently

weighed that price and decided to pay it.

Now what was I, his sergeant, going to do? I reviewed the options

in my mind. I could end his career in the Ranger Regiment right here by

saying, “Go back to your cot and pack up your stuff—you’re on the next

plane out of here!”

I opted instead for a more nuanced approach. “Listen, I understand

how you feel,” I said in a low tone. “I’m married, too. Don’t think of

yourself as a coward. I know you’re scared. I’ve never been in a situa-

tion quite like this, either. But we’ve got to go. It’s our job. The differ-

ence between being a coward and a hero is not whether you’re scared

or not. It’s what you do while you’re scared.”

I don’t know to this day where I got that line. It was nothing I

had read in a book or heard from a speaker. I guess God just gave it

to me when I needed it. I turned my attention back to the demands

of the moment.

Brad Thomas walked away momentarily, thinking hard. I climbed

into my Humvee and in a minute glanced at the rearview mirror.

There I saw Brad climbing aboard with the rest of us. We were ready

to roll in search of the downed Black Hawk that needed us.

Th e  R o a d  t o  Una f r a i d

18

The base of a flagpole where the U.S. flag flies over an undisclosed location in the
Global War on Terrorism.
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Two

Questions in the Night

THAT DAY IN SOMALIA WAS NOT THE FIRST TIME I HAD BEEN

genuinely spooked about dying. Long before, as a little kid grow-

ing up in Fort Dodge, Iowa, I was strangely drawn to the mystery

of death. I would lie awake in bed at night wondering: When am I

going to die? How is it going to happen? What will it be like two sec-

onds afterward?

Nothing in my home situation triggered this, so far as I can

remember. We didn’t talk about death any more than the average

family. I don’t remember being taken to a funeral or a cemetery.

Nobody read scary stories to me as a boy. No grandparents had passed

away at that point.

My dad was a quiet, unemotional man who held down a steady job

as a postal worker. My mother was a hard worker as well, dedicated to

taking care of us four kids. Angie was four years older than I; Troy was

three years older. I was third in the birth order, with Jenny coming

along two years after I was born. We lived a normal life in a town of

twenty-five thousand people in the middle of the Corn Belt.

19
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A field worship service in Louisiana with paratroopers from the 82nd Airborne Division.
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Three

Into the Unknown

BY M Y S E N I O R Y E A R O F H I G H S C H O O L,  W E H A D WA N D E R E D

back to Fort Dodge, Iowa, and I was facing what to do with the rest

of my life. I had no strong sense of purpose, no shining goal to reach

for. Though I kept going to church, we had moved so often that I

hadn’t received a lot of follow-up instruction on my life as a Christian

or on how to make important decisions. I was just doing the teenage-

guy thing, going to school, fixing up my cherished blue ’71 Mustang

sports coupe, and working at Burger King.

I definitely paid attention when two good-looking, dark-haired

sophomores—twins—came to work there. They went to Catholic

school, so I hadn’t met them on campus. The one named Dawn and

I soon became good friends at work and started dating. I wanted to

impress her (as well as the boss) with my work ethic, and was pro-

moted to assistant manager.

One day in the spring of 1987, just a few months before gradua-

tion, the district manager stopped by to talk to me. “I hear really

good things about you,” she said with a smile. “What are you going

29
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To a civilian reader, I suppose all this grunting and torment

sounds excessive. Some people think army trainers are just a bunch

of sadists who get their kicks out of making other human beings suf-

fer. But the truth is I would need every bit of this discipline and

determination in the future. I had to rise above my fear of the

unknown and the unpredictable in order to be effective later on,

when the enemies were real and the bullets were live. I had not yet

seen the worst of life’s challenges by far. 

Th e  R o a d  t o  Una f r a i d
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Captain Jeff Struecker with Corporal Palmer (also a member of the Ranger Reconnaissance Detachment) on an
U.S. Air Force C-141 Starlifter hours before the Rangers Operations in Kuwait.
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Four

First Blood

A YEAR PASSED, AND ONCE AGAIN THE CHRISTMAS SEASON

came around. Much of the year for us Rangers had been spent on

two-hour recall status, which meant we could not travel more than

two hours away from Fort Benning. The call to grab our gear and

deploy to some hot spot in the world could come at any time.

More and more, the name Panama kept coming up. The United

States government was fairly unhappy with the actions of strongman

Manuel Noriega: his abuse of human rights (including the thirty-

five thousand Americans who lived there), his nullifying of an elec-

tion after his party lost, his up-to-the-elbows involvement in drug

trafficking. Like most Americans, my knowledge about the country

of Panama was not much more than that it had a canal, was some-

where in Central America, and the people spoke Spanish. But I

learned a little more every time we were summoned to head that

way. Then at the last minute, the mission would be scrubbed.

On the Saturday night of December 16, 1989, I was on Charge-

of-Quarters duty in our Ranger barracks. My job was to answer the

49
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Dawn and Jeff Struecker minutes after arriving in Fort Benning, Georgia, after the men of Bravo Company, 3rd
Ranger Battalion returned from months of combat operations in Somalia.
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Five

Iowa Bride

“SIR, I HAVE A QUESTION FOR YOU,” I SAID TO MY COMMANDER

not long after bringing the ring back to my room and tucking it away

inside a sock in my dresser drawer. “As you know, none of us got to

see our family over Christmas because we were in Panama. Could I

get a pass one of these weekends for a quick trip home?”

“Yes, that’s reasonable, unless we’re on two-hour recall,” he replied.

“Fill out the paperwork, and I’ll sign it.”

By now Dawn was halfway through her first year of business

school in Davenport, Iowa, on the Mississippi River. But she would

be traveling the 235 miles back to Fort Dodge in March for the wed-

ding of her older sister, Wendy. This afforded the perfect opportunity

for me to show up in town without raising her suspicions.

I knew Dawn loved me, and I loved her—but the seriousness of

marriage truly scared me. Such a big step! I had made up my mind,

even before meeting Dawn during high school, that if I ever got

married, I’d do it once and only once—for life. I wanted no part of

the painful trail my mother had walked. By now she had married and

63
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fit. I used the occasional taunting to motivate me toward stronger,

more effective leadership. The goal for me at the end of the day was

to see if I could make guys say, “You know, if Jeff Struecker can be

the kind of soldier he is and still be a Christian, then I guess

Christianity is not for the weak after all.”

I can’t say how well I succeeded. That question will be answered

only when I stand before God in heaven. But I do know that it

served as a target for my personal life. It brought together the Ranger

drive for excellence with the issues that matter most in life.

Th e  R o a d  t o  Una f r a i d

82

Members of 1st Ranger Battalion’s Reconnaissance team before moving to the boarder of Kuwait and Iraq in late
1991.  From right to left: Staff Sergeant Lowell McGee, Sergeant Corporal Palmer, Sergeant Joey Fink, and
Captain Jeff Struecker.
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Six

Follow the Rules

BY THE END OF 1991, MOST AMERICANS HAD PRETTY MUCH

forgotten about Iraq. Our forces had put Saddam Hussein in his

place in March, most of our soldiers and airmen had returned home

from Desert Storm, and we were rightly proud of ourselves.

But Saddam had not forgotten about us. Seething in Baghdad over

his humiliation, he decided to test the West and find out if we were

still awake. He dispatched some twenty thousand of his remaining

troops to the Kuwaiti border to see if anybody would notice.

We got the word in early December that the First Ranger Battalion,

along with our reconnaissance detachment, would drop into Kuwait

and put on a little show for the madman. The Kuwaiti government, of

course, was more than happy to let us send a message to the watching

Iraqi generals that if they dared step across the border again, things

would get ugly right away.

I barely had time to grab my gear, rent a car, and hit the highway

for the 250-mile drive across the state to Savannah, where the First

Battalion planes would load up. But first this meant saying good-bye

83
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military. We fuss and gripe about how unrealistic the directive is.

We long to be calling our own moves, instead of having to obey a

superior, whether it’s a colonel, an employer in an office, or God.

Our independent spirit doesn’t want to be tamed.

But compliance is necessary, and often turns out for our own per-

sonal good. In the heat of the moment, we don’t see all the angles.

The larger picture must not be forgotten.

I would need this perspective even more when I got to Somalia in

just twenty more months.

Th e  R o a d  t o  Una f r a i d
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The “Log-walk, Rope-drop” event over Victory Pond in the Best Ranger Competition, Fort Benning, Georgia.
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Seven

Round Two

TH E C O N F E R E N C E AU D I T O R I U M AT FO RT BR A G G,  NO RT H

Carolina, was jammed that hot August day in 1993—senior offi-

cers in the front rows, junior officers behind them, and lowly ser-

geants like me sitting on folding chairs against the back wall.

We’d been gathered from far and wide (my unit had been called

in the middle of a training mission in Texas) to hear what the

United Nations wanted us to do in a hot, sandy corner of Africa

called Somalia.

Represented in that room was not only our Third Ranger Battalion

but also a number of other special operations groups. We were all lis-

tening carefully to soak in information about the coming assignment.

The lights dimmed and the projection screen descended from the

ceiling. Video footage of Mogadishu, shot from a low-flying helicopter,

began to roll. The quality was incredibly good. The only trouble was,

the picture moved so fast from one scene to the next. We all sat there

thinking, Slow down, man! I need to see that building a little longer. The

explanation was that “Mog,” as the city was known among soldiers, was

93
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vehicle, rendering it useless to the enemy. Within minutes we were

on the road back to base.

By now it was dusk. The sun was setting, darkness was coming

quickly, and we were nowhere close to rescuing our men in the city.

My second trip accomplished basically nothing, except to aid the

return of McKnight’s wounded Rangers. We still had a ton of work

ahead of us.

Clearly Mohamed Farrah Aidid had many more fighters in

Mogadishu than our surveillance had estimated. We should have

engaged this battle with far greater force. Now we would have to

find a way to regain the initiative, contain the damage, and get our

guys out alive. But how?

Th e  R o a d  t o  Una f r a i d
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Sky diving into a training mission while in the Ranger Reconnaissance Detachment.
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Eight

The All-Nighter

MAJO R CRAIG NIXON WAS THE SECOND SENIO R RANGER IN

Somalia, and he came heading my way not long after we drove back

into the airfield. I knew him from all the way back to Panama, where

he had commanded a Ranger company, and I respected him greatly.

“Jeff, you need to get the guys ready to go back out there again,” he

said. “We don’t have everybody. In fact, it sounds like half the

assault force is stuck at the first crash site, where Wolcott is. And

nobody’s made it to Durant’s crash site yet.”

“Yes, sir,” I replied, not letting myself think about how ugly this

effort was sure to become.

“This is the toughest thing I can ask of a bunch of soldiers,” he

added. “You guys already know how hot it is in there. It would be a

lot easier if you didn’t know what you were getting into. But you do.

So make sure your men are ready for it.”

Looking around, I asked, “How many guys do we still have?”

“I don’t know—figure it out.”

I knew I could count on some from McKnight’s column that we’d

105
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Prayer during Operation Enduring Freedom just hours after an enemy rocket attack in Afghanistan
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Nine

Survivors

AF T E R T H E G H A S T LY N I G H T W E H A D E N D U R E D,  R U M B L I N G

into the shelter of the soccer stadium was like stepping onto a whole

new planet. The morning sun was shining, the sky was blue, and for

the first time in hours, none of us was getting shot at. A different

kind of battle was now under way—a battle for the lives of dread-

fully wounded men.

Off to one side, an orderly row of body bags was already getting

longer and longer. Out on the turf, doctors and medics hovered over

dozens of stretchers, hooking up IVs and bandaging wounds. They

cut off the dirty uniforms to get to the gunshot holes and broken

bones. The scene became more and more gory as the full extent of

human damage was exposed to view. We knew without asking that

a number of our friends were on the brink of death.

The loudest sound was the chop of helicopter rotors. One by one

they airlifted casualties toward the field hospital back at the air base.

It reminded me of that intro to the old television show M*A*S*H,

where the air seems thick with choppers.

123
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special operations across all branches of the military, had just landed

straight from Washington. He had literally jumped on a Lear jet and

whipped across ten time zones to be with us. 

We lined up in front of the hangar: the Rangers in one set of rows,

the aviators in another, and the special operators in another. I looked

at our Bravo Company, which just a day before had been around 140

people—and there were hardly fifty of us still standing. The rest were

either dead or lying in the hospital or on an airplane headed for

Germany. I was sobered by the visual reality of how much we’d lost.

I looked down the row of my squad. Everybody was there except

Pilla. Man, I’ve got the biggest squad out here, I said to myself in amaze-

ment. I’ve got more people alive than that whole platoon right next to us.

“You guys are terrific,” General Downing assured us. “This battle

will be remembered as the turning point. You’ve put Somalia on a

whole new track. And you’ve upheld the special-operations tradi-

tion. I’m proud of every one of you.” He went on with a full pep talk

that I tried to believe, even though the pain of our losses was still

fresh. I could only hope his prediction was true and this pathetic

land would be better for what we endured.

Th e  R o a d  t o  Una f r a i d
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Soldiers take a break to listen to the Word of God at Fort Irwin, California.
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Ten

Slap in the Face

T H E S I T U AT I O N AT O U R A I R F I E L D C O M P O U N D H A D

dramatically changed by Wednesday of that week. Huge C-5 cargo

planes began landing about every thirty minutes, disgorging massive

amounts of fresh equipment as well as troop reinforcements. The

whole Alpha Company of the Third Ranger Battalion showed up—

150 men ready and itching to help regain our momentum. A special-

operations group arrived as well. The place fairly bristled with

M1A1 tanks and Bradley Fighting Vehicles. A dozen brand-new

Humvees came rolling out, with zero miles on their odometers. An

entire package of assault helicopters and their crews landed from

Fort Campbell, Kentucky.

Any Mogadishu resident watching the skies and listening to the

thunder of incoming aircraft would have known that Washington was

loading up for a big-time response. Aidid’s street fighters may have

beaten us up for one night, but payday was obviously coming soon.

Along with all the hardware and new personnel, a well-respected

diplomat named Robert Oakley arrived Friday to make the point

131
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A chapel service in the deserts of Fort Irwin, California.

Dawn and children welcome daddy home to Fort Bragg, North Carolina, after a very long separation.
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Eleven

The Best?

A F T E R S O M A L I A I  D I D N O T H AV E T O D E P L O Y O V E R S E A S

again for the next ten years. I got to be home for the birth of Aaron

on April 27, 1994, which was the fulfillment of a dream for Dawn

and me. His brother Jacob came along in early 1996, and a year and

a half later we welcomed Joseph as well. Our house was filling up fast.

We had always talked about having a lively family of kids, and

after the initial delay of more than two years following our wedding,

we were now receiving the answer to our prayers. It helped that we

were not having to move as often as most army families. Fort Benning

was pretty much the “Ranger capital,” and that’s where we got to stay,

with the same doctors, hospital, and other valuable services.

My daily work following Mogadishu was as an RIP (Ranger

Indoctrination Program) instructor. I took one batch after another

of volunteers for the regiment and put them through eighteen days

of torture to see if they were cut out to be the best. 

At the same time, I began training for a challenge that happens

every year on the last weekend of April—the David E. Grange Jr.

147
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Captain Jeff Struecker and Specialist Isaac Gmazel holding up the winning pistols after the 1996 Best Ranger
Competition.
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Twelve

A Hard Right Turn

TH E FA M E O F BE S T RA N G E R WA S I N V I G O R AT I N G,  O F

course. But in my quiet moments when the interviewers left and I

found time to reflect, my mind would return to the hours right after

Black Hawk Down. One guy after another had stopped by my cot to

ask serious questions about eternity. I had tried to answer them as best

I could, and I began wondering if I’d do more of this in future years.

I kept thinking about that on the long flight home from

Somalia—when I wasn’t fuming inside about getting jerked out of

Somalia prematurely. Through that winter and spring I pondered the

subject more than once. I didn’t raise it with Dawn, however, because

I didn’t really know my own mind. Everything was pretty hazy for me.

I just felt I’d seen and done nearly everything I wanted to do as a

Ranger NCO in combat. And this last mission had not achieved the

objective of overthrowing the warlord anyway. Could God be lead-

ing me to do something different with my life?

I wanted to make more of an impact for God’s kingdom. I

wanted to have a greater influence on others, whether my fellow

165
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dad, though nominally Lutheran, didn’t see the point either. The

same was true of my older sister Angie and my brother, Troy.

Dawn and I tried to take all this in stride, continuing to move in

the direction God had called. We still did not know at this point the

kind of ministry we would ultimately do. We had to figure out the

more immediate challenges of finishing college and then getting

ourselves to Louisville. 

Th e  R o a d  t o  Una f r a i d
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Reading the Bible in army green and camouflage.
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Fourteen

On Edge

BY T H E T I M E T H I S B O O K G E T S R E A D Y F O R T H E P R I N T E R,  I

will be back in the Middle East for the sixth time since the War on

Terror began following 9/11. My Ranger battalion will be called

upon once again to take the fight to the enemy, and as their chap-

lain, I go wherever they go. I jump where they jump, eat what they

eat, sleep where they sleep, and encourage them every chance I get.

Much of what we’ll be doing is classified; I can’t describe it for you

in the midst of an ongoing war. Even my wife won’t know ahead of

time. That’s the nature of Ranger missions. We move silently, light-

ning fast, and let everybody figure it out later.

I can, however, give you a couple of snapshots from past incur-

sions. These will show you what it’s like to face your fears on today’s

kind of battlefield.

Waiting for the Rockets

In the spring of 2004, I was spending a few days with a small group

of our guys at a bleak desert location just inside Afghanistan, along

187
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Chaplains Jeff Struecker and Chris Dickey.
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