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Cantigny First Division Oral History Project III 
Interviewee: Pfc. David Bystrom, Interviewer: Huy Pham 
Time: 25:44-31:45 
Date of Interview: November 6, 2012 
 
Private first class (Pfc.) David Bystrom entered the military June 13, 2011 at the 
age of 18. He has served with the 92nd HHD (military police) with a military 
occupational specialty (MOS) military intelligence. He was heavily involved in 
Junior Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (JROTC) in high school, where he was 
promoted up to the rank of captain before he graduated high school.  
 
Transcript: 
Pham: How was the transition from being a respected leader in high school, to 
coming back and to being a small private again?  
 
Bystrom: In a way, I was always a respected leader, but not among NCOs.  I was 
respected against other privates, because I became the PG [platoon guide], 
which is the commander in basic of our group that was only a private like us.  I 
became the PG for a week, because they wanted to switch people out.  I knew 
stuff that a lot of other people didn’t do, like drill and ceremonies.  I knew a lot of 
that, I loved it.  I always craved drill and ceremonies, it’s fun.  I know a lot of that, 
so we had drill competitions.  I taught a lot about that, but I had a lot of people 
respect me.  And like any leadership you have, you’re gonna have people who 
don’t want you in that position, that don’t like you. So, I had them as well.  I just—
It’s the same.  There are differences in high school than actually coming into the 
real thing, there will always be differences like that, it’s just—there’re just—it’s 
similar but different. 
 
Pham: So, maybe you feel that leadership isn’t always about the title or the 
badge? 
 
Bystrom: No, it’s never about the title or the badge.  The only time you see those 
is when they earn it.  And to earn it, you have to show leadership, you have to 
show progression.  There’s something in the Army called retention. Um, what 
that basically is—if you’re not progressing how the Army wants you to, once you 
hit that retention point, you’re out.  It’s nothing bad, I actually like it, because if 
you’re not progressing how the Army needs you to, the Army doesn’t need you.  
If you’re not making any chance to evolve from what you are, then what’s the 
point of going?  You have no motivation.  
 
Pham: So, for you, is it always a place of growth?  
 
Bystrom: It is.  Um, I learn things every day.  Like my job, I’m not the best at my 
job, I have a master sergeant who teaches me a lot.  I didn’t know anything about 



physical security when I first came in, except for what they taught me in training. 
But when I got here, I had to do inspections, which I’ve never done before here.  
He taught me a lot on that.  I’m always learning something new every day, 
especially being a private.  So, I’ve learned a lot, and tried molding a leadership 
style from both my NCOs and my commander.  Every day I’m learning something, 
every day I’m evolving, or, at least I’m trying to.  
 
Pham: So, what does leadership mean to you? 
 
Bystrom: Putting someone before yourself.  And, not backing down.  My NCO is 
trying to get me to go to college.  I don’t really want to go to college right now, I 
wanna relax. I just married, I just got my house.  I wanna relax for a while. But 
he’s trying to get me in college, so I can better my future, which I can completely 
understand.  Um, but he’s putting me before he’s putting himself. He’s—granted, 
he’s already in college, he’s living on his own, he’s doing all this good stuff, but 
he’s working so much harder to get me to be a better soldier, to get me to be a 
stronger soldier—before himself.  So, that means a lot to me that he’s trying so 
hard.  That’s leadership.  What he’s doing himself, by pushing me farther, is, he’s 
not going ahead of me, he’s pushing me farther passed him.  He wants me to get 
passed him in leadership.  To me, that’s leadership.  
 
Pham: What’s his name?  
 
Bystrom: His name is Staff Sergeant McCarthy.  He’s a really good guy.  He’s not 
only what he is, an NCO, but even when I’m home, not on duty—“Hey, you need 
anything?  Anything I can help you with?  Just tell me. If you need anything at all, 
just give me a call.  If there’s a problem I can help you out with, give me a call”—
anything like that.  You see, most soldiers—say they’re twenty-one—or I was 
twenty-one, and I got drunk or something, and I didn’t want to drive home, I didn’t 
want to pay a taxi, I know he’d be the NCO to be like, “If you’re drunk and you 
need a DD, call me.”  He’s that kind of NCO.  
 
Pham: How much of a family do you consider him?  
 
Bystrom: He’s a good guy.  I would consider him part of my family, completely.  
But I don’t really spend a lot of time with him except for military, because I got a 
wife, I gotta be with her a lot too, because family is really important to me.  If he 
wanted to come over, I’d welcome it, if he wanted to hang out or something, I’d 
welcome him, but I know that there is a certain limit as an NCO he can be. 
There’s a limit between a soldier and an NCO, a private and an NCO.  I even had 
him on Facebook, and with his leadership style, he had to question it first, 
because there should always be that limit, there should always be that barrier. 
He—I got removed off his Facebook because it was not in the boundary.  So, 
there might be leadership in there, but there needs to be a barrier that he can’t 
cross, or I cannot cross as well. 
 



Pham: Is there a certain level of professionalism that has to remain within the 
relationship?  
 
Bystrom: There’s always a level of professionalism, throughout anywhere, 
including with another private.  There’s always a level of professionalism that 
must be maintained. You can’t go around joking with your buddies all the time 
while you’re working, you gotta be able to show that you’re a leader, you got to 
be able to set the right example. There’s gonna privates that come in, new 
privates, they come into my office every day.  I’ve got to be able to set the right 
example with professionalism.  I work closely with the S6.  I work closely, actually, 
with everybody in the office. I have a lot of buddies in the S6, and I’ll joke around 
with them, but when those new privates come in, it stops—“Hey can you do this 
for me?  Thanks.  Can you do this for me?”—“Yeah I’ll do it”—professionalism at 
all times. 
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“Beyond Leading Boots on the Ground” Washington Post, Col. Charles D. Allen, 
November 09, 2011 
http://articles.washingtonpost.com/2011-11-09/national/35280996_1_military-
leaders-military-services-muddy-boots 
 
Col. Charles D. Allen (U.S. Army, Ret.) is the professor of leadership and cultural 
studies in the Department of Command, Leadership and Management at the U.S. 
Army War College. 
 
Senior military leaders are sometimes asked, “What keeps you awake at night?” 
A simple answer is the prospect of failure of the U.S. military to execute 
successfully the tasks the nation requires of it. 
 
Successive service chiefs of staff have lamented the lack of senior leaders who 
understand how to sustain the force of today while preparing to meet the 
demands of the future. We need to develop officers as adept at advising on 
national policy and long-range military strategy as they are at leading boots on 
the ground. This is a point even more salient now in the face of inevitable and 
daunting fiscal reductions as well as ambiguous mission requirements. As a 
professional force, the military needs to assess whether it is properly developing 
its officers to be successful at these most senior levels. 
 
A recent Army survey found that 65 percent of active-duty general officers rated 
personnel management as one of the Army’s worst-performing functions. From 
this, it’s not hard to infer that “human capital” management—with its core 
component, leader development—needs to be fixed. 
 
Yet changing the “rules of the game”  will meet resistance from the military 
bureaucracy and from those officers who were successful through the current 
systems. For the Army, cultures of muddy boots, anti-intellectualism and 
egalitarianism hinder the effective development of senior leaders. The muddy 
boots culture rewards troop time, rarely permits off-track assignments and results 
in a narrow experience base. The anti-intellectualism culture shows itself in the 
focus on warfighting competence and the disdain for intellectual pursuits, 
whether for self-development or toward professional military and civilian 
education. And the egalitarian culture, while essential to providing opportunity for 
all members, sometimes gets in the way of supporting the further development of 
high performers who show potential for senior leadership. I expect that similar 
cultural impediments exist in the other armed services, especially following a 
decade of deployments. 
 
The collective U.S. military services have achieved hard-won successes over the 
past decade, which have provided tremendous tactical and operational 
experience for their officers. Nevertheless, as executive coach Marshall 



Goldsmith sagely quipped, “What got you here, won’t get you there”—which is to 
say, in this case, that some military leaders have not enjoyed similar successes 
at the strategic level. 
 
Previous Secretaries of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and Robert Gates have 
pointedly wondered about the strategic acumen of senior military leaders. This 
has been especially true at the political-military interface where, across our two 
most recent presidential administrations, three senior commanders were relieved 
of their responsibilities, all related to Afghanistan. A deputy commander was also 
relieved just this past week. Additionally, a number of senior officers in key 
advisory positions have noted their own inability to engage effectively in the 
development of national policy and supporting military strategies. 
 
This gets to the heart of the matter: How does the military ensure highly 
competent and talented leaders for its units? It needs senior leaders who are 
both valued by civilian leaders for their sound strategic advice and effective at 
managing the organizations that man, equip and train the military force. I agree 
with scholars Noel Tichy and Warren Bennis that the most critical competency of 
a senior leader is judgment—about people and strategy and crisis response. And 
it is our military leaders’ judgments and rendered advice to senior civilians that 
may have the longest-ranging effects on whether our military excels at meeting 
the challenges of tomorrow. 
 
Developing this leadership bench is a career-long effort that should begin before 
officers even enter the services. Unlike the corporate or political world, the nation 
cannot simply hire mid- or senior-level officers for lateral entry into the profession. 
They must be developed from the beginning of their service, and this 
development will be more effective if the military accesses officers with the right 
attributes from the start. This requires the armed services to establish criteria that 
are just as clear and rigorous for selecting individuals to attend Officer Candidate 
School and Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC) programs as for selecting 
those to attend the service academies like West Point. Training and education 
during these pre-commissioning institutions lay the foundation for the qualities 
sought in leaders for future assignments. 
 
The military must develop officers who not only can lead on the battlefield, but 
can also lead critical institutional strategies for the future. Without a doubt, 
tactical experience and direct leadership skills will remain essential requirements 
for officers. But we need to build on those skills by challenging the existing 
cultures and by instituting leader development programs that require advanced 
military and civilian education along with non-traditional assignments. That’s how 
we’ll create officers with the full range of relevant skills needed for successful 
senior leadership. 
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“How to lose great leaders? Ask the Army” Washington Post, Tim Kane, 
February 05, 2013 
http://articles.washingtonpost.com/2013-02-05/national/36755821_1_military-
officers-junior-officers-young-officers 
 
Tim Kane is the chief economist of the Hudson Institute in Washington, D.C. and 
served as an intelligence officer in the U.S. Air Force. His most recent book is 
Bleeding Talent: How the US Military Mismanages Great Leaders and Why It's 
Time for a Revolution. 
 
The U.S. military is one of America’s premier leadership factories. But the 
product it manufactures is in decline. 
 
Seven years ago, the number of young officers willing to recommit after their 
initial tours of duty dropped precipitously. Before the Iraq war, three-quarters of 
Army officers stayed for a career, a number that dropped to just two-thirds 
starting in 2006. The broken pipeline was initially blamed on the sputtering war 
effort in Iraq, but in fact the problem is a deep-rooted one. The Army has bled 
talent for decades, a consequence of a deeply dysfunctional organization that 
poorly matches jobs with talent and doesn’t trust its officers to make choices 
about their own careers. 
 
The solution, however, isn’t beyond reach. The next step in the evolution of the 
Pentagon’s leadership system should be what I call a “total volunteer force”—one 
that treats officers as human capital with autonomy rather than as physical 
capital in inventory. 
 
Let me explain. The retention crisis, even in an era of cutbacks and sequestration, 
is a decades-long dilemma that the military doesn’t often talk about. The Senate 
investigated the “critical and delicate” problem of a military brain drain as far back 
as 1954, after President Eisenhower called for Congressional action. Yet after 
public attention flared following a 2011 survey of junior officers, retired U.S. Army 
general Frederick Kroesen mocked the issue in the publication ARMY, declaring 
that “no other profession has developed better ways to identify, develop and 
reward its leaders.” 
 
There is at least one top military leader who will talk about the problem. In a 
farewell address to the cadets of West Point in Feb. 2011, former secretary of 
defense Robert Gates, admired for his service under Presidents Bush and 
Obama, expressed his frustration. He wondered how the Army “can break up the 
institutional concrete, its bureaucratic rigidity in its assignments and promotion 
processes, in order to retain, challenge, and inspire its best, brightest, and most-
battled tested young officers?” 
 



Sec. Gates understood something that neither the Army nor its critics do. Critics 
like to think that the most talented young leaders simply leave, whereas many 
generals refuse to admit any problem exists. The real problem is that the talent is 
bleeding inside the organization. High quit rates are just a symptom of the deeper 
problem that too many military members are mis-matched with their jobs. 
 
In truth, military officers are only volunteers for one day: the day they sign up. 
Afterwards, they’re treated with the same kind of inflexible, coercive management 
that has defined militaries since history began. No electronic “job boards” list 
openings for the thousands of available jobs in the Army, Navy, Air Force and 
Marines. No junior officers know where their next job assignment will be, or if it 
will fit with their interests, strengths and talents. And no commanders are trusted 
to directly hire the subordinates they feel their teams need. 
 
Rather, junior officers are generally limited to rank-ordering the base locations 
they prefer. Commanders are limited to making a “by-name request” of some 
officers, but this is more often than not ignored by higher-ups. Labor supply is 
coordinated with labor demand by large bureaucracies that haven’t changed 
much since Harry Truman was president in the 1950s. 
 
Why does this nonsensical and anachronistic approach persist? The mantra from 
the central planners in the bowels of the Pentagon has always been that the 
“needs of the military come first.” That’s dumb. Smart organizations in the private 
sector have learned that putting employees’ needs first—ahead of corporate 
ones—only seems unproductive to short-term thinkers. Just look at the way 
Silicon Valley companies pamper their talent because of how it helps to 
maximize the bottom line. Compulsion just won’t work in today’s labor market. 
 
Unfortunately, most career generals think that only coercion will get fighting men 
and women to enter a war zone. But that’s an insult to our troops. Many generals 
in the 1960s warned that without a draft, the Army would never attract enough 
volunteer soldiers during a shooting war. Iraq and Afghanistan proved them 
wrong. It is motivation, not intimidation, that wins battles. 
 
The military has changed before, and it can change again. As the Army shifted 
from a conscripted force to an all-volunteer one following the Vietnam War, 
productivity, retention, motivation and labor quality increased. Today, for example, 
roughly 97 percent of military enlistees are high-school graduates, which is 17 
percentage points higher than the civilian average. And contrary to conventional 
wisdom, there are three recruits from America’s wealthiest neighborhoods for 
every two from its poorest ones. 
 
Since the 1950s, America’s defense budget shrank from 17 percent of GDP to 
less than 4 percent today. The Pentagon has historically responded by doing 
more with less, focusing on quality instead of quantity. It has learned how to 
motivate the workers who remained, cultivating independent judgment and 



adaptability as key skills among its youngest officers. Now it’s time to make the 
Pentagon’s talent management as flexible and adaptable as its talent. 
 
To create a “total volunteer force,” I believe the Pentagon needs to radically 
reform. That will mean giving commanders, rather than bureaucrats, hiring 
authority. It will require the Pentagon to establish a job board which allows 
qualified officers and enlistees the freedom to apply for any open position. And it 
will mean instituting substantive evaluations that recognize merit more than 
seniority. 
 
Finally, there should be no more “force shaping” with incentives paid to soldiers 
who retire early. Rather, there should be a free market that lets officers leave if 
they cannot find a military billet and allows former officers to return to the ranks if 
a commander will hire them. 
 
It seems odd to explain to the guys in charge of our missiles that this isn’t rocket 
science. But leadership is about more than producing great leaders. Great 
organizations trust those young leaders, too, especially when it comes to 
managing their own careers. 
  



Analysis Guide 
 

1. What is your definition of leadership? What are the characteristics of an 
ideal leader? 

 
 
 

2. What kinds of leadership styles are valued within the military? What kinds 
of leadership styles are valued outside of it? 
 
 
 
 

3. How does Pfc. Bystrom define a leader? How does he define leadership? 
 
 
 
 

4. In the military why is it important to have strong leadership? What are 
examples from Pfc. Bystrom’s interview? 

 
 
 
 

5. According to Col. Charles D. Allen’s article, why is the ROTC important to 
Army leadership? How did the ROTC influence Pfc. Bystrom’s leadership 
opportunities? 

 
 
 

6. What does Col. Allen say is the biggest problem facing Army leadership? 
How does he propose to fix it? 

 
 
 
 

7. What does Tim Kane say is the biggest problem facing Army leadership? 
How does he propose to fix it?  

 
 

8. How do Kane’s and Col. Allen’s solutions to problems with Army 
leadership differ? How are they the same? Use examples. 
 

9. Using Pfc. Bystrom’s interview, how do you think he would respond to Col. 
Allen’s and Kane’s critique leadership problems facing the Army?  


