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The book was written about the men of the 761st Tank Battalion that were the first Negro tankers to ever fight in the American Army.  During World War II, the Battalion was assigned to General Patton’s Third Army in the European theater of operation and fought in several key battles including the Battle of the Bulge.  One special feature of the 761st role in the war was their involvement in the freeing of some of the Nazi concentration camp.

During the war, many African Americans trained in the combat arms field.  They were qualified and eager for an opportunity to fight. However, because of the Army’s policy of segregation, African American combat arms units were not allowed to fight.  Blacks were allowed to work in support roles such as loading convoy ships, mess duty, driving supply trucks and ambulances throughout the combat zone, and constructing military highways.  But, as casualties mounted and replacements became an issue some African American units were called up. 

 
The culture: the Battalion was formed in racially segregated Louisiana where there were strict segregation laws.  The people of the town disrespected the African American soldiers. When the soldiers visited the town they were often beaten and some were murdered. When the unit was formed it had all white officers and senior enlisted men.  These men resented being assigned to an African American Battalion and had no motivation to train the black soldiers.  Several of the white officers sung racially degrading songs about the black soldiers in their presence. 

The book provides a matrix of leadership concepts such as culture, change, human behavior and development, interpersonal skills, conflict resolution, leveraging diversity, motivation, and rewards/recognition.   

As I read the book, I focused on the leadership challenges facing the Battalion Commanding Officer and how he overcame them.  Lieutenant Colonel Bates, the Commanding Officer, who is white, had a variety of leadership obstacles to overcome to build a cohesive and effective unit. He had to break down the stereotypes that believed blacks could not nor would not fight.    He needed to gain the trust of the black soldiers because they felt that the whole establishment was against them. He had to find the proper balance of motivation and discipline for the white officers and enlisted men to get them to do their job effectively.  As black officers started replacing the white officers, the white senior enlisted men resented being supervised by black officers that caused continue friction within the unit.  Eventually, all white enlisted men were transferred out of the battalion.  However, some white officers remained.  As the white officers got to know the men, they were amazed at the competent level of the men. Lieutenant Geist observed a black solider repairing a highly sophisticated gyrostabilizer.  The gyrostabilizer was extremely complicated and so highly classified that only a few selected white personnel were trained to repair it.  When Lieutenant Geist asked the solider where he learned how to repair the gyrostabilizer, the soldier simply stated, “I taught myself.”  Lieutenant Geist became a believer in diversity. The things he was learning about his men, contradicted everything he had been taught to believe about blacks. He came to believe his men were as capable as any other solider in the Army.  

One of the black officer’s assigned to the battalion was Jackie Robinson who later became the first black to play major league baseball.  During a bus ride from base, Lieutenant Robinson was told to move to the back of the bus, even though, there were plenty of empty seats in the front.  The bus driver called the Military Police (MP).  The white MPs tried to disrespect the Lieutenant, but he would not stand for it.  Therefore, the MPs filed a false incident report against Lieutenant Robinson. The incident was brought to the attention of the Base Commander.  After reading the chargers, the Base Commander wanted Lieutenant Robinson court martial, but Lieutenant Colonel Bates refused to sign the court martial order because he knew the character of the Lieutenant  and he did not believe the charges were accurate. The Base Commander had Lieutenant Robinson transferred to another battalion.  The commander of Lieutenant Robinson's new battalion promptly signed the court martial order.  During the court martial, Lieutenant Robinson was exonerated of all charges.   

The book had a profound impact on my life and my leadership styles.  It taught me to honor diversity and to recognize and reward your people when they deserve it.  Lieutenant Colonel Bates has demonstrated leadership by example. He was given a command that no one wanted because it was a "Career Ender".  Nevertheless, he didn't complain or shirk his responsibility. He led from the front.  He moved onto the base to get to know his men and better understand his organization. He trained his men hard to overcome the preconceived notions that blacks were inferior to white and could not be counted on in a fight.  I learned the importance of knowing your people and investing into their lives.  As a leader, you have to build your emotion bank account with your people and be willing to stand up for them. On one occasion, people from the local town severely beat some of the black soldiers.  The men commandeered tanks and were planning on annihilating the town, but Lieutenant Colonel Bates stopped them. He requested that they allow him the opportunity to correct the problem.  He told them that if the situation did not improve, he would personally lead the attack on the town.  The men trusted Lieutenant Colonel Bates because they knew he cared about them.  After his eighteen months of command was completed, he turned down a promotion to Colonel in order to stay with the battalion and to lead his men into battle.  He was wounded during battle and evacuated.  After recovering from his wounds, he given a choice of duties assignment.  He chose to return to the Battalion and lead his men until the end of the war.  

Lieutenant Colonel Bates exhibited leadership that helped changed his organization, the Army, and the Nation for the better.  African American soldiers were given a fair and impartial opportunity to be judged on their ability though his leadership.  In 1944, Lieutenant Colonel Bates submitted SSgt Ruben Rivers for the Medal of Honor.  But, unfortunately, no African American soldiers were awarded the Medal during WW II due to the racial climate of the time.  However, Lieutenant Colonel Bates continued to fight for his men and on January 13, 1997, President Bill Clinton awarded SSgt Rivers’ Medal of Honor to his family.  Lieutenant Colonel Bates was eventually promoted to Colonel.  My desire is to emulate the leadership qualities and traits of Lieutenant Colonel Bates.      

