“There I Was…” by  SFC Keith Redvay (10th Mountain Division)

NOTE:  Here are some excerpts from a deployed EO Advisor’s personal story.  You determine whether EO is important in today’s military.  Space was not available for the entire story…there was no intent to change any of the context, but some of the text was omitted.

 

My name is SFC Gordon Keith Redvay.  In 2002, I was selected to attend the Equal Opportunity Advisor’s (EOA) Course at Patrick Air Force Base, Florida.  When I received the news, I was not happy.  At the time, I was a Chief of Firing Battery in the 82d AIRBORNE DIVISION.  I had been, successful in my job for two years.  It was the greatest job in the world.  I had spent all but one year on AIRBORNE status, never worked with females, swore (like it was a complete language of its own), and had no desire to be “sensitized” for 15 weeks.  Needless to say, I attended the course.  Being a proud soldier, I poured myself into the course.  It was challenging, eye opening, and overall, a great experience.  I graduated on the Commandants List, was awarded the Outstanding Writer Award, and was selected as the “Most Valuable Contributor” for my Small Group (5).  The downside was that I still did not know how I would fit in to the role of EOA.  I was nervous, concerned of what others would think of me, and didn’t want to be thought of as an unnecessary element in my unit.  In my mind, I knew that I was useful and that I could be an effective EOA…. but how?

Upon arriving at the 10th Mountain Division DIVARTY, I gave my in brief to the Commander and CSM.  Both leaders are dedicated professionals with vision and focus when it comes to soldiers and training.  I was informed of the troop deployments, in support of several operations around the world, and what was expected of me.   Still, I was a little concerned about what I was supposed to do, as an EOA deployed.  In the meantime I gave classes, assisted in Command Climate Surveys, and basically did what an EOA should be doing.  I was happy going about my life, my new duty position, and going home everyday at a reasonable hour.  Then the call from the CSM came.  He was deploying to visit the soldiers and tackle any issues the units may be having.  I was to deploy in the capacity of the Master Gunner, and help with any issues that the Firing Batteries might have.  I was thrilled!  I was deploying and I was going to do something I understood completely. I could be useful, knowledgeable, a respected member of the team.   But, what about my duties as the EOA? Oh well, I would pick it up again when I got back; it would be a short trip, only a couple of weeks.

I deployed to Afghanistan to check on soldiers and offer any assistance I could.  As an EOA, I felt, this trip was going to be a “grip and grin” with limited excitement and was not sure exactly of what I was supposed to be doing.  On the un-ending flight over I had time to reflect on my career, my accomplishments, my current EOA duties, and how all of these things had brought me to where I was.  However, I was still unclear of what my function would be on the ground.  What does an EOA do in a combat arena?  Is EO relevant under the conditions in which some of our soldiers are operating?  Does anybody care about what I “bring to the table” when “mission accomplishment” and “force protection” are first, and foremost, in everyone’s mind.   

Upon my arrival I talked with the Chief of Firing Battery and Gunnery Sergeant about maintenance, crew drills, force protection, and standardization within the gun sections.  I took notes in reference to some supply issues they were having and offered some suggestions that I had for their sustainment within the firebase.  Life was good!  

Right about now, as the person reading this paper, you are probably wondering what the point of this paper is.  Well, while in that firebase, I took the opportunity to demonstrate some maintenance procedures to the available NCOs and soldiers.  The group was gathered around watching, learning, and talking about a number of different topics.  Meanwhile, I had my hands full of the project we were working on when one of the NCOs stated that he was from Philadelphia.  This NCO was African American.  It was also stated that he drove a pick up truck with a “Red Neck” bumper sticker.  Another NCO noted that the before mentioned NCO also listened to Liberace.  My ears perked up!  While continuing to work, I carefully placed comments about stereotypes, socialization, and perceptions.  The conversation was such that everyone (approximately 6 NCOs and 10 soldiers) joined in to discuss their own stereotypes and gradually evolved into how, since joining the military, many of those stereotypes had been dispelled.  They discussed, in an open forum, how they felt about race issues facing them in their lives on a daily basis.  This was EO stuff!  This was my current job!  How did these topics come up on a “real world” deployment?  It was a momentous occasion for me.  I had spent so much time thinking I couldn’t do my EOA duties that I didn’t realize I was doing them.  The conversation continued until a “fire mission” was sent down to the guns and everyone jumped into their duty positions prepared for action.  Equal Opportunity goes everywhere we go.

I almost forgot…like a scene from a movie, my helicopter was landing to drop off supplies and take me home.  The senior NCOs were saying farewell and thanking me for giving them a second set of eyes within their arena when one of them asked, “ SFC Redvay, besides coming out here to give us a hand, what is your job?”  I adjusted my body-armor, pulled down my goggles, and said, “ I’m your Equal Opportunity Advisor”.  Those NCOs jaws fell open as I turned and trotted out to the bird.  They helped me as much, if not more, than I helped them.

I wrote down this experience to capture the significance this event had for me.  EOAs are needed.   We are leaders, mentors, teachers, and enforcers.  We were all of these things before we put on the proverbial “EO” hat.  The skills we bring to a deployment (and the soldiers involved) do not start with a power point presentation about racism.  The abilities we had before attending EO give us the credibility to be taken seriously when we do teach Equal Opportunity.  This is what SFC Redvay didn’t get.  Doing what I did, going out to that firebase to help, didn’t in any way jeopardize my impartiality or lessen the importance of my EOA position.  It did afford me the opportunity to apply my skills as an artilleryman and bring to the soldiers, an EO class to them.  I accomplished my mission! 

