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Bill Lybrand: “I Never Forgot Where I Came From.” 

  With a family history of military service dating back to the Revolutionary War, the call to 

serve runs deep in Bill Lybrand’s bloodline.  His grandfather was a doughboy in World War I, 

and, after Pearl Harbor, his father passed up the opportunity to go on the road playing with Frank 

Sinatra to join the Infantry and become one of Darby’s Rangers, serving in both the Atlantic and 

Pacific campaigns, as well as in the Korean War.   

 Bill Lybrand graduated from Wofford College in Spartanburg, South Carolina.  He 

participated in the ROTC program but decided that “a commission was not for me,” so he 

enlisted. 
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Upon graduation, he joined the Army and attended Infantry School at Fort Benning, 

Georgia, which was followed by jump school and becoming Airborne certified.  We couldn't 

help but chuckle at his experience in jump school when he admitted, “I was afraid of heights.  I 

wouldn’t even ride a roller coaster prior to that.”  From there, he was assigned into the Ranger 

Battalion, thus following his father’s footsteps.  Reflecting on his time in Ranger Battalion, Mr. 

Lybrand said, “We never did anything or never went anywhere, because there was no conflict.  

We did a lot of training and had a lot of good times.  There just wasn’t a whole lot to do.”   

 After he had finished his service in the active component, Bill decided to join the South 

Carolina National Guard.  “Hey man,” he thought, “I’ll get a little check every month.  

Supplement my income.  The National Guard never goes anywhere.”  “That’s what I thought,” 

he explained, “Later on, I was enlightened a little bit.”  After joining the National Guard, Mr. 

Lybrand was deployed overseas eight times.  His first time ever leaving the country was when he 

deployed to Iraq for Operation Desert Shield and Operation Desert Storm.  He also had the 

opportunity to be one of the first 35 

men in Afghanistan for Operation 

Anaconda.  He shared a brief 

account of going through the 

mountains tracking Taliban and al-

Qaeda, and mentioned how it got so 

cold that they wound up with old Air 

Force winter gear to stay warm.  

 Some of Mr. Lybrand’s fondest memories come from when he served as a Staff Sergeant.  

He says it was “one of the best ranks I wore, because I was not only a worker, but I got to lead 
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troops, have a closeness with them, and it’s one of the most proud ranks I can say I had.”  Over 

his military career, Mr. Lybrand advanced from an E-1 (Private) to an E-9 (Command Sergeant 

Major).  He explained how the further up you go, the more time you spend in the rear-echelon.  

He preferred to support the mission in person, saying, “I’d rather be on the ground.”   

 Because of his experience throughout the enlisted ranks, Mr. Lybrand is able to share an 

important lesson on leadership.  “Fortunately, I never forgot where I came from,” he says, 

“That’s what I tell people.  When you hit Sergeant, don’t forget where you came from.  When a 

[supply] truck would come in and there was just a Private out there, I’d take my shirt off and go 

help unload.  Supplies are for everyone.”  Seeing their Sergeant Major sweating under the sun 

with the lower enlisted guys motivates all the troops.  “It even got to where I had a Brigadier 

General out there with me,” he shares, “and it really pumps the men up.”  Bolstering the well-

being and morale of his soldiers was always a priority for Mr. Lybrand.  On one of his last 

deployments, he mentioned that he had seven satellite phones.  Whenever he saw a service 

member who looked homesick, whether he was an airman, a soldier, or a marine, he would hand 

him a cell phone and say, “Hey, I need you to test this.  Call home and make sure that it works, 

and make sure that I can keep comms for at least five to ten minutes.”  Helping out your soldiers 

makes all the difference. 

 Being able to help the locals is also one of Mr. Lybrand’s proudest memories.  He says 

“[Our interaction with] the local kids is not a like it’s been publicized [in the media].  A lot of 

those kids loved us.  We were able to get soccer balls in for them, because they love soccer, and 

actually, they like basketball too.”  “I tried to teach a few of them baseball,” he joked, “but I 

don’t think they liked baseball too much.”  Another fond memory is when he was able to help 

with the education problems in Afghanistan.  “Because the Taliban didn’t want women getting 
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educated,” he explains, “we would pull security around a schoolhouse so that the women could 

go to school.”  Women and children would walk miles and lineup outside for the schoolhouse for 

hours to get an education.  Mr. 

Lybrand’s entire expression 

lightened up when he said, “Just 

seeing those kids smile, that 

made the whole operation.  That 

was more important than any of 

the stuff I did in the box, 

engaging the enemy.”   

 Deployments aren’t always all work and no play.  In our interview, Bill also shared some 

of his more lighthearted and comical experiences overseas.  On one deployment, the men in his 

unit adopted a local dog that they named Smackdown.  The dog became attached to the U.S. 

troops, even to the point that it didn’t like Middle Easterners very much anymore.  Over the 

years, Smackdown was passed down to other units and they continued to receive letters about 

him until he passed away.  As a lower enlisted soldier, Bill and his buddies used to pull pranks 

and joke around, seeing who could do the best imitations of their sergeants and officers.  When 

he rose through the ranks, the tables turned: “As I got to be a senior NCO, I couldn’t get caught 

doing that kind of thing.”  One joke in particular that he enjoyed sharing involved a bet with a 

friend.  He explains, “I told a buddy of mine, ‘I bet you that I can walk all the way back from the 

showers naked as a jay-bird, with nothing but my towel flung across my back, and nobody will 

say anything to me.’  So I did it!”  In response, his buddy tried to go into the exchange with a 

ratty PT shirt on, but didn’t make it 30 feet before getting chewed out by a Sergeant Major. 
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 Mr. Lybrand views his military career with a modest, humble attitude.  Looking back on 

his deployments, he said, “I think it’s harder on the families.  I give all the credit for any medals 

and awards to [my wife], because she held everything together while I was on those 

deployments.  She did a great job with our children and was teaching the whole time.  She’s the 

real Command Sergeant Major.”  Mr. Lybrand retired after 24 years of service, and his legacy is 

now carried on by his children. He has one daughter who has already served in Iraq and a son 

who is now taking a commission at The Citadel.  Mr. Lybrand’s children now carry on his 

legacy, just as he did for his father before them. 

 

Bill at Saddam Hussein’s palace.  


