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A Reflection on a Life of Leadership:
An Interview With Lieutenant Colonel Charles Graham
Lieutenant Colonel Charles Graham is no stranger to Citadel cadets. He is a
consistently cheerful face around campus, but there are few who know his story. His
story is filled with lessons on life and leadership—lessons that are applicable to everyone.
Prior to my interview with Lieutenant Colonel Graham, he was my Battalion
Tactical Officer. Although we saw each other often, I had never had an opportunity to
learn about his life and military career. The interview gave me the opportunity to learn
not only about his military career, but also about the leadership lessons he learned during
his time of service.

Born on June 24, 1959, in the small town
of Bamberg, South Carolina, to Charles and
Dorothy Graham, Charles Graham grew up
living the typical “country lifestyle.” He grew up
hunting, fishing, and learning about life within a
small South Carolina town. He said with a smirk,
“I’d never been west of Tennessee and north of

Maryland.” His life consisted of “normal, rural, South Carolina living.” Lieutenant
Colonel Graham continued his southern living by attending the University of South
Carolina for his undergraduate degree. While at USC, he went to speak with a National
Guard recruiter, but fate had a different plan for him that day. He found himself being
persuaded by a Marine Corps Reserve Gunnery Sergeant, who sold him on the life of a
Marine.
After speaking with the Gunnery Sergeant, Graham went to speak with his
father—who was in the Army’s medical corps during the Korean War—about his
decision to join the military. He recalled that his father had mentioned that he maybe
should’ve “stayed in” the Army. Graham said his father “was all for it.” Lieutenant
Colonel Graham then went on to attend The United States Marine Corps Reserve
Officer’s Candidate Course in Quantico, Virginia, where he commissioned as a 2nd
Lieutenant.
Graham claims that his career is a little different than most: “I joined later than
most… I joined the Reserves which at that time was three years active duty and three
years Reserve.” During his three years of active duty, he was sent to California, which he
claims was “a big deal” because he was getting to travel and experience places he had
never thought he would visit. Shortly after he returned to Reserve status, the Persian
Gulf War began, and in 1990 he was returned to active duty and assigned to the 1st
Marine Expeditionary Force.
While deployed with this unit, he entered Kuwait and was involved with various
missions. In 1991 Graham returned home to South Carolina and returned to Reserve
status. On Reserve he was connected with the Coalition of Special Warfare while in

Quantico, Virginia, and then was sent to in the Soviet Union (Lithuania) to create a
relationship between the two militaries in a “partnership for peace.” This entailed cultural
exchanges between the two countries. Graham went with the Soviet soldiers to see their
way of life, and, in turn, he brought the Soviets to see the positive aspects of an American
lifestyle.

In the late nineties, the then Captain Graham went back on active duty and was
sent to Parris Island as the Curriculum Development Officer. There he was in charge of
updating recruit training under the command of the Commandant General Krulak. Krulak
was one of Graham’s most compelling mentors while in the military. He stated that “he
was a mentor to me, but I don’t think he knew it.” After seeing Krulak in both wartime
and a training environment, he came to admire even more the presence the general
carried himself with. He wanted to mirror the power that General Krulak held in front of

others. Graham notes that Krulak had a part in molding him into the leader his is today.
He learned from the General that in order to be an effective leader, he must acknowledge
everyone regardless of position or rank and to treat everyone fairly.
On October 1st, 2001, Graham returned to active duty status following the events
on September 11th. Graham said of this time, “Pretty much my entire career after Parris
Island was my being involved in Joint Coalition forces.” In 2005, one of these coalitions
took him and 900 others to Pakistan to provide aid to the country after it was hit with a
Category 7 earthquake. When asked what he is most proud of during his career in the
military, Graham’s response was “Pakistan” due to their impact on a country in dire need
of assistance. Upon returning home from overseas, Graham was sent to the Air Force’s
War College, which he describes as “a different world” from the Marines.

After graduating
from the Air Force War
College in Alabama,
Lieutenant Colonel
Graham’s active duty tours
were over. He reverted to
Reserve status and then
retired in 2010 to follow his
wife to The Citadel in
Charleston, South Carolina.
The job of a Tactical

Officer was a completely new concept to Graham. He thought it was someone who was
in charge of teaching tactics. The position ended up being a “perfect fit” for Lieutenant
Colonel Graham because he would be able to coach young people throughout their
college careers.
When asked if he had any regrets joining the Marines, Graham stated that while
he did not plan on making a career out of the Marines, he did not regret joining. Graham
took the military life and made the most of it. He was able to travel all around the world,
meet incredible people, and experience multiple cultures. To sum it up, he said he “came
a long way from Bamberg, South Carolina.”
Lieutenant Colonel Graham’s entire career was a leadership learning experience.
While following others, he observed that his superiors used their knowledge and
experience to make good decisions, and he learned to trust the process. Additionally, he
learned that “numbers make you stronger, and numbers make you braver.” One of the
most memorable moments for Graham took place when he was a Captain returning home
from the Persian Gulf War. Graham recalls that he and a few other officers were
watching the troops get off the plane and greet their families. He expressed how
important it was that “we brought them back.” Paramount in his mind was the
preservation of his troop’s lives.
When we began to discuss life after the military and how he has changed since
retiring, Lieutenant Colonel Graham remarked that he “doesn’t go camping anymore.”
He joked, “If they don’t have a Holiday Inn, I’m not going.” It’s this sort of humor that
has carried over into his being a Tactical Officer at The Citadel. He has “come full circle”
with his life by returning to South Carolina. He finds it ironic that he has come to The

Citadel; when I asked him about whether he considered attending the school for college,
he said he wasn’t sure if he could have done it. His encounters with the cadets, however,
suggest otherwise. Graham now helps cadets become their best, guiding them to become
the unit, the “finely tuned machine,” he associated with the college during his youth. His
main focus while at The Citadel has been teaching leadership. He equates himself to a
drivers’ education teacher because wants to help steer the cadets in the right direction
while letting them make their own decisions. He sees himself as a mentor and as a
motivator to his cadets.

As one of his cadets, I can honestly say that he is an excellent coach and a
motivator. He always has the best intentions when dealing with cadets, and they know
that he has their backs. He has done the most to treat everyone fairly, and as a result of

this has not only been a mentor to me, but to other cadets as well. It was an absolute
privilege to have the opportunity to interview him and to be able to share his story of
principled leadership with the world.

