 Honoring the life of Corporal Sean Stokes
                Unfortunately family obligations prevented me from attending this ceremony in person.  

 Recently, someone made a comment to me about Sean.  He said, "Sean has grown into quite a legend." Sean never grew into anything.  Sean was an authentic hero right from the beginning.  He was also a largely unsung hero, until now.   
 I first met Sean Stokes in the smoking ruins of Fallujah in November 2004.  I was a combat historian embedded with Sean's platoon.   Sean's unique smile and presence lit up the room of the houses we holed up in at night.   
I quickly found out that Sean Stokes was always the point man.  In other words, he would be the first member of his squad to kick open the door of a house and clear whatever was inside.  More the once during the battle of Fallujah he hid his wounds so he could stay with his Marine brothers instead of taking mandatory medical evacuation. 
Of the 46 men in First Platoon, Sean was the greatest hero and bravest warrior.  He was also the platoon's unsung hero.  Sean was never officially recognized at the time of the battle for a combat decoration because of a paperwork snafu.  To Sean, it didn't matter.  Everyone knew his accomplishments on the battlefield and as he put it, "I didn't deserve any medals, the men who deserved them, got them.  My medal was living." 
 On November 17th, we were ambushed by foreign fighters from Chechnya.  After surviving the blast of a grenade which hurled him six feet into a dark hallway, Sean was trapped alone inside a house full of insurgents.  Knocking several Chechens down with his M-16, Sean held them off long enough to be rescued by his team leader.  Even with the wounds from the grenade, Sean adamantly refused to leave the battlefield.  Only a direct order from his commanding officer made Sean leave.  He later went AWOL from the field hospital so that he could rejoin his Marine brothers.    Sean always put others first before himself.  
Seven months after Fallujah, Sean returned to Iraq for his second tour.  And once again I received reports from all the men that Sean was always at the tip of the spear, leading the platoon.  It was Sean's life and what he accomplished is something we can all truly admire. 
Sean sacrificed himself for his fellow Marines, and for the freedom of everyone sitting here today.  Today, we honor the most admirable man, Marine, and friend I have ever known.  As we celebrate Sean's life, we remember that he represents the best of us, something profound and universal.  He followed his dream, had faith, but above all put others first -- even sacrificing his dreams so that others could live.  Rest in peace Brother.
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