Giants of the Corps

GENERAL

LOUIS

By Cyril J. O’Brien

istan a Marine task force descended

suddenly and overwhelmingly on a
disputed airstrip and its external field
works and executed the Corps’ tradition-
al role of projecting American power from
the sea.

A quarter century earlier the 26th Com-
mandant of the Marine Corps, General
Louis H. “Lou” Wilson Jr. (1975-79),
promised the United States as long as it
had a Marine Corps that need would be
met.

During that time the Senate Armed
Services Committee and other leaders of
Congress were putting the entire mili-
tary of the United States under close
scrutiny. The review was an aftermath of
an unpopular war. As in times past, Con-
gress challenged the Marine Corps to
explain its role, both present and future.

F our hundred miles inland in Afghan-

In its own bicentennial year (1975),
the Corps was under attack. According
to J. Robert Moskin in his book “The
U.S. Marine Corps Story,” Gen Wilson
made it clear to the Senate committee: “I
am not concerned about the future of the
Marine Corps as long as we have ready
forces ... because I am convinced that
when the call comes, they [the country]
have my telephone number, and I do
expect a call.”

Gen Wilson did not want a big army,
“just a force and equipment,” he told
them, “for high mobility and high-inten-
sity combat.” The Corps’ role as ever
would be to “provide air and ground
forces with a ready capability to take
those arms ashore.”

Hearings and questions took days and
days in both the House and Senate. They
heard Gen Wilson’s concept of integrated

On 29 June 1979, Gen Robert H. Barrow, the Corps’ newly appointed 27th Comman-
dant (left), and Gen Louis H. Wilson Jr. stood ready to review the troops at Marine
Barracks, Washington, D.C. On that day, after 38 years of distinguished service to
Corps and country, Gen Wilson retired from active duty.
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air-ground units “ready to deploy against
the widest range of possible foes” at a
place and time of the United States’
choosing.

By 1976 a friendly press noted how
this new Commandant was expanding
“fast and forcefully”” Troops were jazz-
ing up mechanized debarkation, sophis-
ticated amphibious support, absorbing
in-service education, computer complex-
ities and on and on.

CMC Wilson accelerated development
at Marine Corps Base, Twentynine Palms,
Calif., as a site to train with zeal and real-
ism. War-fighting readiness was ratch-
eted up, and combined air-ground arms
enveloped even young “boots.”” Some 300
miles inland from San Diego, Twenty-
nine Palms sported the Buillion Moun-
tains, 112-degree temperatures, sand in
faces, fire and movement skirmishes
that tore up the deck, the sky and confi-
dence. Twentynine Palms had everything
but comfort, and the general wanted it
that way. Base historian Colonel Verle E.
Ludwig, USMC (Ret) called it a “com-
bined-arms-exercise college.”

The general also set up an aviation
weapons and tactics squadron commis-
sioned in Yuma, Ariz., to extract the
most from man and machine, state-of-
the-art tactics and technology. The goal:
totally integrated, top-drawer air-ground
operations. '

However, in his book “Semper Fidelis:
The History of the United States Marine
Corps,” historian Allan R. Millett notes
there were rocks and shoals in the Corps’
aviation status. Defining and maintain-
ing its air arm was half the battle. The
Commandant had to bid hard for his own
combat aircrafl.

Before Gen Wilson became Comman-
dant, the Navy had advised the Marines
how much it favored its F-14 “Tomcat.”
The Tomcat was good, but it was strictly
a carrier fighter. At the Navy’s urging,
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the pre-Wilson Marine Corps headquar-
ters decided to adopt it.

Lieutenant General William R. Ma-
loney, USMC (Ret), holder of the Silver
Star and two Distinguished Flying Crosses
and the commander of a squadron, an air
group and three aircraft wings, explained
how CMC Wilson decided to cancel the
F-14 acquisition for the Marine Corps.
Quite simply, it wouldn’t fit into the
Corps’ expeditionary role.

Carriers wouldn’t be around always,
and Marine expeditionary units needed
expeditionary aircraft. CMC Wilson
would stick with the F-4 “Phantom” un-
til the more modern F/A-18 “Hornet,”
capable and moderately fast with a mix
of weapons, could join the Marine air-
craft wings. Marine aviators vouched that
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the F/A-18 could devastate and operate
exceptionally well in hazardous tree-top
altitudes, just above the troops.

For all its promises, said Gen Wilson,
technology was still 4n adjunct to the
“gssential element of the Marine Corps,”
the individual Marine. As he took com-
mand, Gen Wilson embraced the Marine
majority of “matchless devotion,” but
there were too many in the Corps who
were “marginal, substandard, unwilling
to subordinate themselves to the Corps.”

CMC Wilson explained: “The draft
laws had been gerrymandered so that
only the poor, the blacks and disadvan-
taged were really drafted. A great many
fine young men came in. But many
draftees, thrown in with them, were the
dregs of society [and] many with contin-

USME

Left: Gen Wilson was always available
to discuss the state of the Marine Corps
when he was on active duty, and occa-
sionally he would reminisce about the
Battle of Guam.

Below: The monument to those who
were.awarded the Medal of Honor in
recapturing Guam in 1944 was dedicat-
ed on 21 July 1989 during annual Guam
Liberation Day ceremonies.
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uing dissatisfaction with the war. They
were also spilling into all the services.
The Marine Corps as well!”

There were personal and social con-
flicts, poor grooming, drug-alcohol in-
volvement, disrespect; only 45 of 100
Marines were high school graduates. So-
ciety’s discontent invaded the military.

“It is not like the old days,” he said,
“when you could leave your wallet on
your sack.”

The Commandant meant business the
minute he came aboard. During the first
meeting of the first duty day, he called
the appearance of Headquarters “deplor-

- able” and said that it looked like a “rat’s

nest.” Obesity, haircut and uniform prob-
lems were reflected in the unfavorable
report from the inspector general on his
inspection of Headquarters Battalion.

“If I see a fat Marine,” the new Com-
mandant said, “he’s in trouble, and so is
his commanding officer.” Obesity would
vanish, and every action of every Marine
would be characterized by quality. Ma-
rines who had been in six or eight years
who didn’t shape up would go. “I didn’t
come here to save them. It is not a goal;
it is imperative. I will not relax standards
if faced with the choice between quanti-
ty and quality”” Secretary of Defense
James R. Schlesinger told of “an old
‘Gunny’ ” who lost 13 pounds just by
keeping the Commandant’s picture on
the fridge.

To add impact, Gen Wilson brought
aboard LtGen Robert H. Barrow (later to
become the 27th Commandant) as Dep-
uty Chief of Staff for Manpower. A re-
doubtable field officer, he wore a Navy
Cross from the Korean War and had com-
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manded a regiment in Vietnam. LtGen
Barrow sparked an all-out attack on sub-
standard Marines.

Gen Wilson let Corps, country and
Congress know that he would seek intel-
ligence. Seventy-five percent of future
Marines would be high school gradu-
ates, “who’ve already proved they can
stick it through.”

Each year about 50,000 recruits would
be transported to Marine Corps recruit
depots at Parris Island, S.C., or San Diego
and made into dedicated Marines. The
Commandant asked Congress for 192,000
total strength by fiscal year 1978.

Soon the press saw this “hard-charg-
ing new Commandant” demanding qual-
ity enlistments, keeping good Marines in
the Corps and upgrading physical fit-
ness. Disciplinary problems were easing,
and 69 percent of recruits were high
school grads by 1977.
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Each year, 21 July
is celebrated as
Guam's Liberation
Day. The island’s
liberation from
occupying Japanese
forces is marked by
parades and other
festivities honoring
the veterans of the
Battle of Guam.

. other veterans are
* routinely honored
’ at the parade.

That same year, a still-adamant Com-
mandant said: “Today’s Marines are as
good or better than any who have served
in uniform: smarter, well-motivated, well-
led. ... For years I have heard, they said
this and they want that. Well, now I’'m
they, and it will be done. Marines are
feeling better, looking better, acting bet-
ter,” but he'd keep their feet to the fire.

Brigadier General Edwin H. Simmons,
Director Emeritus of Marine Corps His-
tory, said, “The Corps had weathered yet
another testing with a fresh, new spirit
and confidence.”

During foreign exercises in various
climes, environments, wet and dry, with
the best troops of our allies, the Marine
Corps was demonstrating what was ex-
pected: traditional superiority, polish, re-
spect and élan.

Gen Wilson had a presence that evoked
authority, said his senior aide for two
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years, retired Marine Col Warren H.
Wiedhahn Jr. of Alexandria, Va. “His
presence was enough; he didn’t have to
raise his voice, and his words belied his
presence: soft spoken, personal, reserved.”

Retired Marine Col Conrad M. “Bul-
ley” Fowler was in the Sixth Reserve
Officer Class at Quantico, Va., in 1941
with Wilson. He recalled: “He never had
pretensions in any way, even when he
was on the top; [he] had all the intrinsic
qualities of the model Marine, even-tem-
pered, assured with a command presence.”

These were handy qualities on Capitol
Hill. However, before he bearded the Cap-
itol tribunals as Commandant, he had
served as the Corps’ legislative assistant.
Wilson had gained experience as the
Corps’ congressional liaison for former
Commandants Wallace M. Greene Jr.
and Leonard F. Chapman Jr.

“This was the best preparation I had
for one of the most difficult jobs of be-
ing Commandant,” Gen Wilson told BGen
Simmons. “[ felt comfortable on the Hill:
knew a great many of the senators and
congressmen from days as legislative as-
sistant [1967-68]. 1 really enjoyed dis-
cussing ... did not mind testifying.”

G. V. “Sonny” Montgomery (D-Miss.),
former House Armed Services Commit-
tee member and chairman of the Veter-
ans Affairs Committee, called Wilson
“one of our great Commandants. He al-
ways came in so quietly, trim, impres-
sive. ... Never obvious as Commandant
or holder of the Medal of Honor. A great
listener, always well prepared. When
asked a question he simply took it from
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On the 50th anniversary of the initial assault landing on Guam, retired Gen Wilson
(right) was joined by other dignitaries, including then-Governor of Guam Joseph F.
Ada, in wreath-laying ceremonies at the memorial on the invasion beaches.

there. You could always see he was proud
to be a Marine. I never had to defend him
even though he was from my own home
state. He knew his way on the Hill, never
said too much, knew when to push and
when not to do so.”

Gen Carl E. Mundy Jr., 30th Com-
mandant, emphasized how Gen Wilson
had made quality the keystone, instilled
case-hardened discipline and invigorat-
ed and expanded training.

Howell T. Heflin was with Wilson and
Conrad Fowler in the Ninth Marine Reg-
iment on Bougainville in World War II.
Heflin, later a U.S. senator, earned the
Silver Star there and was also on Guam
when a long-legged Marine captain
named Lou Wilson was nailed by the
Japanese on the second hill. -

“Oh, he did a tremendous job in trans-
forming the Marine Corps back to its
great, esteemed and legendary status,”
the senator said. “He turned the whole
Marine Corps around, was a tremendous
Commandant.”

Senator John C. Stennis, Chairman,
Senate Armed Services Committee, was
influential in Gen Wilson’s elevation to
full membership on the Joint Chiefs of
Staff in October 1978. It was late in
Wilson’s tenure, and the general, used to
the ebbs of the Chiefs, concluded that
the interests of the Corps and national
security “would be better served if his
successors were full members of [the]
Joint Chiefs.”

Aided by President Harry S. Truman’s
1948 unnecessary imbroglio with the
Marines (which the Marines won), the
Commandant was allowed by Congress
to sit with the Joint Chiefs of Staff, but
only when Marine Corps matters were
on the table. Gen Wilson’s recommenda-
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tion that the Commandant have full sta-
tus as a member of the Joint Chiefs had
support from members of the House and
Senate, Marine veterans and other ad-
mirers. The clause, which would have the
Commandant as a member of the Joint
Chiefs, was written hastily into the De-
fense Authorization Bill. The leadership
of Senator Stennis quenched unfriendly
fire or lingering prejudices. According
to Senator Heflin, Stennis encouraged
President Jimmy Carter, a graduate of
the U.S. Naval Academy, to select Gen
Wilson as Commandant.

Full membership on the JCS had been
a longtime goal of the Marine Corps.
Gen Wilson achieved it.

Retired LtGen Victor H. “Brute” Ku-
lak wrote in “First to Fight: An Inside
View of the U.S. Marine Corps” that full
membership in the Joint Chiefs was a
victory that was “a tribute to the re-
sourceful courage of Commandant
Wilson.”

Louis Wilson retired from the Marines
after 38 years on 1 July 1979. When it
was all over, he fondly tossed four stars
to his daughter, Janet. Then the Com-
mandant went home to Jackson, Miss.
Only 59, the retired Marine bristled with
energy and so accepted membership on
several boards of national establish-
ments. Gen Lou Wilson will remain for-
ever a giant of the Corps.

Editor’s note: Cy O’Brien served as
an infantryman in a rifle company in the
3d Marines on Bougainville. He was la-
ter a combat correspondent on Guam
and Iwo Jima. Following WW II he spent
12 years in the Marine Corps Reserve,
retiring as a captain.
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USMC SPECIALTY ITEMS
Semper Fi
A spedial production of US. personal gear assodiated
with the US Marine Corps. This li

ited production
will become more and more valuable over the

years. If you are lucky enough to have a USMC
associated weapon or if you are in the Corps, now is
your chance to obtain right leather and canvas gear,

M1916 HOLSTER
USMC embassed on
leather flap. The sandard
from WWI and on through
Viet Nam. Perfect replicas
In tzn color.

precadsme ' 39,90,

U5, M7 SHOULDER HOLSTER
With embossed USMC In
oval, These new holsters
are newly fabricated from
ariginal drawings........
Great Looking! Specify
black or tan,

NOW AVIALBLE

LEFT HANDED!

peLseinsrc §39.90..

1017 REVOLVER HOLSTER
USMC in oval embossed
and com) IetelgA correct in
all details. r 45 Cal
S&Ws and Colt_revolvers
of 1909 and 1917,

PCL-18-USMC 39-90:..

1912 USMC
CAVALRY HOLSTER
You won't believe theses
authentic replicas! Fabricated
to original  Rock lshnd
Drawings, Absolutely authen-
tic. down to the lstest dewil,

rev-i3usme 144,90,
MODEL 1907 “GI” SLING

Cowhide with solid brass
fittings. These good looking
and rare slings embossed
with USMC in oval Fits
MOD. 1903s, 19175, MI
Garands & M-14s.

perause s21.90. |
CHEEKPIECE
Here is a unique item - A G.I,

leather cheekpiece em-
bossed with USMC in oval

saa 2190 |

USMC RIFLE
CARRY CASE

Pl ot carvy rase, UEHE

PCLAD: u-.mc-ll 505
-1 Garsad covy
PCLA1-USHC n22 0. _

FLEECE LINED
CARRY CASE

Same canvas khakl carry
cua a: above but with a

for mare pro-
Qtecllm lor your Carbine,

Garand, 03 Springfield or

PN Cacbing carry caea, LIEMC
PEL-40.USHC FL 134 50._

M| Gatwsd zwrry cxmm. LIS

PELAISHE AL 339,504

M1 GARAND
CARTRIDGE BELT

New |0 pocket USMC
Khalki web cartridge belt
reL4usMe 544,900

MICARBINE
STOCK POUCH

2 pocket, holds 2, 15 round
frmagazines. (LLS. Marked)

FeL49 314.90.

Pacific Canvas & Leather, Inc.
3639 San Gabriel River Pkwy. Dept. Itn
Pico Rivera, CA 90660
TEL: (562) 695 0297 - FAX: [562] 695 0397

+ MIC.Visa, Am.Ex., M.O's & Checks. accepted
* Ship. $6.50 1st item, 1.00 for ea. addition
» California Residents add 8.25% sales tax.
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