A COMMAND PERFORMANCE

By Gerard J. St. John


It is a generally accepted principle that the person in charge ought to know the personalities and the capabilities of his subordinates.  It had not occurred to me that the commanding officer of a Marine Corps battalion might use three weeks at sea as an opportunity to meet with each of the officers in his command.  However, that is exactly what happened in early 1962, and it resulted in one of the worst performances of my young life.


In January 1962, I was a first lieutenant, stationed at Camp Pendleton, California, which is located midway between San Diego and Los Angeles.  I lived in San Clemente, in an apartment overlooking the Pacific Ocean.  My unit, the First Battalion, First Marines, was scheduled to ship out to Okinawa where we would become a part of the Third Marine Division.  We had been training for this move to the Far East since November 1961.  It was a process that the Marines called “Lock Down.”  It gave the battalion three full months to work together and practice the things that we would be called upon to do as an amphibious landing force in the Far East.   

On our last night before we shipped out, three of us went for a farewell visit to the El Camino bar, a popular spot at the main intersection in San Clemente.  At about midnight, we barely had time to go back to my apartment and complete the packing of all my worldly possessions into a duffle bag and a val-pak suitcase.  It was shortly after 1:00 a.m. (0100 hours, in military language), when we pulled into the north gate of Camp Pendleton and joined the other Marines at the assembly area.  The last half-mile of the trip was a bit tense.  One of my friends had an illumination grenade and he used it to celebrate our departure from the town.  I pushed the gas pedal to the floor but my 1952 Chevrolet was not built for speed.  Everyone breathed a sigh of relief when we pulled into Camp Pendleton without any police cars coming up behind us.  The old Chevrolet had served me well but it had no resale value.  I simply left it parked by the side of the road inside the base and took my place in the truck caravan that was forming for the two-hour drive to San Diego.

It was dark when we arrived at the San Diego waterfront.  The USS William Mitchell (AP-114), a transport ship, was moored on the north side of an unlighted rectangular pier building.  The ship was well lighted and, as soon as the troops were all accounted for, we began the boarding process.  Our battalion was the last unit to board the ship.  My berth was comfortable, a small cabin shared with two other junior officers.  I left my bags in the cabin and went back out on deck.    A Marine Corps band was on the dock.  It was our own private concert.  When the moorings were released, the William Mitchell began to roll with the tide.  As the ship slowly drifted away from the dock, the band struck up Auld Lange Syne.  It had a sentimental quality to it – particularly under the circumstances.  Then, without any hesitation, the band shifted to The Marine Corps Hymn.  It was like a scene from a movie.


Although the initial setting was like a movie, the seagoing voyage itself was damned dull.  The Mitchell plodded through the water at about the equivalent of eighteen miles per hour – for sixteen days.  The Marines had nothing to do except for short exercise periods.  We were told to avoid fraternization with the other passengers aboard ship.  They were mainly the families of servicemen who were already in the Far East.  That warning did not stop some of the Marines from flirting with the women passengers.  Pretty soon it became clear that the highlights of the day at sea were breakfast, lunch, dinner, snacks and an evening movie.  I gained fifteen pounds by the time we reached Guam.
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It was during this plodding journey that we were told the colonel wanted to talk to each of us.  An interview schedule was circulated.  Lt. Colonel Paul F. McLellan was about forty-five years of age.  He was short in stature but in good physical shape.  He looked like a Marine.  Moreover, he was an honest-to-goodness hero.  He was awarded the Navy Cross for heroism in the battle for Iwo Jima, and received a number of honors for feats in other Second World War campaigns.  Some of the junior officers thought that McLellan was aloof, but that is the way that battalion commanders are supposed to be.  We did not realize that our Far East assignment marked a crucial phase of McLellan’s Marine Corps career.  If he was not soon promoted to the rank of full colonel, he would probably find himself out of the service.


Colonel McLellan was friendly enough when he welcomed me into his quarters aboard ship.  He explained that he wanted to use this opportunity to get to know all of the officers in his command.  He invited me to sit next to his desk while he looked through my personnel file and made notes as we talked.  He emphasized that this was not a formal session and that I should feel free to say whatever I thought.  Really?  If I did that, I would have said that I didn’t believe him.  Why didn’t I believe him?  I am not sure, but warning signals were going off in my brain as soon as he sat down behind his desk.  Maybe it was because the colonel was not good at small talk and neither was I.  Did he really think that if I said something that he didn’t like, he would be able to erase it from his mind as though it had never occurred?  I was exceedingly reluctant to volunteer any comments.  The colonel moved the session along by asking questions.  In doing so, he became an interrogator.  A dozen years later, I would be more comfortable with this type of questioning but that was not the case in 1962.
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The interview boiled down to two substantive questions: (1) Did I plan to make a career in the Marine Corps?  (2) If not, what were my career plans?  The politically correct answer to question number 1 was that the junior officer wanted to be a career officer.  I had been asked this question before, starting in The Basic School in Quantico, and each time I said that I liked the Corps but that I wanted to give civilian life a try before making any long-range plans.  If that sounded wishy-washy, the answer to the next question was worse.  I had no civilian career plans.


The fact is that I liked the Marine Corps very much.  Moreover, I liked most of the Marines with whom I served.  I knew that most of my contemporaries would opt to return to civilian life and many of them had specific career plans, such as going to law school or to business school.  I envied them.  I was not sure that I would be admitted to graduate school, even if I could afford it.  And once admitted, there was no guarantee as to how I would fare with the academic challenges.


I had no question about getting along with my contemporaries in the event that I chose to stay in the Corps.  Many of my friends in San Clemente were career Marines.  Dutch Timmons, Bob MacDonald and Joe Tyson come immediately to mind.  On the other hand, it was clear to me that the demands of the Marine Corps placed a tremendous strain on the wives and children of those men.  I was not married or even close to being married at the time but a career means twenty years or more.  The statistical probability of marriage and a family over two decades was exceedingly high.  Did I really want to tell Colonel McLellan that I thought his career choice was hazardous to family life, just as he was leaving wife and family for thirteen months?  I couldn’t do that even if the alternative was a wishy-washy response.


Colonel McLellan was plainly disappointed with the interview but at least he was not offended.  Over the next thirteen months, any trace of disappointment disappeared as the battalion faced a variety of challenges including the Cuban Missile Crisis, a potential landing in Thailand and advisor duty in Vietnam.  Through all that time, we never revisited the colonel’s initial interview.


I don’t know what became of Colonel McLellan after that tour of duty.  I sometimes wonder whether he was promoted to the rank of “bird-colonel” and whether his career in the Marines continued.  On the other hand, I didn’t have too much time to dwell on such thoughts.  I was too busy working a full-time job during the day, attending law school at night and raising a family in the time that was left.  

Still, I cannot forget how badly I botched that damned interview.  That never happened again.
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