A TOAST TO TOM WILSON
By Gerard J. St. John


Thomas Dudley Wilson was a member of the 25th Officer Candidates Course at Marine Corps Base, Quantico, Virginia, in the fall of 1959.  I did not know him at that time.  We were assigned to different units.  In December 1959, we were both commissioned as second lieutenants in the same ceremony.  It was a large function; more than 300 officers were commissioned that afternoon.  I have no recollection of seeing Tom Wilson at the commissioning.  On the other hand, I do remember him from The Basic School, although we were not in the same classes.  In all probability he was one of the few married officers.  Most of them lived off the base in one of the nearby towns.  In any event, after more than nine months in the Marine Corps, Tom Wilson and I had much in common but we did not know each other.

Wilson looked like a Marine.  He was tall, slender, and athletic in appearance.  I suppose that I was no different from any other junior officers at The Basic School when I compiled a mental pecking order of my classmates, identifying those whom I would want to have under my command and those whom I would rather see assigned to someone else.  Tom Wilson ranked pretty high on my list.  Parenthetically, I have often wondered how we were rated by the Basic School staff officers.  Such rating must have been a part of their job, but that information was not shared with us.  Similarly, it is not clear how our future assignments were determined.

At the conclusion of The Basic School, we were instructed to submit three choices for our first assignment.  As best I can recall at this late date, there were four options: (a) East Coast; (b) West Coast; (c) Okinawa; and (d) Sea Duty.  Sea Duty was a “dress blues” assignment that included guard duty aboard ship and at embassies throughout the globe.  Rumor had it that the first choice was rarely granted – unless the first choice happened to be Okinawa.  I made Sea Duty my first choice, hoping against hope that I would not get it.  Sea Duty was too much spit and polish for my blood.  Nonetheless, I was hoping that a denial of my first choice would enhance the likelihood of my getting either the second or third picks, West Coast or East Coast.  I was delighted when my orders came through assigning me to Camp Pendleton on the west coast.  I should have known better.

Camp Pendleton is a magnificent location on the southern coast of California, roughly mid-way between Los Angeles and San Diego.  That location also makes it a major transition point for Marine units going from the United States to the Third Marine Division on the island of Okinawa.  “Konichi-wa Marine!”  Pendleton was intended to be just a stepping stone on my jaunt to the Far East.  An unfortunate automobile accident changed the plan.  I showed up about a week late, after a short stay at Balboa Naval Hospital.  By that time, another junior officer filled the slot intended for me in an infantry battalion slated for Okinawa.  I took the next open spot which happened to be in an antitank battalion that was headed toward extinction.  The following year, I was transferred to a desk job in Service Battalion, which was located in the mainside area of Pendleton.  With slightly more than a year left on my active military commitment, it looked like Service Battalion would be my last duty assignment in the Marine Corps.  That was when I got a phone call from Tom Wilson.


It must have been a tough call for Tom.  He was not sure that I would remember him.  There seemed to be a sense of urgency in his voice, reminiscent of Willy Loman in “Death of a Salesman.”   From his standpoint, this promised to be a tough sell.  Tom said that he was assigned to an infantry battalion in Camp San Mateo, in the northern part of Pendleton.  The battalion was scheduled to sail to Okinawa in January, and it would commence its final phase of training in just two weeks.  He said that the 13-month overseas tour of duty would play havoc with his marriage.  He was trying to find another officer of the same grade who would be willing to switch assignments.  Tom knew that the situation required more than just willingness.  My assignment at Service Battalion required a background in embarkation.  Tom said that he would gladly attend the next class.  Also, any officer who switched places with him would have to be on active duty until at least March 1963.  My tour of duty would end in December 1962.  Of course, any switch would have to be approved by the commanders of both battalions.  Finally, there was a practical aspect.  I not only had a soft desk job, but I also had a very comfortable apartment on top of the bluffs at the northern end of San Clemente, which gave me a great place to sit and watch the sun set over the Pacific Ocean during my final year on active duty.  I was tempted to tell Tom that I was not interested in the proposal – but I did not say that.  I said, “Give me a couple days to think about it.  I will get back to you.”
As things turned out, I did not watch the passage of 1962 from my picturesque vantage atop the cliffs of San Clemente.  Instead, I crossed the International Date Line, wandered through the streets of Tokyo, Hong Kong and Manila, climbed the slopes of Mt. Fuji, and visited dozens of small villages in Japan, the Philippines and Okinawa.  Between visits to those exotic places, I enjoyed first class accommodations on the following ships:
USS General William Mitchell (AP-114)

USS Bayfield (APA-33)

USS Talladega (APA-208)

USS Paul Revere (APA-248)

USS Montrose (APA-212)

USS Pickaway (APA-222)

USS Tulare (AKA-112)

USS George Clymer (APA-27)

USS Catamount (LSD-35)

USS Alamo (LSD-33)

USS Valley Forge (LPH-8)

Those are the kinds of places and things that people expect of Marines.  In my mind, it was made possible by that unexpected phone call back in 1961.

So here’s to you Tom Wilson – and the missus and the kids.  I hope that service battalion was all that you expected, and that you enjoyed your remaining time in the  Corps.  As for me, I have no doubt; I got the best of the deal.
2

