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SMA’s Role Evolves, Grows

By 580G David Abrams

got an official voice among the Armv's senior lead-

ership in Washington, DC. When SGM William O,

Wooldridge was swornin a5 the Army's first serpeant major,

he was stepping into a role whichwould give enhisted soldiers

a dircet pipeline of communication 1o the Army chief of
staff’s office for the first time.

Linalficially, the SMAs role hasbeen tobe the voice of the

On Julv 11, 1966, Nuncommissioned officers finally

enlisted soldier; on paper (General Orders Number 24}, his

job is to serve as the senior enlisted assistant and advisor 1o
the chief of stalf. At the time, the tenure of the office was set
at two years (later, it would chanpe 1o three years),

The SMA was originally part of the (SA's personal staff,
not the Army staff. Tn his instructions 1o Wooldridge, GLIN

Harold K. Johnson said, " You will report directly (o me and

there will be na one between your desk and mine. Whenyou
need i see me, vou will use the private cntrance Lo my office.
The only other personwho uses that entrance is the Secrelary
of the Army.”

That hip-pocket relationship wounld later change during

the second SMA's term when the uffice was placed dircetly

under the supervision of the secrelary of the general staff
Though some members of the staff nover wholcheartedly ap-

proved the idea of an NCO near the top of the Pentagon pyr- f-'_;:' :
amid, the Office of the CSA continued to support the posi-
tiom, which continued 1o pive increased sta tus and pn.!-m,ga o

NCOs around the world,
In a letier to the 1st Infantry Dmsmn Jnhnaﬁn wmte

“The newly designated position of SMA b A5 10/ precodent in :.:;;_:
' eves of enlisted soldiers, Alter being sclected as SMA, I re-

the Army, Tt marks a nuw high in rc.mgnmng the mpmtam
of our NCOs"

The Army was not the first f the services to frcd a tog:l

znhsted position. The Marine Curpfi had hadits Ecrgem:r ma-
jor for nine years before Wooldridge assumed his Pﬁmingﬂn
desk. The Navy and Air Force followed with their sc
listed men within pne year a}ftLr the A:m;; :

To select the first SMA, Johuson solivited nommahc-rﬂ&'-':
fram each of the Army's major mmmamh,__éemrmmg the
position and asking commanders to send him the namesof
who they considered the best qualificd command sergeant i

major under their command, Of all the uamemhﬂt crossed
Johnsan’s desk, only one was then on duty n '\.fiﬁtnﬂm, fitp

25-yiar Army veteran named W:iham La Wmﬂdndge,
ing in the jungles with the st 1D,

Saon after taking office, Wnoldmigemsﬂaﬁcd into Juhrr- il

son's office, where he received a 4et of insiruetions which
said, in part, the SMA wonld advise the CSA on all matters
pﬂnmnmgpﬂmﬂrﬂ}'tocnhﬁiﬂd,pﬂmnel mc.'ludmg,bu’tnut
limited to, morale, welfare, training, clothing, insignia, equip-
ment, pay and allowances, customs and courlesies of service,

enlistment and recnlistment, discipline and promotion poli-
cies,

Starting with Wooldridpe, each of the SMAs sccompaniced
the C'SA on official command visits, aswell as traveling thou-
sands of miles on their own to meet with everyone from pri-
vates to command sergoants major, giving ear (o the voice of
the NOCO at the lowest level possible. In his first year, Wool-
dridpe logged more than 142,000 miles, visiting 19 installa-
tions and making three separate trips to Vietnam. His office
averaged 300 letters, 50 visitors and 250 phone calls per
manth. |

Al typical day may have inchuded an appearance before the
Haouse Armed Services Commiftce, an office ceremony, alo-
cal trip 10 address an organization or fraop unit and by the
end of the day be tn rovie 16 Mietnam or Burope, Wool-
dridye later reflected, i

Fauchof the NCOs appn:-achmg the Axmy’s op NCO posi-
tion have donc so withamixture of aptimism and enthusiasm,

| “Now Lwould have the opportunity to do more for the sol-

~dicrs than T had ever been able {0 do before,” said George
' Dunaway, the second SMA, soon atter arriving in Washing-

won, D.C., from the Ilst Airborne Division in Victnam.
“Now | woild be in s position 1o change some of the things I

had disliked and had heard so many complaiats about. This

was an honor and I vowed not 1o let the soldiers down,”
During Dunaway’s term, the SMA selection process

. changed 1o a scredning board which reviewed nominations
from the MACOMS. Final selection wus based om a clean re-
gord—ho letters of reprimand. Article 15% or summuary

courts-martial—and a personal inferview with the CSA.
“Owver the years, the prestipe of the SMA hus grown in the

turned to wunam to complete my tour prior to laking of-

. fice,” said Silas L Copeland, the third SMA, “Aﬂwﬂtbdwnh
' troops throughont Vietnam, 1 became increasingly aware of
the 1mpurtnnca, the admiration and trust that troops espe-
cially there in the field, pliced on the individual occupyving
] hapummnﬁf‘SMA To me, thiswas eratifving, and it also cn-
“ergized me to represent them more cllectively,™

- Perhaps the must significant aspeet of the job has been 1o
‘have direct acvess 1o top level Pentapon officials. William

| Bainbridge. the fifth SMA, recalled he often used the open:

door palwv “While Iwas S"'-i.A T always spoke my plece, and

. Ithinkthat they (the chicls of stafl with whom he served) no!
~ umly respecied me for that, they expected me to speak up. |
i hadu’t Twouldn’t have been dmng my job as their chict ad

viser on enlisted affairs and 1'd have been letting the troop
down,

“1 believed in visiting troop unils all over the globe,” Bain
bridge continued, “particularly small units in remote loca
tions, to let them know somebody back at the Pentagon care
about them.”
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While Bainbridge was in office, the status of the office
once again changed. As Ernest E Fisher Jr. notes in his NCO
history, Guardians of the Republic, “The SMA, nolongerun-
der the supervision of the SGS, becamera full-fledged mem-
ber of the CSA's staff... This made itcertain that any action or
development that impacted on enlisted personnel from a
policy standpoint would be routinely coordinated with the
SMA. 11is opinion is now tunsider&d essential before an ac-
tion s sent-on o the CSA

Over the years, the SMAs have directly influenced deci-
sinns on & number of enlisted issues. A partial list inchudes:
creating and hosting the first Command Sergeants Major
Conferencein Washington, D.C.,in1966; making arelatively

bump-free transition to an all- vciuntﬂar force in the r.arly :

1970s; enforcing draft registration; estahlishing the first

wrgea.nt and Ecarg::anfs, major courses af Fit. Bliss, T link-
ing NCO school aftendance to promotion; and fine-tuning
the former Skills Qualificalion Test as an evaluation tool.

‘Though SMAs have had 1o deal with the I;ug picture to get
enlisted issues resolved, none of them everforgotthe reason
they were in Washington, D.C., in the first place: looking out
for the individual NCO: In an interviewwith Soidiers soon af-
ter he became the fourth SMA, Leon Van Autreve said, “As
for the nuts and bolts operation, we're doing the same thing
a3 NCOs that we've done most of our lives—dealing with
people. The only diﬂerencalsthem AT SuMany more people
mwﬂv:d B

_Abrams is senior joumalist for The NE_O Journal,

@S E\ %755’ — They must be much more than figureheads...

rom (he day in 1967 when the rank of command ser-
Fguan: major wasestablished to provide an additional
gareer godl for the Army's most experienced service Non-
vommissibaed pfficers, the search wason fortepsergeants
who stood head and shoulders above their peers.
In a letter to major command commanders, - Army
Chief of Staff GEN Harold K. Johnson wrote:
“If we are to have a strong CSM-chain, individuals se-
lected for these key positions must bemuehinore than
mere figureheads and adminisira-

years{ollowing the Vietnam contlict, the CSM program ex-
panded toinclude Reserve Component sergeants majorin
1974.

Aswith most new programs, it took awhile to get every-
one throughout the Army on an cqual footing when it
came to knowing how to usc CSMs. In his book, Guardians
of the Hepubiic, Ernest E Fisher writes: “The duties of the
SM had often been dulermined more by the perception
of individual commanders than by approved and widely
understood  Army  doctrine..,

tive specialists. They must be vigor-
ous, broadly experienced ambdedi-
cated professionalswhorare more at
homein the ficld with troopsthan at
a desk in & major headquarters.
They shoulithe people whoseek op-
portunities to get out among the
troop units and who can sce the
problems that exist at the prass
roots. Their selflessness, personal
intepritv and moral courage orust be
unassailable™

Fortunately, {here were plenty of
good candidales. A Pepartment of
the “Army level selection board
screened: hundreds: of names sub-
mitted by MACOM commanders in
three different iterations -during
1967 and 1968,

One of the first C5Ms 1o be se-
leeted was SGM Theodore Dobol,
a World War I1 veteran of the 1st-Infantry Division.

Within its first year of creation, a new insignia was ap-
proved for the rank—a cheyron with a wreath surrounding
the sergeant major star.

While the NCO Corps continued 1o redefine itselfin the

& Apri 1968,

Yratta L. Melson and Curlis S,
Ramsey promolad to CEM

Lines of authority between
CSMs and first sergeants werc
variously understond and prac-
ticed from unit {ounit”

One thingeveryone agreedon
was that the ©5M should be the
epitome of the Corps. At a 1573
Training and Doctrine Com-
mand conference, U.S. Com-
mander-in-Chief GEN George
5. Dlanchard said, “The CSM
must- reflect the image ol the
NCO Corpsand demand thit his
fellow NCOs do the same!

A 1976 letter from the aca-
demicfacalty of the UL, Military
Academy at West Point stated
thal the “..CSM should be re-
garded as a role model and goal
for NCOs..As acoding and fil-
{éring agent, acting almost as-a
translator between the officer and enlisted soldier...he fil-
ters, interprets and passes on information from the com-
mander along a path parallel to the channels of com-
mand.”H
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