Perspectives

Lessons fror Smoke Pit

By MGySgt Adam Walker,
USMC (Ret)

Marine First

Marine 1s a title earned, never given.
We are so proud of this title that we insist
it be capitalized. Being a Marine comes
before being an [insert MOS]. There is
a growing trend in various communities
within our Corps where the Marine part
1s not emphasized enough. Some believe
that as long as an individual is competent
at their occupational specialty, many of
the “Marine things™” can be overlooked.

Disregarding regulations for haircuts,
mustaches, and maximum weight stand-
ards are some indicators. Failure to prac-
tice customs and courtesies (such as rend-
ering the appropriate greeting of the day
while making eye contact) is another one.
Other behaviors, such as going into the
PX without a cover or nto the food court
while wearing a tank top, further suggest
we have a problem. These issues may
seem minor on the surface but reveal an
underlying issue.

Being a Marine is a profession, not
a job.

This trend 1s a culture problem and a
cancerous attitude. Being a Marine must
come first. This primacy is understood by
some of our most lethal warriors, Marine
Raiders, who boldly proclaim, “Marines
are who we are, special operations are
what we do.”

We must return to and promulgate the
attitude that we are Marines first. The
first step in doing so is to reaffirm “every
Marine a rifleman,” a tenet of Marine
Corps culture.

This phrase emerged from a quote
by General Alfred M. Gray, 29th Com-
mandant of the Marine Corps. “Every
Marine 1s, first and foremost, a rifleman.
All other conditions are secondary.”
General Gray 1s one of the most beloved
Commandants in our Corps’ history.
Under his leadership, the Marine Corps
focused on maneuver warfare, training
and education, and expeditionary oper-
ations. He famously had his official photo
in camouflage utilities as opposed to the
service or dress uniform. He routinely
drank from a canteen cup. These delib-
erate actions were visible reminders of
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a warrlor culture and cues to orient the
perspective of Marines.
I tend to think he knew what he was

talking about.

Organizationally, the Marine Corps 1s
still structured to support this approach
by establishing a baseline during Marine
Combat Tramming and The Basic School;
however, some attitudes need course
correction. Failure to foster “every Ma-
rine a rifleman” ultimately comes from
pride that morphs into arrogance. Pride,
even a cocky and swaggering variant, 1s
a good thing. Arrogance is not.

Some infantrymen take issue with
“every Marine a rifleman” because the
MOS 0311 is, by definition, a rifleman.
The grunts are extremely proud of that
fact. They conduct difficult training
(often complex in nature) 1n austere con-
ditions with astonishing results. The
grunt who balks at “every Marine a
rifleman” 1s sumply saying, “No, every
Marine cannot do what I can do.”

Others who fail to endorse “every Ma-
rine arifleman” mistakenly oversimplify
its definition. They essentially think it
means every Marine 1s a marksman.
There’s much more to being a rifleman
than shooting.

It may be helpful in adjusting perspec-
tive to think of “every Marine a rifleman”
as though 1t were “every Marine an op-
erator.” This is not advocating for a change
in the phrase, but rather that the current
generation of Marines ntuitively under-
stand that an operator is a lethal warfight-
er who possesses numerous, highly de-
veloped skill sets.

When defining “every Marine a rifle-
man,” it can be boiled down to lethality
in individual skills and a warfighting
attitude 1 all things. There must be an
emphasis on brilliance in the basics. An-
nual training requirements already in-
clude the physical fitness test, combat
fitness test, swim qualification, the gas
mask confidence course, rifle qualifica-
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tion and pistol qualification. Additionally,
the Marine Corps Martial Arts Program
was established to develop hand-to-hand
combat skills and mental toughness.
Cumulatively, these are basic combat
skills that must be prioritized to maintain
a “Marine first” attitude. Conditions have
been set; now leaders at all levels must
emphasize “Marine first” by example.

“Every Marine arifleman” can further
be fostered in a command by the
simple act of routinely conducting
forced marches, commonly known
as “humping.” Marines carrying
heavy loads, mile after mile, with
their leaders out front is a powerful
event. It develops a mental tough-
ness that cannot be overstated. It
is difficult, it is a great equalizer,
and it builds camaraderie. Do not
forget that people join the Marine
Corps to do hard things.

The other component to a “Marine
first” attitude is discipline, a hallmark of
Marine culture. A Marine who routinely
chooses selective disobedience and 1s
allowed to get away with it because small
unit leaders fail to make corrections is a
blight on the Marine Corps. Habits of
thought and habits of action are built like
awall, brick by brick. Some naively think
they will rise to the occasion when 1t 1s
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important (such as in combat), but the
truth 1s that Marines rarely rise to the
occasion. They default to their level of
training.

Some Marines have made it a habit
of thought and a habit of action to
choose which regulations to follow. If
they think it 1s stupid or not important,
they disregard it. This type of behavior
will carry over when it matters the most

Habits of thought and habits of action
are built like a wall, brick by brick.
Some naively think they will rise to the
occasion when it is important (such
as in combat), but the truth is that
Marines rarely rise to the occasion.

They default to their level of training.

because the mindset will have become
embedded in their conduct and their
character. It 1s an attitude of rebellion
and contrary to good order and discipline.

By adhering to “Marine first,” the
Marime will conduct himself properly
(and make corrections in others) even
when he disagrees with a regulation or
standard. This Marine may have the
chance to establish standards and reg-

FOCUS

-, O

MARINES

ulations that make sense once he reaches
a certain level of influence. Until then,
be a professional.

Finally, the practice and observance of
customs and courtesies is a key indicator
of the discipline of an organization. It
shows that the Marines are proud of
themselves and their units, and that they
take this Marine business seriously.

In every conflict the Marine Corps has
been involved in, including in Iraq
and Afghanistan, non-infantry
Marines have routinely been re-
quired to do “mnfantry things.” This
included conducting security
patrols, establishing a defense and
returning fire. It will happen again,
and all Marines must maintain a
combat-ready mindset regardless
of MOS, assignment or duty sta-
tion. Yes, proficiency must be
developed and maintained in one’s
MOS, but the most important thing is to
remember is that you are a Marine first.

Semper Fidelis.

Author’s bio: Adam Walker served as
an infantryman for 25 years, retiring as
a master gunnery sergeant with three
tours in Iraq and a Purple Heart. He now
writes stories on laughter and leadership
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We Don’t Leave Marines Behind.

They don’t
retire.
And neither
do we.

Not on the Battlefield. Not at Home.

The battle doesn't always end when the uniform comes off.
Some Marines return from service only to face new battles: PTSD, survivor’s guilt, addiction,
depression, isolation. Many lose their sense of mission.

But we made a promise — and that promise still holds.
At FOCUS Marines Foundation, we honor that promise with action. Our free, week-long program
helps post-9/11 veterans rebuild their identity, reconnect with purpose, and rediscover their
strength.
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