FORUM & FEATURES

The First Step

A Second Lieutenant’s Guide

1 will never forget my first duty assign-
ment as a second lieutenant, especialiy
how I was greeted by my company com-
mander in [943, When I reported in the
prescribed manner, copy of orders in
hand, he glared at me and barked:
““What'n hell are you doing here?”” Star-
tled, I pointed to the orders just given him
and said that I was merely following
them, 1 don’t know what I"'m going to
do with you,”” he fumed, **becanse you
make the second officer overstrength in
my company.’’ (I refrained from saying
that was really not my fault,)

“Well, since you're here, I'll have to
do something with you, [ suppose .
What do you know about unit supply?”’
Before I could respond, he went on:
“Don't answer that. Lieutenant Zippo is
going to some fool school next week, so
you could—maybe—fill in for him for a
couple of weeks,”” The company com-
mander then dismissed me with a wave
of his hand.

A few days after Zippo had left, first
telling me condescendingly that I had
nothing to worry about, we got word that
First Lieutenant Hardcase from battalion
was going to inspect our unit supply.
When the supply sergeant heard this, he
groaned: **He’ll kill us.”" He did.

What does a second lieutenant need to
know before reporting to his first duty
assignment? Some cynics would say,
“‘Everything,”” and then in the same
breath, ‘‘But it's really hopeless.” Others
might say, *‘Nothing’'; this is somewhat
like the clean-slate approach where it is
left to the first unit to prepare the mold.
Still others might suggest that perhaps
there is some ground in between, where
the new officer helps himself to a certain
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extent, but comes prepared to learn as
quickly as possibie on the job. This lat-
1oT posinon [resares, of course, that
there are competent and willing ““instruc-
tors’* on hand—those who recognize such
a responsibility and who either have the
time for the job or are determined to find
it.

As 1 reflect on my own experiences as
a young Tieutenant {which must be dif-
ferent in some respects from 1986 lieu-
tenants but certainly not in the funda-
mentals), [ have to admit that I did not
know what I should have about;

* Supervising a unit mess.

¢ Running a rifle range.

¢ Administering unit supply.

¢ Handling unit administration and
personnel.

* Running a motor pool.

* Supervising NCOs older and more
experienced than I

* Serving on a military court, or func-
tioning as a TJA.

* Doing a lot of other things.

MISTAKES

Yet at 22 [ was quite confident of my
abilities when I probably should have
been alarmed at my ignorance and inex-
perience. In fact, I was already.in the
“‘muddle-through’ process but dida’t
realize it.

Right off the bat, [ made several mis-
takes:

* | believed the officer who had said 1
had nothing to fear about the condition
of unit supply—now in my temporary
charge—and the inspection now upon us.
Worse yet, [ didn’t even know how to

spotcheck quickly and sufficiently to
learn the actual situation. So, Lieutenant
Hardcase feil upen us iike a dive bomb-
er, dropping his bombs all over the com-
pany area.

* When I became the unit PX officer, [
foolishly fet another officer jump in and
help out during a big rush of business one
night. When I tallied the sales results
afterward, though, there was a cash
shortage of more than 5100.

¢ At one time I found several of the
unit NCOs more agreeable and compe-
tent than several of the officers, but by
imprudently assoctating with them for a
time, I subsequently embarrassed them
and myself.

¢ Once I led a small unit truck convoy
for 15 miles before discovering that we
were headed in the wrong direction, I had
not really bothered to verify the route in
advance, because [ thought it was going
to be quite routine.

* Ags the officer selected to put on a big
dance for the company’s first real relax-
ation since our arrival in England (re-
member Jack Lemmon as the Laundry
and Morale Officer in Mister Roberes?),
I rounded up a group of women from
nearby British military units and some
from a big laundry in a large town, plus
a U.S. Army band. It was a great party.
But when the dance was over, [ foolishly
let some of the women ride back to their
RAF base and billets in the same truck
as members of the band. The next day
an RAF officer (male) found and in-
formed me that the base CO {equivalent
to a U.5. Army colenel) was in great
distress about the damage done to base
property by the truck, which had struck
several buildings in the blackout condi-



tions, and about the considerable ruckus
that ensued when RAF personnel tried to
fAush the band members from the wom-
en's billets. The commander suggested
that for the next dance I go somewhere
else.

While | am not trying to suggest that
these instances are typical of the trouble
young licutenants get themselves into 1o-
day. I believe there are some parallels.
How prepared are today’s lieutenants?
What should they know?

A typical company commander con-
cludes that second lieutenants are sup-
posed to be ready to start work immedi-
ately with a minimum of orientation.
sfrer all, what is the service school do-
ing, anyway? Additionally, he has many
pressing matters that require his personal
attention, and these tend to override any
feeling that these young officers really
merit his personal involvement. For all
practical purposes, what generally occurs
vhen a lieutenant comes in is a perfunc-
tory greeting and orientation concluding
with the admonition that the lieutenant
had befter be prepared to *‘get with it
fast."

Most of us were taught that an officer -

is expected to display considerable ini-
tiative and resourcefulness, which im-
plies that little guidance is needed.
(“*Don’t bother me with the details, licu-
tenant,”” says the commander, ‘‘that's
your job.” Or, “*Figure it out yourself;
that’s why you’re an officer!’”)

PERSPECTIVE

Unfortunately, initiative and resource-
fulness need a base of knowledge and the
subsequent development of a proper per-
spective on such information and how
best to integrate it. So there must be ac-
quisition and assessment phases before
effective action is forthcoming—both of
which take time,

If we care at all how our young officers
are 10 become cffective in an organiza-
tional setting, it is both possible and
necessary to plan how a lieutenant should
use this time.

Just as an athlete prepares himself for
a coming contest, so should a lieutenant
get ready for his first assignment. He
might ask himself what that assignment

might be. What is the likelihood 1t will
be a certain job? What are the jobs that
second lientenants typically get? Which
is best for me? What should I seek?

Setting some appropriate goals shouid
be the first order of business. Goals set
the stage for the type of preparation that
common sense ought to suggest 1s appli-
cable. Withou specific goals a person
tends to drift, to accept whatever comes
along. A young officer needs (o recog-
nize early that he is the only one who
really is going to manage his career. He
should never rely completely and pas-
sively on a central personnel management
office 10 represent his best interests. For
all practical purposes, to that office the
typical second [ieutenant is just another
document file,

True, at the start of his career, he does
not have much to go on and does need
some appropriate guidance that a man-
agement office can provide. But he
should use this guidance to ook at each
of his alternatives and at what each ap-
pears to offer in terms of performance de-
mands as well as long-term opportunities.

Good decisions depend in great mea-
sure on ‘‘good’” information—accurate
and pertinent. Thus, one of the first ac-
tions a new lieytenant should take is to

begin collecting information. A thought- -

ful appraisal of this information will help
to establish the foundation for goal deter-
minations and for the gualifications for
various positions. This information origi-
nates typically from military service
school instructors and published mater-
ial, the central personnel management of-
fice, superiors, senior NCOs, peers,
Army regulations, and other official
documents such as field manuals, tables
of organization, and the like.

In the process, a lieutenant can look
especially at such vital matters as princi-
ples of organization, organizational prac-
tices, principles of leadership, motivation
and conflict fundamentals, and case stud-
ies of effective leadership.

From his collected data, a lieutenant
can develop an appreciation of the mis-
sions and roles of the units to which he
is likely to be assigned and the specific
duties and responsibilities in those units
for young officers. As he studies these
possibilities, he should try to judge each
such position in regard to the qualifica-

tions required for successful perfor-
marice,

The basic question 15: What is expected
of a leader? Other questions come quick-
ly to mind. Within the highly structured
environment of a typical military unit,
how much latitude does a new lieutenant
have for action? What are the criteria for
judging an organization? What are the
essential elements of a good organiza-
tion? Good operational procedures?

GOALS

As he works his way through these
critical questions, he should develop a list
of typical jobs and their demands. From
this effort should come not only what is
available now for the first assignment but
also what other rypes of jobs ought to
follow. In effect, the young officer has
begun to develop a way of looking be-
yond his initial assignment, In other
words, his career goals should extend
outward for several years, say, from an
initial assigntent as a platoon leader to
that of company commander, At the out-
set, of course, he must keep his sights set
on the immediate demands and on meet-
ing them satisfactorily.

There are various ways to analyze job
epportunities and their requirements,
even when a lieutenant may have little
choice in his ultimate assignment. By
knowing in advance what a particular
position is all about, however, he can
properly prepare himself.

The fact that he must collect consider-
able data about the positions he is most
likely to encounter will serve him in sig-
nificant ways. Like a football scout, he
now knows what he is about to meet and
is not likely to be surprised. If he has
done his homework well, he knows he
is ready, Thus, he can approach his new
position with considerably less anxiety
and with a great deal more confidence,

Gearge G, Eddy, a retired
Army colonel, is on the fac-
ulty of the University of
Texas at Austin, His aclive
military service included
feurs in Korea and Viet-
nam and one as a battalion
commander in the 41h Ar-
mared Division in Europe,

>4

January-February 1987 INFANTRY 19





