A PRESIDENT’S DAY MESSAGE FROM TJAG, 14 Feb 2001

One of my favorite quotes is from the pen of George Washington. You may have heard me refer to it before: "Discipline is the soul of an army. It makes small numbers formidable; procures success to the weak, and esteem to all…" These words provide a clear and forceful explanation of why we work so hard to help commanders maintain good order and, of course, discipline, within their units. 

The quote comes from a letter Washington wrote to his regimental officers in 1757 when he was a colonel commanding the Virginia militia. That letter reveals much about the kind of commander he was, and it lays out amazing parallels between his day and ours. As President’s Day approaches, I’d like to talk about some of Washington’s thoughts.

The letter starts with a mission statement, "Gentlemen: The principal end proposed in sending you to the post to which you are ordered is to protect the Inhabitants of those posts, and to keep them if possible easy and quiet." Have you seen any mission statements more direct and effective than that? I found this passage to be enlightening because it reveals that mission statements are not simply the product of modern management programs; rather, they are time-tested devices that help focus an organization’s efforts.

The rest of the letter could serve as a primer on military leadership and management. Washington was adamant that his troops avoid interfering with private property rights (i.e., horses), unless the "Interest of the Service indispensably requires it…" He enjoined against his troops making unauthorized treaties and was a stickler for maintaining an accurate paper trail regarding expenditures. The letter laid out how provisions should be distributed and defined who had what authority to issue them. He went on to address proper military appearance and readiness and described how the duty to monitor these areas might be delegated. However, he was quick to point out that delegation was not an excuse to neglect this duty. In other words, he believed in delegation of tasks, but not delegation of overall responsibility. 

Colonel Washington specified requirements for regular reporting on manpower, weapons, and equipment (he didn’t use the terms "metrics" or SORTS but the concept was the same). He made it clear that he wanted to be apprised "of all material occurrences in your Quarter." (Sound familiar?) He addressed funding limitations regarding military construction and repairs. Two paragraphs were devoted to military justice procedures, including the need to comply "exactly" with the Articles of War and the rules and customs of the Army.

Another passage is worth quoting because it illustrates his expansive view of military duties and deportment. "You are to use every imaginable precaution to prevent irregular suttling, licentious swearing, and all other unbecoming irregularities and to neglect no pains or diligence in training your men (when off duty) to the true use and exercise of their arms; and teaching them in all other respects, the duties of their profession." Apparently, he believed that to be able to teach, one must learn, for, in the "strongest manner" he urged his staff to "devote some part of your leisure hours to the study of your profession, a knowledge in which cannot be attained without application; nor any merit or applause to be achieved without a certain knowledge thereof." Today we urge our legal professionals to understand the greater Air Force in order to more effectively serve.

I took away two main lessons from this letter. First, George Washington paid great attention to detail yet always kept his eye on the big picture—the welfare of his troops, his organization’s mission, and the ultimate purpose of the military. Second, despite our living in a world dramatically different from his, the essentials of an effective military force remain the same —protecting people and property with a disciplined, ready, and well-trained force, operating under the rule of law. Some lessons are simply timeless. You can find Washington’s entire letter linked below.
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