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Staff Sergeant Raymond C. Wilson (circa 1977)

While serving in the U.S. Army at Fort Jackson, South Carolina in 1977, I read an article about the White House Fellows Program. That article immediately caught my attention so I sent off a letter to the appropriate office in Washington, D.C. and expressed my interest in this program.

Weeks later, I received a packet of information about the White House Fellows Program in the mail. Reading through the literature, I learned that the White House Fellows Program was suggested by John W. Gardner (President of the Carnegie Corporation) and established by Lyndon B. Johnson (President of the United States) in October 1964.
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U.S. President Lyndon B. Johnson and John W. Gardner (then President of Carnegie Corporation)

President Johnson articulated that the mission of the program was "to give the Fellows first hand, high-level experience with the workings of the federal government and to increase their sense of participation in national affairs.” I also learned that White House Fellows typically spend one year working as full-time, paid special assistants to senior White House Staff, the Vice President, Cabinet Secretaries and other top-ranking government officials.

The education program for White House Fellows is intended to enhance the leadership and other learning experiences in the work assignment. The education program increases the Fellows' exposure to knowledge from renowned leaders from the private and public sectors. Each class meets with dozens of individuals including Supreme Court Justices, Cabinet Secretaries, senior White House officials, Members of Congress, military leaders, journalists, historians, business executives, and foreign heads of state. These sessions generally take place over breakfast or lunch during the work week, and are off-the-record, lively and frank.

Another component of the education program involves the study of U.S. policy in action across the country and abroad, during several policy study trips throughout the year. Fellows visit military bases to broaden civilian understanding of military service. White House Fellows have visited many countries over the years.

Having earned an Associate degree in Police Science/Public Administration from Harrisburg Area Community College and a Bachelor’s degree in Social Science/Public Affairs from Penn State University before enlisting in the U.S. Army in 1971, I had a basic knowledge of the inner workings of government at the federal, state, and local levels. From what I read in the literature, the White House Fellows Program seemed like a great opportunity for me to advance my knowledge of government (especially at the federal level).
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U.S. Federal Government is the nation’s largest employer

With more than 4.5 million employees, 400 occupational specialties, and 100 agencies and bureaus, the federal government is the nation's largest employer. Serving as a White House Fellow for one year seemed like a great way for me to stand out from my 1.3 million active duty peers within the Department of Defense (the largest agency in the federal government).
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There are 1.3 million active duty service members within the Department of Defense

Before getting too enthusiastic about the White House Fellows Program, I thought I better look at the prerequisites for the program. According to the checklist included in the program literature, (1) Applicants must be U.S. citizens ... check, I was a U.S. citizen; (2) Employees of the Federal government are not eligible unless they are career military personnel ... check, I was currently serving in the U.S. Army; (3) Applicants must have completed their undergraduate education by the time they begin the application process ... check, I had already earned both an associate’s degree and a bachelor’s degree from regionally accredited institutions of higher learning; and (4) There are no formal age restrictions ... check, I was 27 years old at that time but age was not a factor.

Once I determined that I met the perquisites for the program, I turned my attention to the selection criteria. I learned that the White House Fellows Program was seeking applicants who had (1) A record of remarkable professional achievement early in one's career; (2) Evidence of leadership skills and the potential for further growth; (3) A demonstrated commitment to public service; (4) The skills to succeed at the highest levels of the Federal government; and (5) The ability to work effectively as part of a team.

Armed with that information, it was time for me to compare my qualifications with the selection criteria to see if I had a realistic chance of becoming a White House Fellow. Out of the five selection criteria listed above, the one I was most concerned about was “a record of remarkable professional achievement early in one’s career.”

Just two weeks after graduating from Penn State University in 1971, I enlisted in the U.S. Army to fulfill my military obligation. I had planned to attend Officer Candidate School (OCS), but during my enlistment physical it was determined that I was colored blind (which was a disqualifying medical condition for OCS at that time). Needless to say, I was disappointed.

After completing Basic Combat Training (BCT) and Advanced Individual Training (AIT), I was transferred to my first permanent duty station of Fort Knox, Kentucky as a Personnel Specialist. When I arrived at Fort Knox, I was assigned to the U.S. Army Armor School. It didn’t take long before I was selected to serve as Administrative Assistant to Brigadier General George S. Patton IV (son of General George S. Patton Jr. of WWII fame). While stationed at Fort Knox, I completed the Basic Leadership Course and was promoted to the rank of Specialist Four.

Following that prestigious assignment, I was transferred overseas to Ansbach, Germany where I served in the 1st Armored Division as a Personnel Management Specialist for six months and as a Personnel Actions Specialist for one year. During my eighteen month tenure in Germany, I was promoted to Specialist Five and awarded the Army Commendation Medal.

After fulfilling my three year military service obligation in July 1974, I returned to my home state of Pennsylvania with the intention of attending graduate school at my alma mater, Penn State University. Unfortunately, my full-time work schedule as the Training Manager at Sears, Roebuck, and Company was not compatible with my graduate school schedule. Once again, I was disappointed. After seven months of working weekdays, evenings, and weekends at Sears, I decided to reenlist in the U.S. Army for another three years.

While assigned to Fort Jackson, South Carolina, I served in Trainee Branch as a Personnel Records Specialist and was soon promoted to the rank of Staff Sergeant. For my work as Noncommissioned Officer in Charge (NCOIC) of the Reserve Components Section, I was presented with the National Guard Bureau Minuteman Award signed by Major General Laverne Weber, Chief of the National Guard Bureau. Although the National Guard Bureau Minuteman Award is normally presented to soldiers in the National Guard, not to soldiers in the Regular Army, an exception was granted by Major General Weber for me to receive it in December 1976.
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National Guard Bureau Minuteman Award

It was only a few months after receiving the National Guard Bureau Minuteman Award that I read an article about the White House Fellows Program and requested an information packet. After reviewing all of the information contained in the packet, I informed the Officer in Charge (OIC) of Trainee Branch (Major McKendree R. Long III) that I was thinking about applying for the program.

I greatly respected Major “Mike” Long. He was a combat veteran who had earned a Silver Star for heroism during the Vietnam War. Even though he was a highly decorated officer, Long was subject to the Reduction in Force (RIF) that occurred when the Vietnam War ended in 1973.

[image: ]

McKendree R. Long III when he was an enlisted soldier

Historically, the U.S. military has shrunk in size following periods of conflict. The U.S. Army, for example, was roughly halved from almost 1.6 million soldiers in 1968 at the peak of the Vietnam War to about 800,000 soldiers in 1973. As a result of the RIF, then-Captain Mike Long was given the choice of being released from active duty or remaining on active duty in the enlisted rank (Specialist Four) that he held when he received his officer commission through OCS. He chose to remain on active duty and revert to his enlisted rank. Fortunately, that option allowed Long to retain his rank of Captain in the U.S. Army Reserve.

Long filed an appeal with the Department of the Army regarding its decision to include him in the Reduction in Force. While his appeal slowly worked its way through the Army bureaucracy, Long received a promotion to Major in the U.S. Army Reserve. When his RIF appeal was finally approved, Long found himself taking off his old Specialist Four rank and putting on his new Major oak leaves. It was about this same time that Major Mike Long became the OIC of Trainee Branch at Fort Jackson, South Carolina. At this point in his career, Major Long had completed about 16 years of military service.
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Major Mike Long with his wife Mary

After what he went through, Major Mike Long was very supportive of my desire to apply for the White House Fellows Program. As we discussed my chances of being selected as a White House Fellow, Major Long said, “Nothing ventured, nothing gained.” Determined to put in the hard work necessary to increase my competitiveness for the White House Fellows Program, I set my goal as “Something ventured, something gained.”
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