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Congressman Skelton spoke to an assembly of West Point Cadets on his experience as the Chairman 

of the House Armed Services Committee and a Senior Congressman.  Congressman Skelton 

specifically addressed the role of the Congress in influencing military policy.   

*** 

Cadet George LeMeur recounts the highlights of the discussion: 

Congressman Skelton began his remarks by chronicling key points in his life that have shaped his role 

as a senior congressional leader in defense policy.  As a boy during World War II, Congressman 

Skelton identified personal heroes with uniformed men and women of the United States’ Armed 

Forces.  From a young age, Skelton learned an appreciation for military history that has remained with 

him throughout his career.  In addition to a strong passion for the study of history, Congressman 

Skelton also cited the character of President Harry S. Truman, a family friend, as an early influence.  

Truman’s kind and thoughtful demeanor, coupled with a shrewd distaste for “suffering fools or people 

that were disloyal” had a profound effect on Skelton, a young lawyer at the time of their acquaintance.   

Moving forward, the Congressman stressed the importance of “lessons learned” through the study of 

military history.  Skelton strongly values his lifetime of experiential learning through staff rides and 

the analysis of both competent and incompetent decision makers.  These lessons of history, coupled 

with formidable political savvy in part gleaned from exposure to President Truman, helped 

Congressman Skelton to reach the heights of military policymaking as the Chairman of the House 

Armed Services Committee. 

Currently, the committee is awaiting Presidential endorsement of the defense budget proposed by 

Secretary of Defense Robert Gates.  Congressman Skelton commented on the bill, lauding it as 

“people oriented.”  The Congressman remarked that the bill will increase funding to the U.S. Army 

and U.S. Marine Corps, while reducing the proportion of appropriations to the Navy and Air Force.  

As a highpoint, the Congressman noted that the bill will focus on the welfare of soldiers and their 

families through improved housing and benefits programs.   

While Congressman Skelton heartily endorsed many of the bill’s initiatives, he noted in addition that 

the present focus of the media, and point of contention, in its treatment of ongoing weapons 

procurement projects.  With respect to the F-22 air superiority fighter, production of which would be 

reduced by Secretary Gates’ proposal (again it is not a bill yet), the Congressman expressed concern 

about the resolution of this issue, as its manufacture was spread “across the country” affecting the 

constituencies of many representatives.  In addition to the F-22, Skelton addressed concerns about the 

size of the Navy, as more vessels are needed to support conventional operations and special 

operations forces engaged in counterinsurgency and unconventional warfare.  The Congressman 

predicted a “knock down drag out” battle over the Defense Appropriations Bill both in the halls of 



Congress and with the President, where the threat of a veto would retain the power to trim or cut 

entire weapons systems.   

A separate discussion of policy and strategy revealed Congressman Skelton’s belief that “the budget 

doesn’t speak, the troops speak, what we do in Iraq and Afghanistan [speaks].”  The Congressman 

also recalled his long standing support for an increase in military manpower, both in the interest of the 

military’s operational capacity and with concern for soldier’s families.  “Troops are needed in 

different areas for different reasons, many of them to train [local security forces],” Skelton said citing 

Colombia as a successful example of US-trained counterinsurgency operations.  To this the 

Congressman added the thought that “presence means so much,” here addressing the value of 

American ships offshore, and the importance of American troops in Germany, as conceded by a four 

star general in the German Army.  In response to a question from the audience, Congressman Skelton 

went on to describe the pressing implication of “presence.”  Here the Congressman commented on a 

letter he had sent to the President, suggesting that the U.S. Armed Forces be used to secure the “safe 

havens” of Somali Pirates.   

Before his concluding remarks, Congressman Skelton discussed the Goldwater-Nichols Act and the 

importance behind that watershed moment in congressional-military relations.  Recalling the 

congressional hearings of Joint Chiefs Chairman General David C. Jones, the Congressman claimed 

that prior to Goldwater-Nichols the Joint Chiefs were the “lowest common denominator in 

Presidential decision-making.”  The Act legislated increased integration of the nation’s armed forces 

and instated a Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.  In addition to a number of other service-

wide reforms, the Goldwater-Nichols Act created Professional Military Ethic Education programs for 

military officers throughout their career.  Congressman Skelton suggested that this Act specifically 

exemplified the influence of Congress in military affairs. 

 To close, Congressman Skelton left the cadets in attendance with words of advice:   

Every military officer should be a historian… if you are a 

student of history it will benefit you.  Decisions you will have to 

make will be similar to decisions made in the Second World War.  

Think about it.  You will be writing history, I guarantee it.  Make 

it good.  
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