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From the Regimental Historian & Archivist 

Hugh S. “Iron Pants” Johnson Was a Judge       
Advocate, a Politician, and Time’s “Man of the 
Year” 
  

     Hugh Samuel Johnson was a judge advocate during the 1916 
Punitive Expedition into Mexico, subsequently helped implement 
the draft during World War I, and later went on to head Franklin D. 
Roosevelt’s National Recovery Act during the Great Depression. 
His work in that civilian job prompted Time magazine to make him 
a “Man of the Year” in the 1930s. Johnson’s bluntness and       
colorful use of language also earned him the nickname, “Iron 
Pants.” 
      
     Born in Kansas in 1882, Johnson graduated from West Point in 
1903; he was 53rd in a class of 93. Commissioned in the cavalry, 
Johnson served in the Philippines and on the border with Mexico. 
In late 1914, then Lieutenant Johnson began studying law at the 
University of California, Los Angeles and graduated with a law 
degree (with honors) 19 months later. With his new credentials in 
hand, now Captain Johnson joined Gen. John J. Pershing’s     
expedition to Mexico, where a force of 4,800 Soldiers used     
warplanes and motorized vehicles for the first time in combat   
operations to chase the revolutionary guerrilla Pancho Villa.   
Johnson served as Pershing’s lawyer during the  deployment. 

 
    

 
 
 

      
     In 1917, two weeks after the first U.S. Selective Service law 
was passed, Johnson was promoted to major and transferred to 
Washington, D.C. He was made Deputy Provost Marshal General 
and helped translate this new law into a military draft---the first 
such conscription since the Civil War. 
 
     By 1918, then Brigadier General Johnson was in charge of the 
Army’s Purchase and Supply Branch. According to the Army’s 
Center of Military History, Johnson was “brilliant, young, impatient 
and abrasive” and “soon [got] in hot water with many of his      
military colleagues,” including Army Chief of Staff General Peyton 
C. March. 
 
     Johnson was awarded the Distinguished Service Medal for his 
services during World War I but, despite having risen from captain 
to brigadier general in two years, he was unhappy. Johnson    
resigned his commission in the Judge Advocate General’s       
Department in 1919. But while his experiences in working with 
Washington bureaucrats and politicians had left him disgruntled, 
Johnson left active duty with a clear understanding of how    
Washington worked, and with a reputation as a problem solver. 
 
     From 1919 to 1929, Johnson worked in Illinois for the Moline 
Plow Company, first as an assistant general manager and then as 
Chairman of the Board. He returned to government service in 
1929, however, when he was appointed a Special Assistant    

Attorney General in Illinois. In 1933, Johnson returned to Federal 
service when President Franklin D. Roosevelt appointed Johnson 
as the administrator of the National Recovery Administration, or 
“NRA.” 
 

      
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
     The country was in the grips of the Great Depression, and 
Johnson and the NRA spearheaded the short-lived and controver-
sial effort to revive America’s economic health by allowing each 
sector to create a code to govern itself.  Before the U.S. Supreme 
Court declared the agency  unconstitutional in 1935, Johnson had 
become a national figure, and Time magazine named him “Man of 
the Year.” The magazine said he “burst like a flaming meteorite on 
the country,” and his wit and pithy epithets made great stories in 
newspaper and on radio. 
       

      
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
     By the time he left the NRA, the language Johnson used to 
promote it --- words like “bunk” to mean nonsense, “chiseler” for 
the guy who wanted to scam you out of your cash, and “crack 
down” to describe how the government would punish lawbreakers 
--- were in popular use throughout America. 
 
     After leaving the Roosevelt administration, “Iron Pants”    
Johnson became increasingly critical of the president. In 1940, 
he joined the America First Committee, which worked against 
efforts to bring the United States into World War II. Johnson died 
in 1942. He was 59 years old.  

J o h n s o n      
testifies before 
Congress, April 
1939.  

Johnson was an     
experienced civilian 
p i l o t ;  i n  t h i s            
photograph, he stands 
next to his plane. 

The National Recovery 
Administration's famous 
blue eagle logo was     
designed by Johnson.   
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