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Mario Williams is a big dude with a big salary. 

And, perhaps, a bigger heart. That says a lot, especially considering his 6-foot, 7-inch, 295- pound frame and $54 million contract. 

A Richlands native who went first overall in this year’s National Football League draft, Williams paid a visit Friday to the Wounded Warriors barracks at Camp Lejeune, a stop to talk with the troops and sign autographs. 

Williams will also be at Richlands High School today at 11 a.m. for a meet-and-greet with hometown fans. It’s the triumphant return home for the former N.C. State standout since becoming the first ACC player ever chosen No. 1 in the draft. 

A budding NFL superstar is big news around here, even for Marine generals. 

“You got to be number one, as big as you are,” said Lt. Gen. James Amos, the commander of the II Marine Expeditionary Force. “We’re excited about you being here. We’re awful proud of you.” 

“No wonder Richlands was so good at football,” said Maj. Gen. Robert Dickerson, the commander of Marine Corps Installations East. 

While Williams spoke briefly with the generals, he spent most of his time with the Marines living in Maxwell Hall, Camp Lejeune’s Wounded Warriors barracks, where those injured in combat can heal together and, hopefully, return to the fleet. 

The Houston Texans defensive end stood in the stares of a group of about 30 Marines, some on crutches, some missing limbs, all carrying scars. Gunnery Sgt. Ken Barnes, the barracks’ top enlisted man, gave Williams the story behind the barracks — albeit with a touch of dark humor. 

“Basically, they’re a bunch of malingerers,” Barnes said. “They’re not that hurt. Most of them were goofing off when (they were wounded).” 

Williams told the Marines how humbled he is by their duty and sacrifice. 

“I’m on the field playing, but that’s nothing compared to what you guys are doing,” he said. “The real heroes are here. Keep it up for our country. This is where it’s at. True heroes. What I do is nothing compared to this.” 

While many celebrities talk about supporting the troops, Williams knows about the subject first hand. He grew up in Onslow County, a military area. He considered the service before football took off for him. 

Lt Col. Tim Maxwell, the Marine who served as inspiration and founder for the Wounded Warriors barracks, told Williams he is serving his country by showing he cares. 

“Being here alone, this is serving your country,” Maxwell said. “You being here is enough.” 

Williams knows what it’s like facing personal tragedy through war. His brother-in-law, Marine Sgt. Nicholas Hodson, was killed in An Nasiriyah in 2003, during the early stages of the Iraq war. According to an article in the Houston Chronicle, Williams almost quit football to help his family through their grief. 

On Friday, Williams talked about his first days as an NFL player, about the speed of the game. One Marine asked him who he’s looking forward to hitting. 

Williams laughed and declined to give any names. 

“The first one, that first initial hit, that first sack,” he said instead. 

Another Marine asked for Williams to give a shout out for the barracks at his first “Monday Night Football” game. And others wanted to try to convince him to help their favorite teams. 

“Go easy on the Browns,” said Lance Cpl. Peter Dmitruk. “We’re still rebuilding.” 

After fielding questions, Williams signed autographs, and even got a chance to show off his strength. One of the Marines, Lance Cpl. John Burra, challenged him to an arm wrestling match. 

Williams won; but Burra put up a good fight. 

“He’s got a big hand,” Burra said. 
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