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The Training of a U. S. Marine, Part I
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I started writing this on the first anniversary of my being in the Marine Corps (July of 1978).  I was writing by hand in a little blank book, and only got to the start of First Phase.  This summer marks 24 years since the day I went to boot camp.  I thought it was about time I committed to writing the rest of the story.

Special Thanks to:

· Steve Kalina, one of my original Taekwondo students, who just signed up for the Marines, and asked hundreds of questions about boot camp that brought back a lot of things I hadn’t thought about in a long time.  My main impetus for finally putting this to paper.  

· Pat O’Keefe and Steve Hirsch, my swimming coaches in high school, where I learned how to work my body physically, and my mind mentally, preparing me for these trials ahead.

· Gits Rivero, my closest buddy for the last 23 years or so, whom I met in the Marine Corps, for keeping me in touch with that life for all that time.  

· My parents, for saving my letters from boot camp, a most valuable resource for fading memories.

· Every other Marine that’s been through boot camp.  Some went on to actual combat and much more intense experiences than I’ve ever had.   This is simply my story.  

This is transcribed from the original hand-written “Nothing Book”, which I filled nearly half of just from describing the first week.  It is now deteriorating somewhat.  I will add comments [in brackets] from time to time because I am now looking at it from a nearly 24-year distance perspective.

Allan W. Fix

25 April 2001 

[I thought it was important to include the reasons that prompted such a life-altering decision.]
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The year was 1976, October time-frame.  I had graduated from Edison High school the previous June and was now attending the University of Minnesota as a freshman.  I was still working at Burger King as I had the last two years.  At some point Dave Dutcher, a fellow Edison Tommie and BK employee, mentioned that another BK worker, Kevin Hampton, had joined the Marines, and he was planning on it also.  That kind of surprised me, as neither of them struck me as the kind of person that would enter the military in general, and the Marines in particular.  But for some reason I went with him to the recruiter’s office on Lowry Avenue.  Not that I had any plans to join, but there was a curiosity there.  I heard a lot about loyalty, esprit de corps, honor, etc.  I found out that the GI bill was due to expire at the end of the year, and anyone who enlisted before that deadline could have their college paid for by the U.S. Government.  All this sounded very good to me.  I had seen several movies on the “boot camp” story (only recently, one called “Tribes”, starring Jan-Michael Vincent– which would also be instrumental in my own experience to come, and another called “Take the High Ground” with Richard Widmark), and thought that it might be a challenge I wanted to take on.  

I didn’t make the decision lightly, but there were several factors involved.  I was doing OK in college so far, but not great.  It was hard to go from being in the top percent of high school, being able to get through the work without much trouble, to the intense studying required for these courses.  I wasn’t sure how I was going to pay for college if I was going to continue.  College was never something I looked forward to, it was just expected that I attend.  I only wished that someone had told me what a scholarship was.  As intelligent as I was, I never knew that people would give you free money to go to college.  I’m also amazed none of my high school teachers mentioned it, especially after placing first in the school in the city-wide math test (after being second the year before).  It’s just as well, because a scholarship would have obligated me to stay in college, and I don’t think I would have survived it.  

So, after strategically placing a few USMC brochures on the place where Dad placed his work stuff, and getting past his initial resistance (“Why don’t you join the Navy, instead?”), I made the decision to join the United States Marine Corps under the delayed program.  As I was already eighteen, I didn’t need parental consent, but I did want their acceptance, at least.  I took the Enlistment Screening Test in the recruiter’s office.  I supposed that was to weed out the total dumb rocks as the Marines required at least a “C” average and high school diploma (in most cases) to enlist.  I still remember Recruiter Staff Sergeant Deleon’s reaction on scoring my test – “Holy shit!  You got ‘em all right!  I’ve never seen that before!”  Well, I figured I could pass any intellectual challenges ahead, anyway.  Had to have a physical and some long written tests at the AFEES center downtown (an ordeal in itself), but all the papers got squared away, and I got a ship date of July 1, 1977.

It was difficult to get through the rest of the college year.  Classes were so hard and the U was so spread out that I didn’t socialize much there.  It was difficult to meet new people, as I was living at home only a few miles from campus.  I was able to get together from time to time with friends from work, but they were also beginning to go their separate ways.  Turned out Dave had some sort of medical problem that prevented his enlisting, and that affected him terribly.  I suppose I would have felt the same way.  I was still in pretty good shape from swimming, and kept that up through the winter at the U pools from time to time.   I began running in the spring because I knew this would be an important part of the training.  As it got closer to my ship time, every second began to be filled with thoughts and questions of what I would encounter.
The Last Night Home

Thursday 

June 30, 1977
I can remember going out with Dick Johnson, Joe Helm, and I think Ray Carlson and Tim Lundberg were there, too.  We went to the Valli Pizza in Dinkytown, had a few beers and popcorn.  I didn’t want to get drunk because I knew I had a physical the next day.  [The drinking age in Minnesota at the time was 18.]  Someone kept playing “Jet Airliner” on the jukebox and it was so damn appropriate it really got to me.  Just as we were leaving we saw Shelly Stawski, Barb Lenser, and a couple other girls at their table.  They all said Goodbye and Good Luck and Shelly even gave me a little goodbye kiss.  [All of us had previously worked together at Burger King.  Nevertheless, these were, like, two of the babes in high school, and getting a kiss, well, I wondered what I was going to be missing now.]  I don’t recall much after that.  We went home, I told Dick & everyone goodbye, and I went inside.  I think I listened to one song on the stereo but I forget which record it was.  Anyway, I knew it was my last night as a civilian.

Friday

July 1, 1977
I got up, about 5:30 am.  The first thing I thought was, “Well, this is it.”  I cleaned up, shaved, etc., packed away the rest of my stuff.  Had breakfast.  Dad and Jayne were up.  My recruiter, Staff Sergeant (Rudy) Deleon, was to pick me up at 6:30 am.  Before he arrived, I had to listen to my favorite and most appropriate song “Jet Airliner” by the Steve Miller Band.  I really got into it, too.  ”Goodbye to all my friends at home, Goodbye to the people I’ve trusted.  I’ve got to go out and make my way, I might get rich ya know I might get busted.  But my heart keeps calling me backwards, as I get on that 707.  Ridin’ high, got a tear in my eye.  Ya know you got to go through hell before you get to Heaven.”  When that was over, I sat on the front steps, it was a nice sunny morning, and studied my general orders from that little yellow book the recruiter gave me.  SSgt Deleon came about 6:40 a.m.  (I knew he would be late).  I said goodbye to Mom and she kissed me.  I shook hands with Dad and I went to the car.  Rudy took me down to the AFEES Station and into the USMC office.  Then I went through that never-ending physical.  There were 22 guys from Minnesota going down that day.  I recognized Bydzovsky (remembered his middle name was Vladimir) because he had been there when I had first enlisted back in October.  He reminded me a lot of Jeff Rosemeyer, a fellow swimmer on the Edison team.  After that, we were watching TV there, all very intently because we felt this was the last time we might ever get to see it.  The station was irritating because they only showed half a cartoon, then cut to something else.  I never could figure out why.  Then we got lined up in those chairs in the corridor.  Out to the bus – I sat in the back.  On the way to the airport I got to talking with a guy named Ralph Masters saying how nervous the skinny kid in the blue sweater looked.  That guy was Michael Heath.  I had the feeling he wouldn’t make it.  There were all kinds of regular guys there, and none of them looked like the picture-perfect Marines you saw on the posters.  Of course, this was all before the training……..

At the airport, we stayed most of the time at the servicemen’s center.  I exlplored the terminal a bit and played a little pinball at the game center, then went back there.  I remember the last TV show I saw was Gilligan’s Island, the episode with Jackson Farrell, the escaped criminal, on it (Larry Storch).  They passed out the boarding passes.  I got one for Masters but he had one already, I found out.  I was already determined to make friends with other guys in the group immediately, and not just be anonymous like I had been in college.  Well, none of my friends had come to the airport to see me off, but that was okay……..  I was going off to another life anyway.

I had never been on a Jet plane before, and taking off was a real “rush”.  I could see the IDS tower out the windows across the aisle to the right, I had the middle seat next to Anthony Felipe, a little Mexican with long hair who I thought would be a real tough little badass but he was a really nice guy.  [I would learn a lot about different ethnic groups I’d never been exposed to before, in boot camp.]  We talked a little, about anything but the Marines.  I tried to sleep (I’d been up since 5:30 a.m. that morning and we had taken off about 6 pm).  With the two-hour time difference, we landed in L.A about 7:30 pm, where we had a 2-hour stopover.  I was so amazed at being in California, the different license plates, the warmth, and that “Spider” restaurant near the airport.  I had seen so many pictures of it, I had to touch it to prove I was really here.   

[An aside:  It turns out that in 1997 I had a layover in L.A on one of my trips.  I just had to go to the same spot and touch it, and recall what had happened in the 20 years since I’d first stood on that spot.  Very enlightening and self-searching, replaying my life and touching my thoughts from 20 years before.]  

Time came to get on the plane to San Diego.  As we lifted off I hoped it would take at least an hour so I could sleep, but after a glass of 7-UP and some peanuts we were already touching down.  I remember seeing the lights of what could’ve been the recruit Depot and thinking how soon I’d be there.  It was now evening.  I had no idea what time it was but I think it was about 10 pm.
San Diego, California

When we touched down, I started getting the feeling that I was at the beginning of an inescapable chain of events.  No chance of turning back now, not that I ever wanted to.  We went inside to the servicemen’s desk and checked in.  There were two Marines there, and they seemed kind of mean.  Of course I expected forcefulness from the drill instructors, but not really from these regular enlisted men.  They read off the names of the people in the group.  It appeared that one guy either didn’t make it or went UA [Unauthorized Absence] already.  We’d already been warned about the penalty for desertion, certainly not something you want.  One Marine told us to get on the green bus out in the loading zone.  No talking, sit with your hands on your knees.  

(I can remember the next few hours almost exactly.  I learned a word that described this, “perspicacity”, meaning being exceptionally clear of thought.  This was going to be a time where my life would completely change forever.  I will tell it in real time as each second seems to shine in its own clarity.)  

I get on the bus, near the middle on the left side.  I am sitting alone, next to the window.  I sit just as I was told, hands on knees, looking straight ahead.  No one talks.  It is about 10:30 pm.  I sit for about 20 minutes, still in the same position.  Then I start to sneak glances barely to the left & right.  No Marines are on the bus, just about 20 or so future recruits (must be just the group that came from Minnesota, so far).  Nothing interesting is discovered in my glancing about, so I resume the original position.  Only my eyes have moved in the last 30 minutes.  I decide that if I am going to be a disciplined Marine recruit, discipline starts NOW!  Another 15 minutes go by.  A group of about 15 more people get on the bus.  Someone sits next to me, I don’t look and see who it is or what he looks like.  They assume the same positions as us.  So, we’re all sitting there, 40 or so people, no one moves, no one makes a sound.  More minutes go by.  I don’t know what time it is.  I left my watch back home.  All I have is my wallet, some change, and the clothes on my back.  We have been sitting about an hour, and my getting up at 5:30 am Minnesota time is starting to catch up with me.  The guy next to me has been nearly falling asleep.  My head starts to bob a little bit.  I almost have to jerk myself awake.  My hands squeeze my knees ever so tightly in an effort to stay awake.  My neighbor starts leaning forward again, almost banging his head on the seat bar in front of him, then catches himself and sits straight up again.  Finally, after sitting in one position for 1 ½ or 2 hours, a Marine Corporal gets on the bus, shuts the doors, and we pull out of the airport.  He doesn’t say a word.  It must be after midnight.  We get on a freeway, ride for about five minutes, then get off at an exit.  As we’re going around through an underpass, I see the sign that says “Marine Corps Recruit Depot”.  I get one last inexorable feeling that this is really it.

Marine Corps Recruit Depot – sometime after midnight

The bus pulls in very slowly.  It is extremely quiet.  I am reminded of all the movies I’ve seen – but they always arrived in the daytime.  Well, this isn’t the movies.  This is happening now, and from the start I plan to make the best of it.  The bus stops.  The driver gets off and another Marine gets on.  He says,  “You are now aboard the Marine Corps Recruit Depot, San Diego, California.  From this moment on, the first word out of your mouth will be ‘Sir’, except when you are given an order, then you will say ‘Yes, Sir’ or ‘No, Sir’.  Is that understood?” 

“YES, SIR!”   

“Now when I give you the word, you are going to have six seconds to get your bodies off this bus and line up on the yellow footprints in front of the bus.  Is that understood?”

“YES, SIR!”

I’m thinking  -- “Six seconds?!  But that’s barely enough time for me to get--”

“MOVE!!”
BOOM!!  Everyone is up like a shot and scrambling to get out of that bus.  People are almost crawling over one another.  Somehow, we all get out and stand on the yellow footprints.  They are at a 45 degree angle and I get at what I believe is a proper position of attention, which I had learned from my recruiter.  We are told to double-time over to the supply hut, get our gear from there and line up back where we are.  I get in line, they hand me a mattress cover [referred to as a “fart sack”, never did find the origin of that term], linen, blankets, and put other assorted gear in there.  We get back on the footprints, though we’re not in the same places as we were before.  We are facing a corner of two buildings, on the right front is an open door with a sign “Barber Shop” on it.  So it’s time for my Marine Corps haircut.  Someone comes out and tells us what to do.  He takes four recruits (now “privates”) in, leaves one at the door, Harrigan, I believe.  I am in about the fifth row back. As Harrigan shouts “Next!”, one person goes inside and the group haphazardly (and hesitantly) fills in the spaces.  My turn comes, I shove my sack of gear in the line by the wall, and get into the line.  One by one the guys ahead of me get sheared.  Then I am sitting in the chair, glasses in hand, and zoom, zoom, zoom! in about three swipes.  As my hair is being shaved off I am remembering how Dad used to shave a lot of my hair when I was younger.  It’s now kind of a displaced feeling, like a dog that puts up with being washed – just because he has to.  But I can feel the present more vividly than ever before.  The barber is done, my 4-5 inch mop of long hair is gone, I pick up my stuff and go into the next room.  The first several privates through have been assigned certain duties.  Two privates grab my sack and hold it open, Private Krebs (I remembered later) hands me something and tells me to “Put it in the bag… Stuff it!”  I go down the line and get trousers, a cover, a t-shirt, skivvies, and a belt.  The one I would know as Barncard takes me over and tells me how to dress.  I get out of my civilian clothes, briefs too, feeling self-conscious at first, but hell, everyone else has to do it.  He hands me the stuff to put on.  He first handed me the jockstrap, which I believe was a mistake on his part, but I wasn’t going to argue.  I put skivvies (boxers) on over that, trousers, t-shirt, and sweatshirt.  There is a distinct bustle about the room, as the freshly-sheared recruits come in from the barber room, get more gear and get dressed.  [As I write this I can remember the smell of that room, with all that new gear.  Very vividly, even now.]  Pvt. Barncard tells me to put everything in my seabag and go out through the white double doors and sit with the rest of the platoon.  There a lot more people out there than were on our bus.  I figure they must have been here a little earlier (at least an hour and a half, that’s about how long our bus waited at the airport.)  We are told to sit cross-legged with hands on knees, look ahead, no talking.  We sit.

I am near the back, the ranks and columns are very disorganized here.  The man in front of me is sitting on my feet as we are very crowded together. The new trousers that smelled like mothballs are very slippery I keep sliding off my seabag into a very uncomfortable position.  It’s like sitting on a slippery, ¾-filled basketball.  I also manage to land on the feet of the private behind me.  I am frozen.  Do I try to make my position more comfortable, or stay as I am?  I figure, “Nobody’s looking.”  I try to get my feet out from under the guy in front’s ass, and at the same time hitch myself up to a more adequate sitting position on my bag.  I move my feet and ass at the same time.  The guy in front shifts also, which brings him down on my feet in a more painful way than before.  Somewhere off to the left I hear a shout,  “KEEP YOUR ASSES PARKED!  NO MOVIN’ AROUND!”  No sooner than that, I immediately start sliding off my seabag to the left.  Now I am sitting in an awkward, half-cocked position, my feet are immovably braced by the guy in front of me, and my back is killing me from trying to look like I’m sitting up straight.  

The shout came from one of a group of three Marines have been standing in the grass immediately off to the left.  It’s still dark.  I can hear them bullshitting about everything under the sun.  This guy (I’ll always remember as “Glasses”) is talking about his canoe trip and acting like eighty or so people aren’t even sitting here.  Whey don’t they have us do what we have to do?  At least they could say something about us, or to us.  I’m not interested in hearing you talk about your stupid canoe trip!  I’m in pain here!  

After about two hours we are told to get up.  I notice that there are some skivvies on the ground in front of my bag, and I think they fell out of the bag in front.  Even though this guy has been sitting on my feet, I don’t want to see him get in trouble, so I pick them up and hand them to him.  We are able to talk quietly in the bustle.  He insist they aren’t his, I am sure they are.  He finally takes them as we can’t argue any more because we’re moving.  We’re led to another room with a bunch of red bins.  As we’re moving, I think my bag is a bit lighter, and I’m horrified at the thought that maybe those items were mine, and I’d never be able to get them back.  We line up, each person is in front of a bin, and we fill out various forms, “First name, middle initial, last name!”  We get our PX issue, laundry bags [which I still use to this day for trips now & then], shaving cream, soap, shoe polish, etc.  I am facing Liljedahl, thinking how almost silly he looks with a near-bald head, then I remember I look the same way.  We learn our platoon number, “Three-Zero-Eight-Two!  Say it!”  

‘”THREE-ZERO-EIGHT-TWO, SIR!” 

(Liljedahl screws it up the first couple times – turns out he was an intelligent guy, just very nervous like the rest of us were.)  We are checked for contraband.  One private complains that he doesn’t want to give up a new comb he’d just bought.  The Marine said he wouldn’t need it anyway, “Shit-can it!”  Someone yells for a private to square his cover away.  That Marine with the Glasses, the one who discussed his wonderful canoe trip, is doing the yelling.  I hear MacDaniel’s (later to be unforgettable) voice say, “Ah don’t know what a cover is, sir.”  Glasses get in his face and seethes, “It’s that thing on your weird head!”  I am a little surprised, sort of like back at the check-in desk at the airport, because I though only drill instructors would be talking to (yelling at) us that way. 

After all that, then, we went back to the same spot were sitting at before.  This time I am in about the 3rd row, and I make sure I have a good firm position on my seabag this time.  It’s also easier because it’s fuller now – and not all bunched up at one end.  We sit.  And wait.  Again.  I can see a drinking fountain directly on the wall in front of us.  I realize how thirsty I am, but I don’t dare get up and get a drink.  So I sit.  I now have time to reflect more on the skivvy problem, that they might have been mine after all.  What’s going to happen to me when the drill instructor finds out I don’t have all my stuff?  So, I was really worried about my first “fuckup”.  Already thinking in Marine Corps terms.  (A few days later in the training, I was able to recall and locate Ruben Lopez, and verified that we both ended up with the proper items.  He was very grateful I had insisted he take those at the time.)  

I get beyond that, and I think how glad I am that came into this alone.  I wouldn’t want to have to worry about my friends making it or not.  This way I could make new buddies easier, and could also look after myself better.  I glance to the left.  All I can see is darkness beyond the arches of the yellowish-lit corner I was in.  I think I hear recruits sounding off in the distance, but it must be my imagination because I think it’s too early for reveille.  We sit for what must be about 3 hours.  I start nodding again.  Someone comes.  We are led upstairs to a squadbay, told to “find a rack and put our shit on it.”  (Racks!  Finally we might get some sleep!)  The racks were like bunk beds, constructed of gray metal pipes.  This Marine must have been a sergeant, but at the time I thought he looked like a Major.  He might as well have been, as he was the highest-ranking person I’d seen so far.  He says not to make our racks, as we wouldn’t be there that long anyway, and tells us to get to the head, and shower, shave, and get dressed again.  (Damn, no sleep yet?)  The showers are full by the time I get there, and the mirrors are fully used and steamy, so I wipe the steam off a window and try to shave by that.  It’s still dark out and I can sort of see my reflection.  I finally get to check out how my new head looks, and I notice that my eyes seem really wide from everything that’s been going on.  It’s the first time I get to think to myself “What the hell am I doing?”.  As I look around, I see many guys who have obviously not shaved before, and are hacking up their faces.  I get in the shower, there’s about 20 other bald men in there, the drains are all stopped up, and I’m standing in my shower shoes [flip-flops] in about four inches of soapy, dirty water.  I finish showering, go back to my rack area, and get dressed again as ordered.  The sergeant then tells us to get our flashlights, we’re going to chow.  There is a faint light in the sky, but it is still pretty dark out.  We walk in platoon formation over to the chow hall, our flashlights glowing in the dark and the lights flitting over the ground.  We barely manage to keep a formation.  There are other platoons lined up in front of the mess hall.  We are the only ones in sweatshirts.  We go inside.

For some reason, even thought I haven’t eaten since getting off the plane, I am not very hungry.  I take only a piece of cantaloupe, a banana, and a cup of milk.  I can only manage to eat the cantaloupe.  I start to eat the banana, I rub my head to see if any hair’s grown back.  It reminds me of a hairy hard-boiled egg, and I practically gag on the banana.  I realize that it’s just culture shock that makes it hard for me to eat, but I know it will wear off.  This part of the chow hall is fairly quiet, save for the clank of trays and dishes, etc.  We finish and form up outside.  It is lighter now, but we still use our flashlights.  We walk back to the barracks and are given a head call.  Then we go to a courtyard and up into a room with chairs and gray bins.  We sit there, some Marines are explaining about some type of insurance forms we have to sign, but by this time it is about 7:30 am.  I have been up for nearly 26 hours, and I start nodding off again.  Every once in a while somebody yells at a private to get their hand away from their face.  I look up and see that the guys on either side of me have signed a line that I missed because I must have dozed off for a few seconds.  I sign the line incorrectly and have to raise my hand for a new sheet.  Damn, how could I misspell my own name?  I am so tired.  I am not the only one who fucked up signing the papers.  One Marine says that as soon as we finish here that we will be able to hit the rack.  This almost breathes life into us as we are all tired and want to get done here as soon as possible.  I put my hands on the vertical wall of the bin in front of me in an effort to stay awake. After signing a few more forms, we are finally done.  [I recall looking at those forms in my Service Record Book as I was getting processed for my Honorable Discharge four years later– I could tell where I fell asleep in the middle of writing my name!  Looking back, at that time we could have signed practically anything for the promise of some sleep.]  As we leave they tell us to put the pens back in the box.  I don’t realize that they only want back the pens that they had distributed to those who didn’t have them, or weren’t working.  I put my pen in the box, and immediately realize that I should have kept my own pen that I was issued.  Another fuckup.  Will I be able to replace my missing gear?

The sergeant leads us back to the barracks, gives us a head call, and tells us to get some sleep.  That is the most relieving thing I have heard in a long time.  It is about 8 am Saturday.  My first day of boot camp is over.

Processing, Day 1

The next six days were spent in an ordeal call Processing. (At least it seemed like an ordeal at the time.  It was nothing compared to what was to follow.)  This just covered doing a lot of paperwork and pre-training before we actually got our Drill Instructors and began our T-Days.  We were woken up at 11am Saturday after three hours of much-welcomed sleep.  Another head call.  We had a new troop leader named Sergeant Kelly.  He was a little man with a thin mustache, kind of gave the impression of trying to be a bigshot.  He led us to chow and back.  I was pleasantly surprised at the heat of the noon sun and I was really impressed by the view while walking back to the receiving barracks.  All the houses set up on such a green hill, looked like they were almost overhanging the base.  Also, seeing the palm tress enhanced the feeling of really being in California, although I figured I wouldn’t actually see much of it from the base.  One of the first things Sgt. Kelly did was gather us all in the corner of the squadbay and ask who went to college.  I and a few others raised our hands.  I kind of hoped it would be for some sort of special duty, and he did pick me.  Then I found out it was to be for secretary.  I wondered what the hell I had to do.  He said to grab my notebook and get a list of all the missing gear.  (Great, now was my chance to see if I actually had all my skivvies or not!)  Then he showed me how to make out the fire watch roster.  We did have a few minutes here & there of time by our racks, none of us really knew what to do.  I was racked with a Tall Texan named Mattern, and he told me about how he wanted to get out already, something about his girlfriend.  I thought “Wow, why the hell did this guy come into boot camp if he’s only been here a day and wants to go home?”  He said he had a toe shot off a while back and he would mention it at the next hygiene inspection.  (He got out two days later.  I remember having to write on his release papers – “Gunshot Toe”.  I wondered what it would be like if I went to boot camp and came back after only three days, head shaven and a failure as far as the Marine Corps goes.  I don’t think I would have been able to handle it.)  

In the afternoon Sgt. Kelly took us back to the courtyard and showed us the basics such as the Position of Attention, Left Face, Right Face.  The sun was bright, it was warm but not stifling.  He takes Schriner in front of the group and demonstrates the Position of Attention.  Schriner does it near-perfect, Sgt. Kelly asks if he’s been in ROTC, he replies “YES, SIR!!”  I get the feeling this is one motivated recruit.  We all try the Position of Attention.  Thumbs along the seams of the trousers (we had learned by then not to call them “pants”), hand in a natural curl, feet at a 45 degree angle, heels on line and touching, chin in, chest out, eyes front.  Sgt. Kelly goes around and checks the positions.  He says mine is good.  I feel a surge of relief and pride – I learned it from the recruiter right!  After a couple minutes somebody faints, about 15 seconds later, someone else faints.  We all turn around and look at them.  Sgt. Kelly has them sit down, then tells us that it is important not to lock the knees, because it shuts off the flow of blood to the brain, causing fainting.  He goes on with the rest of the instruction.  Maybe it’s the sun, maybe my knees are locked, maybe it’s due to having only three hours of sleep in the last 31 hours, but I think I start to feel dizzy.  I tell myself no, I’m not going to pass out, I can take it.  He tells us how to get into roll call formation.  “ONE SIR, TWO SIR, THREE SIR,….!!”  all the way up to 85, which is how many we had in the platoon at that time.  We then line up in alphabetical order.  I am assigned No. 24.  This is how we’d form up over the next few days.  

We get some more information work done in an upper level room near the courtyard.  A lance corporal takes my information and punches it in on a computer terminal keyboard.  I wonder if this is the kind of job I’ll get after graduation, as I was guaranteed a spot in the computer field.  I can see the screen as he types, and I am a little disappointed that he skips over the part of lettering in high school, athletics & interests, etc.  That stuff was very important to me, and I wanted to have some record of my previous achievements in my service record.   Well, it was in a previous life.

Sgt. Kelly took us out to the phone center and gave us a five-minute phone call.  I had to borrow a dime from Bydzovsky, and almost panicked when the phone didn’t work right.  I got another dime and tried another booth, by this time about two minutes were gone.  I finally got through and could only tell Mom & Dad about how short my hair was and a few other things, then it was “Time’s up, get out!”  Aside from feeling robbed about my short time, I felt good about the call.  Went back to formation to wait for the others to finish.  We were standing on the same yellow footprints we’d stood on the first night here.  The area sure looked different in the daytime.  There were these three black guys goofing off, one I thought looked like Muhammad Ali (Curry) – one like Flip Wilson (MacDaniels) and Garrison.  [In retrospect, those guys didn’t look like them much at all.  It’s just that most of my exposure to blacks was through movies and TV, so I had only a small field for comparison.  Little did I know that within six weeks I would be a fire team leader, and be in charge of two of these three guys.]  Sgt. Kelly was around the corner in the phone area and I was afraid that he’d come out any second and we’d all catch hell.  We waited a long time at a position of half-assed parade rest.  I was getting restless, so I looked around a little bit.  Some guy up in the window in the corner was looking down at us.  He was in civilian clothes and still had hair.  The guy next to me said that he was supposed to be in the same platoon as that guy (or at least both in the same one), but something happened to get them different platoons.  (This was Jim Gates I was talking to, and his friend in the window was Andy something.  More about Jim later.)

We took care of other business, I don’t remember it all, exactly, but when night came and it was free time, I was trying to make out a firewatch list for that night.  I was really thankful for the secretary job, because it gave me the opportunity to learn everyone’s name probably before anyone else did, and everyone got to know me right away, if only as “secretary”.  Anyway, I was making out the firewatch list (two privates an hour for each hour of the night), going from the first few racks and explaining what they had to do.  I got near the end of making out the list and came to this oversize rack, the bottom of the top bunk was over my head.  The rack seemed so high, and when the guy on top leaned over to see what was going on he seemed so small by comparison.  He had a blemishless baby face, and he was pretty small, and with the shaved head he looked like he could pass for 14 or 15 years old.  It was just another feeling I had that this guy would be a good friend of mine.  He knew who I was (from being secretary), said his name was Don Green.  I wrote his name on the firewatch list.   I had some time to write a letter (below).  Then it was time for lights out.  It looked like we’d get some real sleep tonight. 
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Sunday

03 July 1977
The next morning, we walked to chow, still carrying our flashlights.  I couldn’t help feeling a little embarrassed, in our new sweatshirts with 3082 written on a little piece of tape stuck to the front and the back (so if somebody got lost, they’d get back with the group, I assume) and I just felt like a “raw recruit”.  I was eating a little better, at least, because I figured we wouldn’t get to the intensive stuff until we got our Drill Instructors.  Actually, the thought of “D.I.’s” barely crossed my mind those first couple days in processing.  After chow we got to go to church services, it being Sunday, and I thought it was neat.  I still got the “raw recruit” feeling when I saw the leaner, tanner, disciplined groups of privates in green sateens, and we were still wearing those stupid sweatshirts, mothballish trousers, and tennis shoes.  I could almost feel them looking at us and thinking, “Boy, I remember when we were in processing.  Those poor bastards, what they’re gonna have to go through to get where we are!”  The service was neat because I’d never heard that kind of enthusiasm at any mass I’d attended back home.  After the service, we walked back to the receiving barracks.  I could hear the drill instructors marching away their platoons.  Watching the platoons marching in perfect sync, seeing the glint of sunlight on the shiny boots as they flicked all at once to thump the heel down, I couldn’t wait to be doing that.  I was anxious to see how we’d be in drill, and I wanted to MARCH, instead of walk.  We got back, Sgt. Kelly took the Protestants to their services, some people didn’t go, and those of us who had just been to services stayed also.  So we were there, a lot of us, and there were two black guys a couple racks down who lit up a cigarette and were blowing the smoke out the window.  I think it was Patterson and someone else, maybe Jones or Garrison.  I mildly wondered at how they kept the smokes as they should have been confiscated as “contraband”, then I was a little pissed off and worried that someone would find out they were UA smoking and then punish the whole platoon.  They didn’t get caught, and nothing happened, this time.  

That day Sgt. Kelly bitched at Pvt. Stephens for not standing at attention when speaking to him, and told us to do it whenever a Marine was around, to request permission to speak, and when to say “By your leave, sir!”, such as when you had to cross behind a Drill Instructor.  Later Stephens said “Good night, sir” and the sergeant just quietly said never to say that.  Anyway, that Sunday must have been the day we took all our gear and moved over to what I call “processing barracks”.  Sgt. Kelly had me (secretary) make two signs and tape them up next to the duty hut door, stating in big letters “SIR, PVT. ________ REQUESTS PERMISSION TO SPEAK TO TROOP LEADER SGT. KELLY, SIR!”  (I put the exclamation point in there to emphasize loudness.  This was to be said after banging three times loudly on the hatch.)  … and “SIR, PVT. _________ REQUESTS PERMISSION TO ENTER THE DUTY HUT, SIR!!”  (Two exclamation points).  I was getting rather well-known as secretary.  I’d be doing whatever in the squadbay, and the troop leader would yell “SECRETARY!” from the duty hut, and everyone would have to respond, “SIR, SECRETARY, AYE, AYE SIR!” and meanwhile I’d be jumping over bodies saying “Oh, shit, not again” under my breath, in a mad scramble to get to the duty hut as quickly as possible.  (I was already learning to swear with some facility – something I had rarely done in my “previous life”.)  Then came the banging on the hatch three times, and “SIR, SECRETARY REPORTING AS ORDERED, SIR!”  After a couple days’ practice I managed to slur it all together to something like “SIRSECTERPORNGSORDSIR!”  It was understood, and it was a lot faster to say, so I kept it.  

That night was our first real hygiene inspection.  I was racked with Green there.  When we first got to processing barracks I had asked him if he had a bunkie, so we racked together.  I figured he would be a high achiever, and I wanted to get in with someone like that as opposed to those I could tell would be the “fuckups”, which I suppose is why we became such good friends so fast.  Jones & Patterson were on the right, and the wall to the left (we were on the very end, making for a long scramble when I heard “SECRETARY!”)  and across from me were Schriner, Kaiser, Standlee, and Hosley, I think.  Standlee & Schriner had taken to calling me “Radar”, me being short and wearing wire-rimmed glasses and all.  I was rather pleased at the time, because it gave me a sort of identity to the platoon.  I didn’t want Green calling me that, though, because he wasn’t any taller than me.  (A day or two later, I decided the term was rather derogatory for a future Marine, and wouldn’t let anybody call me that anymore.)  Anyway, for this hygiene inspection, I had to go around with Sgt. Kelly and write down any medical problems found.  The procedure was to have your footlocker lock and wallet in hand and when he got there, say “Sir, Private ______ has no medical problems and all valuables are accounted for, sir!” unless, of course, there was a problem.  I thought this was a great opportunity to learn names.  I would try to apply something I’d read in The Memory Book recently, which was a simple way of associating names and faces.  The two I remember best are Carr – I could just see him in a Model T (also unforgettable due to his saying “Sir, Pvt. Carr has no medical defects……”  and Sgt. Kelly’s response “I’m not interested in your defects!” drew a nice laugh from everybody) – and Davenport, seated on a couch (davenport).  I felt very official writing things on my clipboard, and then snappily flipping it under my arm before moving to the next person.  I had made a new firewatch list.  Some people had had it before, but I couldn’t help that.  I let them know their duties, then it was lights out.  Nice to be able to sleep again.

Monday
04 July 1977

The next day was Monday, the Fourth of July.  We had a new troop leader, Sgt, Jensen.  He was of average height, dark hair (what there was of it – could really only tell by his mustache), maybe even a little pudgy, and seemed fairly easygoing.  I had to make new signs to put up outside his office.  I helped inventory one Pvt. Campbell’s gear.  He was getting out after only three days because he had a “hole in his chest” (like a sunken sternum, or something).  The same thing crossed my mind as when Mattern had gotten out – I’d hate to go home without having graduated and becoming a Marine.  To actually get there and get through even the first few days, how hard must that have been?  We had a bitch of a time trying to fit all his gear into his seabag.  That day being the 4th, we got to watch a regimental field meet, between 1st, 2nd, and 3rd Battalions.  I didn’t even know as yet that we were in 3rd Batallion, I just heard Green say that we were rooting for the guys in blue.  At the beginning the Flag came by and I got to render my first Marine Corps salute, however bad it might have been.  Well, the recruiter had shown me that, too, so it was probably OK.  The meet went back & forth between 1st and 3rd Batallions, but I think 1st BN won.  We had pretty much idle time that day.   

I wrote my first letter to Dave Dutcher, including the line “The sergeant just came in and yelled at us for being on our racks”.  I remembered reading the exact same thing in someone else’s letter to SSgt Deleon, my recruiter.  I also used it in a letter to my folks.  I signed it off with something like “I’d give you my address so you can write back, but I don’t know where the fuck I am yet.”  I was already using boot camp 4-letter words in my writing, now.  

Sgt. Jensen had me take the list of missing gear over to supply.  He said I could have someone help me get the gear so I got Green.  When we got the gear, it filled about 1 2/3 fart sacks (never could figure out why they called them that) with 85 cartridge belts, ponchos, etc., and them fuckers were heavy!  We were two pretty small guys – I entered boot camp at 5’4”, 125 pounds, and Green was about the same height, but weighed about 115.  So I had Green walk back (Processing privates are not allowed to run) to the barracks and get someone else.  He came back with Hosley, and we had a bitch of a time getting that stuff back to the barracks.  It was like trying to carry a dead dragon, with a soft belly that kept flopping over and bending in the middle.  When we finally made it, all sweaty and out of breath, we dumped the gear in the middle of the deck, and it got distributed.  

We had a Series Commander’s lecture up in 3083’s squadbay and it was all about something called the  UCMJ -- I didn’t know what the hell he was talking about.  1st Lieutenant Knowles – he talked like Chuck Barris from the Gong Show, saying “sh” for “s”, a slight speech impediment.  He was skinny, wore wire-rimmed glasses, and looked like an officious beaurocrat.  I instantly didn’t like him.  I tried to take notes but we had four platoons really packed in there (Series – 3081, 3082, 3083, and 3084).  That made about 340 privates seated in the squadbay, with half the room taken up by the racks that were pushed over to one side.  After the lecture, Sgt. Jensen taught us how to call the squadbay to attention.  We fucked it up the first few times but got the hang of it after a while.  He was a very loud walker, and we could hear him thumping down the hallway even in our end of the squadbay.  Then whoever saw him entering first would yell “SQUADBAY!” and we’d respond “TEN-HUT!!”  During one of our slow periods when we were sitting around in the barracks (on footlockers or the floor, of course, never on the racks), reading our guidebooks or doing whatever, some of the guys in our end thought it would be funny to yell “squadbay!” for the hell of it.  Green yelled it and since everybody on our side knew about the joke, the whole other side jumped up and shouted “TEN-HUT!”  We just stayed seated there and laughed at them.  

It was starting to get to me that I’d start working on shining some brass or polishing boots or whatever and the call would come from the duty hut, “SECRETARY!” and the squadbay’s reply “SIR, SECRETARY!  AYE AYE SIR!” and I’d give another “Oh, shit” and get down to the office for whatever piddly assignment the sergeant had for me.  Sometimes it was just to empty the wastebasket of, like, two papers.  I was thinking that maybe volunteering for this secretary job wasn’t going to be such a skate after all (not that I had volunteered for it on those grounds).  It wasn’t so bad on those slow times when we’d just sit around, but I didn’t know how I was going to handle it when we got our D.I.’s and I would have a lot of other things to deal with.

During the slow times, we had a lot of time to b.s.  Talked about where we came from (Green didn’t even know Minnesota was a state!  Maybe he wasn’t so sharp after all…….) and I learned that a lot of people, especially Schriner, were really motivated, and I couldn’t help thinking that we would have a good platoon.  Me & Green talked with Patterson & Jones, discussing a little bit about people’s misconceptions about race.  For instance, Patterson said he was brought up thinking that all white people were born knowing how to swim.  I thought this was pretty funny.  They talked about the general rule that black guys don’t “eat pussy.”  The explanation being, “What if yo’ girlfriend be doin’ it wit’ another dude, and you be lickin’ down there?  It be like you suckin’ his dick!”  (Never mind the twisted logic – I didn’t bother to bring up the fact that if your lady was doing it with another dude, you got bigger problems.)  I was certainly getting educated in a lot of things I didn’t expect to. 

One day early in the week Sgt. Jensen took us over to the Correctional Custody Platoon area, and told us what to do do get there, e.g. get into a fight, disobey orders, show disrespect, etc.  Sometime after that I remember a fight almost breaking out between Russell (a large black dude) and Merrifield (a Southern White Boy from Georgia who looked like a duck.)  As they were being held away from each other I asked them if it was worth going to CCP and busting rocks eight hours a day.  I think they considered it and cooled off.  I also think it succeeded because I was about the only private that had any (perceived) authority, due to my secretary job.  

One incident I thought was funny was during another slow time, we were practicing snapping from parade rest to attention.  Schriner was doing it oh, so perfectly and Merrifield had his thumbs hooked under his own armpits and one leg thrust out in front.  On the command “Snap!” (given by Standlee), Schriner would immaculately change position and Merrifield would take his one leg in and thrust the other one out, in an effort to get Schriner to laugh and break his position.  He was being pretty successful, too.  This just stuck in my mind because it seemed like some scene out of a movie, being in a pressured environment and still being able to have a little fun.  I thought this would maybe be the last time we could fool around a little bit.  I didn’t think it would be possible to see any fun in what lay ahead in only a few days………….

We had a (another!) physical in the medical center.  The first thing they did was take blood samples and I almost passed out but managed to stay conscious.  It’s a problem I’ve always had, watching a needle being inserted – the minor pain of it didn’t bother me at all.  I did get very dizzy, however.  I guess Green and Sclafani (a big, ugly, but nice Italian guy) did keel over.  It made me feel better that I wasn’t the only one that didn’t like needles.  We got our eyes checked.  They took my civilian wire-rimmed glasses and put them in this little machine to get my prescription for the military glasses I was to be getting.  I couldn’t see how I could get a prescription without an eye test, but if this was the way they did it, then fine.  Then, we were led into this little room and waited to go four at a time into the little areas cordoned off by sheets.  That was where we did the “drop ‘em & cough” deal.  It was rather embarrassing because it was a woman doing the checking.  In the next area, it was drop ‘em again, only this time it was “bend over and spread the cheeks.”  I thought this was the most degrading thing a person would ever have to do, but what the hell, everybody had to do it.  I wondered what kind of person would want a job checking assholes.  It was probably worse for the doctor.  I think we got a few shots there, too.  At the med center, I mean.

Sgt. Jensen walked us over to the dentistry building.  He went somewhere and this Navy corpsman with a red mustache came out.  His was much thicker than any Marine’s I’d seen, probably due to different regulations.  I couldn’t help thinking “Squid” after the jokes about Navy men Sgt. Jensen had told us the night before.  We were already learning how to have a little disdain for the Army, Navy, and Air Force personnel. I felt a little proud that we were going to be Marines and this guy was only a “squid”.  (That was really my main reason for joining the Marines.  I would not have wanted to go into another branch of the service and always be nagged by the thought, “Hey, I wonder if I would have made it as a Marine.”  I had to go for the toughest, best challenge, and the name that went with it.)  Well, this Navy guy told us to line up, roll call numbers 1-20 here, 20-40 here, and so on.  Somebody started yelling “SIR, ROLL CALL FORMATION, AYE AYE SIR!” and then the counting started “ONE SIR, TWO SIR,……” by the whole platoon.  It was like “See mister, we can do it ourselves!”  Then we realized the way he wanted us lined up wasn’t the same as roll call formation, and the sounding off sort of petered out, leaving us feeling a little embarrassed.  The corpsman just said “I never did like the way the Marines did that.  First of all, it doesn’t work….”  (Score one for the Navy!  I guess we were a bit full of ourselves already.)

We eventually got lined up like he wanted.  He asked for those who went to college, and I raised my hand.  (What, again?)  I had a logical reason this time, because I figured if I went in first I’d get done first.  I forgot that whatever duties we got would have to cover the whole platoon, and would therefore probably be LAST out.  He picked me & Krebs.  We were taken inside and into the dental X-ray room, where I was the first one to be done.  Krebs went next.  We went to the chin X-ray station and just outside that room we were told what to tell the privates as they came out.  As they came through Krebs told ‘em to take the X-ray thingies out of their mouth, wipe them on their sweatshirt, and he’d take and clip ‘em on the little hangers on the wall.  My job was to check off the names as they appeared and tell them where to line up.  When everyone was through I managed to get in the middle of the next line (secretary’s privilege).  A group of about 20 went into the room, which was filled with sinks and mirrors.  On each sink was a plastic packet with two red tablets inside and a little cup that had some paste in it.  The lady in charge had us chew the tablets, then check in the mirror for red spots on our teeth.  I couldn’t tell if I had any or not because being color-blind I can’t see that kind of red.  (I had done this before with stuff from my home dentist, couldn’t see it then either.  And fortunately, being color-blind only excluded me from certain MOS’s like electrician, and not from the Marine Corps eligibility altogether, thank God.)  We had to brush with the paste which was like brushing with sand.  The lady had warned us not to brush the gums, but I did it out of habit anyway.  When I finished and looked in the mirror, I saw that part of my gum edges had been sanded away.  It hurt like hell, too.  After that, our group (I had managed to get in the first one) went outside and waited.  We sat around, b.s-ed, read our guidebooks, and I checked the area out.  It was another beautiful, intensely sunny day and most of us were sitting under a tree on the asphalt.  The colors in California seemed more intense, somehow, or maybe I was just noticing mundane things with more clarity now.  The sky was a more vivid blue than I’d ever seen before, and the sun-painted palm trees against that sky made it look like paradise.  Until I looked down.  I noticed we were still all wearing our tennis shoes (or whatever civilian shoes we brought with us), and the sweatshirts and same old baggy, pungent-smelling trousers, and wondered when we’d get combat boots and real uniforms.  The Big Day (for getting D.I.’s) wasn’t far off.

When the last group came out, we formed up (real roll call formation this time!) and Sgt. Jensen walked us back to the barracks.  He told us to get our marking kits and to group in the open area by the hatch.  He asked who was the oldest and the youngest of the group.  Carr (17) turned out to be the youngest, who Sgt. Jensen said was the baby of the group and we’d all have to pamper him on, (later, this turned out to be rather true), and Turner was the oldest at 24.  He must have weighed 250 pounds.  The sergeant said we would have to be careful so he wouldn’t have a heart attack.  I’m not sure if he was referring to his weight or joking about his age.  He asked for someone with a short name, so up went my hand again.  (I still wasn’t following what I’d heard was an unwritten rule “Never Volunteer”, but again, I had a good, logical reason.  I knew what it was for.  Later, of course, I realized that the unwritten rule was for the Army.  In the Marine Corps, everyone was expected to volunteer all the time when Drill Instructors were looking for volunteers.)  The only other private with a short name was Bly (a large, soft-spoken, totally ripped black man), but I got chosen, possibly because of my high visibility as the sergeant’s secretary.  He asked for my marking kit and proceeded to show us how to make our rubber name stamps.  I was perfectly satisfied that he was making mine as an example, because of being secretary I was glad to have the sergeant doing something for me for a change.  My stamp would read “FIX AW”.  He then told us how to mark some of our gear, then went to the duty hut.  Standlee and Schriner were marking their stuff like everyone else was, but Standlee got his initials too close to his name, and from that point on I always read his name as “STANDLEECE” (Standlee, C.E.), and the Drill Instructors called him that, too.  I made a slight adjustment to mine to be sure there was enough space between my name and initials.  There was certainly enough room for it!  There must have been a couple times when the sergeant yelled for “SECRETARY!” (I was really beginning to hate that word), and I’d grab my notebook stashed underneath my pillow, and dash to the duty hut, nearly knocking over several bottles of marking ink on the way out of the squadbay.  I should’ve gotten a rack closer to the hatch.

Just before hitting the rack every night we had to shower and shave in the head area.  The showers were always cold, and someone was always making noise in there, even after being warned to be quiet by the sergeant.  There was no room for privacy in the head, and I never did like public restrooms.  The toilets were shielded off on either side, at least, and not all out in the open like I’d seen in a movie.  There were only 6 stalls (now known as “shitters”).  But they had no doors, and it would bother me when someone would be standing in line (in front!) waiting for me to finish.  There are some things that should just be done privately, that’s all.  Even though I grew up in a houseful of nine people (with no lock on the bathroom door!), this was stretching the lack of privacy thing way too far.  Considering my advanced math ability and penchant for logic puzzles, I had to figure it out.  This was about our only chance for this type of head call every day.  If 84 privates all have to “take care of business” and there’s only six stalls, that meant that each stall could accommodate 14 privates over the course of the one hour free time we had.  That gave us just over four minutes each.  Kind of put the pressure on, so to speak.  (Bet you’d never see this kind of math problem in a textbook!)  I evenutally learned that a towel around the neck does a lot to help the feeling of privacy.  Also, later on there came a thing called the “early head call list”.  You could put your name on a sheet to be woken by the firewatch at a specific time during the night to do your own thing in relative privacy.  What a great idea.

After shower, shave, etc. (the three S’s) would come free time, then rack time.  I’d hang my towel on the edge of the rack, which for some reason part of the pipe was painted yellow, and after a couple days it put a yellow stripe on my towel, thereby making it useless for any future inspection displays.  It would hang there next to my laundry bag, just like 84 other towels hung next to 84 other laundry bags.  I think we usually hit the rack about 8:30 pm (2030, now).  It was pretty early, and still a little light out, but then we had to get up pretty early, too.  

Of course, by rack time I’d always have the fire watch list made out.  I had to go by rack order here, and again some of the privates had had fire watch the first couple nights at receiving barracks, but I told them that I had to stand two nights of fire watch just to make it work out, so why should they complain?  Making out that list was another chance to get to know people, and speak to everyone individually.  I remember going down to one rack on the other end, and reading the names off to put on the list, I said “Where’s Gates?  ……. Gates?”  Then a rather small figure kind of popped up behind the rack and said in a weak voice, “Yes sir?”  (This was still early in the week, when “Sir” was about all anyone nervous would say).  I just said, “Don’t call me sir, you’re on fire watch tonight.”  I can never forget the first impression this rather impish face and what I called “elfin” ears gave me.  This was Jim Gates, later sometimes called Front Gate by the Drill Instructors, as there were two Gates’ in the platoon.  I didn’t know then what a good team we’d become, and what a great friendship would develop between us.  Jim and I would get very “tight” in the weeks ahead, mostly in 2nd and 3rd phase.

I think I had fire watch that night, with Liljedahl.  We had the first watch (making out the list did have its privileges!)  We were dressed in our field jackets, uniforms (as such, we were still wearing sweatshirts), duty belts, covers, and flashlights.  Firewatch consisted of walking around the squadbay, supposedly to check for fires after lights out.  Also we were supposed to sweep the squadbay.  The watches were for an hour each, until the next two came on duty.  I felt a little ridiculous walking around with my flashlight on in that small squadbay.  I wanted to avoid being in the same area as the other private, but that was nearly impossible, because all the racks were lined up in two rows and it was practical only to walk between them and the walls (now being called by the Marine Corps term “bulkheads”) or down the center of the squadbay.  It was a rather boring detail and I was glad to get in the rack afterwards.  I was always glad to get in the rack. 

Once again the lights went on again about 0500 and we all crawled out of the rack, made them up, and commenced on cleanup -- squads 1&2 in the head, 3 in the squadbay, and 4 on the outside.  I was usually doing some secretarial work at that time so I usually missed the morning cleanup.  I had no complaints there.  Sgt. Jensen walked us to chow.  I wondered again when we would actually get to march.  I felt like a bunch of schoolkids on a field trip.  Many times we’d be walking in our mob formation and I’d see the other platoons with their drill instructors, all perfect in the execution of their moves, boots resounding with a satisfying thump, thump to the cadence being called out.  I longed to do some real marching, and was tired of walking in a haphazard platoon formation, with only “Turn to the left” and “Turn to the right” as our main commands.  

After chow, we’d form up outside the mess hall and wait for Sgt. Jensen to come out and take us back to the barracks.  The chow hall was on the side of the base very close to the airport, and sometimes the sight of a plane taking off would catch my eye, but I wouldn’t allow myself to look too long, because I had only been there less than a week.  I couldn’t allow myself to even think about going home yet.  Most of us would keep occupied during this waiting by pulling out our Marine Corps guidebooks and studying that.  I had already skimmed through the whole book, and began more detailed reading on the parts that interested me.  (The rifle, grenades, and combat techniques.  The cool shit.)

The rest of the morning was spent in the yellow warehouse area.  Going over there had afforded me a little better look at the base, and I saw how close we were to the freeway.  (I wondered how many recruits were making mental notes in case they wanted to go UA).  At the warehouse we were measured for uniforms and got our solid green sateens and camouflage utilities and boots (finally!).  We changed into them, and I was glad to get rid of the mothbally trousers.  We turned those back in, but kept our sweatshirts.  After we had all changed, I looked around at everyone and was really surprised at the difference in appearance.  I remember how much older Green looked, more mature somehow, and everyone else looked more like Marines, even though I knew we were far from obtaining that title.  I couldn’t wait to see what I looked like.  

By the time we got back to the barracks it was time for noon chow.  The sergeant gave us a head call (that sounded so strange at first – “head call” – but by now I was getting used to it), during which I got a quick look in the mirror at myself in my new sateen uniform.  Not bad……  We rushed back outside and Sgt. Jensen told us to form up tall to short, in squads.  Naturally I was way down on the short end.  I wound up about 2nd from the end in the 3rd squad.  4th Squad was for the guys with glasses, but it was full.  (The reason for this we found out much later.  For a Commandant’s inspection, we would have to march and the first three squads would have to look “eyes right”, while 4th squad looked straight ahead to keep the marching alignment.  The theory was that guys with glasses couldn’t see out of the corner of their left eyes while looking eyes right, and maintain their alignment.  Well, I managed OK in 3rd Squad!)   Then Sgt. Jensen said, “When I give you the command ‘For-ward’, you will sound off ‘Sir!  Take a full 30-inch step with the left foot, aye aye sir!’, then  when I say ‘March!’ you will do exactly that, sounding off ‘Left, right, left’ as you take your first three steps.  Do you understand?”  

“YES,SIR!”  

Yes!  What I had been anticipating all this first week – we were going to march!  

“All right, then: For-ward…..”  We sounded off as one, “SIR, TAKE A FULL 30-INCH STEP WITH THE LEFT FOOT, AYE AYE SIR!”  Some people moved, then stopped, then the sergeant said “MARCH!”  We said “LEFTRIGHTLEFT” too fast, and were immediately out of step as a group.  He said, “Slow it down.   Left…., right…., left….”  Eventually we all settled into the same step.  As we moved off down the road, I suddenly got an overwhelming feeling of pride.  I finally got to march, and I was taking my first cadence steps as a Marine recruit!  Even though as a whole we were pretty bad to begin with, it was just the idea of being able to march to an actual cadence that really filled me.  I felt like we were making some progress now, like saying “Hey, look at us, we got uniforms and we can march now.  We’re not newbie recruits anymore!”  As we got to the chow hall, he said “Platoon, halt!”  We stopped.  I had just marched for the first time!

Most of the afternoon after chow was spent in the room with the gray bins, taking the ASVAB (Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery).  I was amused at the Marine Corps’ penchant for acronyms.  The test was the same as the NMSQT (Naval-Marine Services Qualification Test) I had taken on the day I enlisted 9 months before.  So the tests weren’t too hard and I figured I did pretty well on them.  After the tests we marched (marched!) back to the barracks, still being cadenced at a snail’s pace.  Everyone started working on clothes-marking or guidebook reading or whatever, and someone started talking about how to wear our uniforms.  The said they’d seen the other platoons with their trousers tucked in their boots, so a lot of us started doing that, and it did look better, until Sgt. Jensen told us we weren’t supposed to.  (Later we found that the trousers weren’t tucked in after all, but furled under and held by boot bands.)  Anyway, since we got our new boots, and already had the polishing supplies, a lot of people went to work shining them right away.    If there was one thing Patterson really knew how to do, it was shine boots.  I picked up a couple things from him.  I was just getting started on mine, the first time I’d ever shined boots, when the familiar call resounded from the duty hut, “SECRETARY!” and the response from the squadbay came and I dropped my stuff, bounded up, ran through the obstacle course of legs, boots, and marking kits, down the hall to the duty hut.  BAM! BAM! BAM! on the duty hut hatch.  “SIRSECTERPORNGSORDSIR!”  Sgt. Jensen handed me about 20 platoon rosters and told me that I had to update them because of Private Campbell being dropped a couple days ago (the one with the hole in his chest).  He said all I had to do was cross out Campbell’s name with a neat line and write something like “770707 – DROPPED TO RECEIVING BARRACKS, P-32” in neat, small letters, and I could get someone to help me, but to get it done.  I went back to the squadbay and got Green to help me.  I figured, how could anyone fuck this up?  Apparently I didn’t explain too well to him what to do, because I checked when he had done about 7 or 8 and was horrified at what I saw.  He had just drawn a freehand line through the name and practically scribbled in big block letters “July 7th, dropped to receiving barracks” kind of over it, which was not the exactly verbiage I had been told to write.  I didn’t have any spare rosters so I couldn’t do anything about it, so I said I guessed it would be okay.  I told him I’d finish doing the rosters, though.  

I didn’t get them all done that night because we had a Series Commander’s hygiene inspection.  It was actually the Assistant Series Commander, 1st Lieutenant Zeitvogel.  It was the same as a regular hygiene inspection (lock & wallet in hand, “no medical defects”) except he had us to the “bend over and spread the cheeks” bit again.  I could not figure out why they were doing this or what they were checking for.  I wondered how they could put a lieutenant in charge of a job like this.  I knew that as recruits we had had to bare like this at least twice before.  But I lucked out this time.  Being secretary I had to follow the lieutenant down the line and write down any medical problems encountered (all the while looking anywhere else but the “center of attention”).  I remember Carr shaking like a leaf when facing the Lt., and the Lt. asked if he was nervous and he said, “Just a little, sir”.  The lieutenant asked him what he had to be nervous about and I think that just made him more nervous.  And then there was “Private Charles Stuckey, sir!” who looked like a fat black pig.  He was a big guy with a very high voice.   We continued down the line and when we got to the last man I realized I hadn’t been checked yet.  I thought that if I didn’t get checked I might get in some sort of trouble, but I knew I didn’t have any medical problems, and besides, what could I say?  “Sir, this private hasn’t had his asshole checked yet, sir!”  In front of the whole platoon, yet.  So I thought better of it, said nothing, and discreetly checked my name off the list.  This was all taking place on the last night before we were supposed to pick up our Drill Instructors at 1600 Friday afternoon, so there was a little more tension being felt by everyone.

Friday

08 July 77
The next morning, Friday (or as I was thinking of it, D.I. day), we had another different Troop Leader, name of Sgt. Nelson.  He was a stern-looking fellow, of medium height, slim build, and a thin mustache.  (Did all troop leaders have mustaches?  I wondered.)  Of course, I had to change the signs on the duty hut door again, lest anyone call him “Sgt. Jensen.”  We spent the morning over near the warehouses again, this time turning in our civilian clothes.  It was like losing our last connections with home and our former lives, all bundled up and tied in a paper sack.  That knowledge and knowing what was impending that afternoon made us all feel a little uneasy.  I was inside the warehouse, being assigned (as secretary) to stamp all the receipts for the civilian clothes and trying to look official about it.  There was a radio on, not very loud, but I was glad to be able to stand there and listen to it while stamping the papers.  It had only been a week since I had been able to listen to music on the radio, and noticed how much I really missed it.  But I could do without music for the time being, besides, I had the ultimate goal of becoming a Marine foremost in my mind.  

Back at the processing barracks, having some time before noon chow, I started working on the rosters again, without Green’s help this time.  I finished them and reported to Sgt. Nelson.  He started to look them over and a cloud came over his face.  He apparently wasn’t too pleased with the ones that Green had done (which I’d tried to hide lower in the stack) because he said “Why are some of these different?”  I said “Troop Leader Sgt. Jensen said I could get someone to help me with them, sir.”   His eyes got real wide and he started yelling “WELL, YOU’RE SUPPOSED TO BE SECRETARY!  YOU’RE SUPPOSED TO MAKE SURE YOU GOT AN ASSISTANT THAT CAN DO THE JOB RIGHT!  NOW, LOOK AT THESE!”  He held up the stack of rosters tightly in one hand.  “THEY’RE ALL NO GOOD!  THIS ONE HERE’S GOING TO YOUR SENIOR DRILL INSTRUCTOR!”  He ripped one out of the stack and threw it way up in the air!  “AND THIS ONE GOES TO YOUR SERIES COMMANDER!”  He threw that one, too!  “THEY’RE ALL NO GOOD, AND NOW I’LL HAVE TO DO THEM ALL OVER!!”  He threw the entire fistful of papers up in the air all at once.  I just stood there in shock, papers fluttering down all around the office.  I was stunned, taken aback.  I hadn’t expected such a verbal barrage, and it seemed so ridiculous that a couple bad rosters would render them all unusable.  I wasn’t going to say anything because I was pissed at myself for letting it happen and even more angry because I thought I would almost break down because it seemed so unfair.  He then shouted “NOW GET OUT OF HERE!!”  I ran out.  Yes, ran.  Damn the “processing privates only walk” shit.  The platoon was already forming up for chow with the series and I hoped that none of them heard or saw through the window what had been going on.  Green caught me getting in formation and said, “What’s wrong?  What happened?’  I just told him “The rosters were all fucked up” and let it go at that.  He said “Oh, sorry about that” and I just said “That’s okay” like I didn’t really mean it and then I got real pissed again and almost broke down for a second.  

Then an amazing thing happened.  I suddenly knew that I was going to be all right.  Not just in the next few minutes, but throughout the rest of the training.  I had known I could handle the physical part to come.  After all, I had been a swimmer in high school, and had learned how to really work for a goal from that.  I had been concerned about the mental part, though.  I’d heard the stories, and seen some boot camp related films.  Until this time, I just didn’t know how I would react in such a situation.  It was shocking, unbelievable, unwarranted (I believed), and like nothing I had ever heard directed at me before.  I thought, “Well, I just had my initial ‘yelling at’ and I survived.  No one else has really been yelled at yet so I guess I’m more conditioned than they are.”  I felt now that since it wasn’t all that bad, no way would I break after even a severe “dressing down”.  

(I was right.  I might have taken it a lot harder and more personally after hearing it the first time from a D.I., wondering how I could endure nearly three more months of it, but I never again had that helpless, senseless feeling like I did that first time.  Fortunately, though, that was my last real task as secretary.  I’m not sure if I was fired because of that, or if the Drill Instructors automatically appointed a new one anyway.  The end result was that, except for a couple minor duties assisting later on, my job as secretary was over.  Thank God!)

[Interestingly enough, this picture was in the Sunday paper shortly after I wrote the above.  How appropriate!   -- Sure, I can laugh about it now!!]
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A letter to my folks I got to dash off (but not finish at the time)
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(Letter continues later…..)

The special test mentioned in the letter was for those who scored high on the initial testing.  The part I remember best is a morse-code sort of test, once again in the gray bin room.  We had a score sheet with columns of A’s and B’s on them.  The instructor played a tape that had beeps of morse code, only two types, and we were to mark down whether it was the one we had been told was A or B.  Beepboop was A and boopbeep was B.  Simple enough. We were told to stay silent during the test.  The first couple rounds were pretty easy and I got most of them right.  Then it started to pick up speed.  With each succeeding round, the beeps got faster and it was easier to lose track of which line we were on.  Also, as people got more frustrated, they’d go “Ah,shit!” and toss their pencils down.  Meanwhile the instructors are yelling at people to shut up.  At one point near the end, all I heard was “beepboopboopbeebooboo-beeboopbeepbeepboopbeebeebeeboobebobebobobebe”, a chorus of “Shit!”, “Fuck!”, “G** damn it!” and “SHUT THE FUCK UP!!”  I think the real test was whether we could discern the signals we were supposed to amidst all that chaotic noise.  I don’t think I did very well on that test.

I suppose it was just as well that I was occupied with that test, rather than sitting back at the barracks just thinking about what lay ahead in the next couple hours.  It was enough to keep my mind off it until the time came.  

1600 Friday Afternoon

We were told to get all our gear into our seabags and form up behind the processing barracks –  this would be the first time we had ever formed up there.  Apparently Platoon 3081 had gone just before us because there was still a cloud of dust in the air.  We are facing the barracks [I’m trembling now even as I write this….] and the dust cloud is slowly dissipating.  A door bursts open and four …monsters walk out.  I had thought we would have only one Drill Instructor, but four?  They don’t say a word, just assume positions in front of the platoon at parade rest.  We privates are checking them out, but trying to do so without moving even an eye muscle.  It seems like waves of hatred are emanating from these creatures.  They are wearing campaign covers, the traditional headgear of the Drill Instructor.  Their belt buckles gleam in the afternoon light, and their shoes shine in their impossible blackness.  Sergeant Nelson says “Drill Instructors, take charge of your platoon.”  One of the creatures says very crisply “Left, Face!” (Turn, snap – we did that OK!  Maybe it won’t be too bad!)  

“FOR-WARD…”

“SIR, take a full 30-inch step with the left foot, AYE AYE SIR!”

“MARCH!”

We barely get out the first word of our usual slow “Left… Right… Left…”, and all hell breaks loose.

The Training of a U. S. Marine, Part II
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1600 Friday Afternoon

We were told to get all our gear into our seabags and form up behind the processing barracks –  this would be the first time we had ever formed up there.  Apparently Platoon 3081 had gone just before us because there was still a cloud of dust in the air.  We are facing the barracks [I’m trembling now even as I write this….] and the dust cloud is slowly dissipating.  A door bursts open and four …monsters walk out.  I had thought we would have only one Drill Instructor, but four?  They don’t say a word, just assume positions in front of the platoon at parade rest.  We privates are checking them out, but trying to do so without moving even an eye muscle.  It seems like waves of hatred are emanating from these creatures.  They are wearing campaign covers, the traditional headgear of the Drill Instructor.  Their belt buckles gleam in the afternoon light, and their shoes shine in their impossible blackness.  Sergeant Nelson says “Drill Instructors, take charge of your platoon.”  One of the creatures says very crisply “Left, Face!” (Turn, snap – we did that OK!  Maybe it won’t be too bad!)  

“FOR-WARD…”

“SIR, take a full 30-inch step with the left foot, AYE AYE SIR!”

“MARCH!”

We barely get out the first word of our usual slow “Left… Right… Left…”, and all hell breaks loose.

First Phase

These monsters, these creatures, these Devil Dogs, are everywhere at once.  All at once our nice formation is a mob again, as They race from recruit to recruit, shouting with a volume that I had never imagined could come from any set of lungs.  They herd us like wolves herd their prey, guiding us in the general direction of the other side of the base.  As we’re stumbling along, carrying our heavy seabags as best we can, I catch glimpses of other privates.  A quick look at Green and I see a “What the fuck are we getting into?” expression on his face.  We (especially the smaller guys) are struggling with our seabags as they are pretty full and heavy and we have no idea how far we’re going to have to carry these.  Is it going to be like that first night all over again?  Or even worse?  Now I know where the dust cloud from the previous platoon came from – from them scrambling to stay ahead of the wrath of the Drill Instructors.   At one point I see one of the smaller guys just can’t lift his seabag anymore, and is dragging it on the ground as he stumbles ahead.  He is already wearing a hole in it.  Three of the four Drill Instructors converged on him at once and I tell you, that is not the kind of attention I ever wanted to get.  

Somehow we make it to the new barracks, and form up on the deck in front of it.  These barracks are larger, three stories (as opposed to two stories for Processing), and wider.  We are told to get our boots off and get up to third deck on the port side, and given ten seconds to do it.  (I think we made it.)  There is nothing like a wave of 84 privates flowing up a staircase.  Like a wave of bugs.  We all get into paired positions and “lock it up” (stand at the Position of Attention), two in front of each rack, facing the center of the squadbay – no opportunity to choose your rack mate here.  There are two rows of racks on each side of the squadbay, just like in Processing barracks.  I was about in the middle on the duty hut side.  Our seabags are dropped near our racks.  The Drill Instructors enter the squadbay.  Once again, there is a tense pause, then….. They are everywhere at once.  Those privates that had grabbed a position down at the far end were certainly not escaping Their fury.  In fact, it seemed to make Them madder.  The farther down the squadbay They got, the louder They got, if that was even possible.  Eventually the four Drill Instructors finished their tirade and gathered again at the front of the squadbay.  

What was the first order we were going to hear?  After the previous cacophony, could They even issue a direct order?

“GET YOUR RACKS MADE!”

The Drill Instructors disappeared.  No one talked unless necessary, and only then very quietly so as not to draw any attention from wherever They had gone.  A pretty simple process, fart sack (!), base sheet, top sheet, blanket, pillow and case.  Most of us had them made up and They appeared again.

“GET ON THE ROAD!  YOU GOT FIVE SECONDS!”

(Boom!  A mad scramble again.  Well, it was down the staircase now, it should take less time, right? Six flights of stairs, though.  Again, I think we made it).  We formed up as best we could, not knowing exactly where to line up.  The Drill Instructors quickly reminded us how “THE FUCK!” to do it.  We got marched over to the drill field  (the “parade deck”, the “grinder”, other names for it I heard eventually) where we would spend a large part of our training.  After all, these creatures were called DRILL INSTRUCTORS!  
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We were introduced to drill by the Senior Drill Instructor, Staff Sergeant Contreras.  He was a thin, dark Mexican about 5’ 10”, and as Senior Drill Instructor, was responsible for everything that happened in the platoon from now on.   He guided us with a relatively slow cadence.  This was a much more professional, polished sounding cadence than we’d had in Processing.  It was actually a little thrilling to be marched by a Drill Instructor the first time.  The other Drill Instructors kept the platoon in line by singling out individuals who were out of step, or not covering down properly, and by (not so gently) telling them what they were doing wrong.  We learned how to do a few of the basic moves.  To the Left, To the Right, Mark Time, and Platoon Halt.  This was just the first of the many hours we would spend on the drill field.

We marched back to the barracks.  To get there we were guided between some Quonset huts, which appeared to be some sort of offices.  Apparently these had been the previous quarters for privates, but I couldn’t see how a whole platoon could fit inside one.  Maybe a squad….  That could be why they had built the three-level barracks we were now in, to be able to keep tabs on the whole platoon at once.  A couple of those buildings of they type we were in did seem a bit newer.  

We stripped our boots off and raced up the stairs again.  When we got inside it looked like the Tasmanian Devil himself had gone through the barracks and totally destroyed the place.  The mattresses were on the floor.  Sheets, blankets, and pillows were everywhere.  

“THAT’S WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU DON’T MAKE THE FUCKING RACKS RIGHT!!”  

We privates untangled and gathered the required amount of gear from the pile, and proceeded to make up our racks again.  Since nobody had specific rack gear assigned to them, it didn’t matter which gear we got.  I made sure to follow the instructions we had been given in Processing time.  Twelve inches of sheet showing in the pillow area, six inches folded over with the blanket and tucked in just below that.  I’d also heard about being able to bounce a quarter off a tightly made bunk, so tucked everything in extra hard.  Not bad.  

“GET ON THE ROAD!!”

(Well, we were certainly getting a lot of exercise running up and down those stairs).  Senior Drill Instructor Staff Sergeant Contreras marched us over to the mess hall.  There were different sections of the mess hall – one section was designated for each of the three battalions.  I was very selective in what I took to eat that evening.  I had heard stories of the danger of taking more food than you can eat for a meal while in boot camp.  That is, being forced to eat the rest, maybe in an unusual way, even if you were full.  So I took very little, just enough to be sure I could finish every last scrap.  I had thought that chow would be a relatively peaceful time, but no, the Drill Instructors were in our faces every second.  Someone even got yelled at for doing the milk machine wrong.  I’d never seen one of those before, so I was glad that someone else got the “instructions” before I had to.  (Hold the cup in your hand, use your forearm to lift the weight that releases the milk.)   This translated as “WHAT THE FUCK YOU DOING!!  YOU DON’T FINGER-FUCK THE FUCKING LEVER!!  HOLD YOUR G** DAMN CUP AND LIFT THE FUCKING THING WITH YOUR ARM, SHITHEAD!!”  

I had been afraid that we’d have to do something really stupid like they had to do at military schools like West Point.  Stuff like request permission for each bite, or be required to raise the food at a 90 degree angle and put it back down the same way.  But for the most part we were left alone while eating after that first night.  Drill Instructors have to eat, too (I guess).

After we finished, we formed up back outside, and once the group was together we were marched back to the barracks.  Another impossible deadline for getting up to the squadbay.   It would have gone a lot faster if we didn’t have to take our boots off every time.  I had some really stiff bootlaces, making it difficult to slip them through the eyelets when taking them off, or getting them through the eyelets when putting them on.  I thought these would eventually soften up with wear, as all our gear was still pretty new, but they never did.  Well, they wore out, just never got any less stiff.  [Later, I got another type of bootlaces on one of our rare PX calls.  These were the only type they had available, so they must have been within regulations.  These were closer to regular cotton shoelaces than the stiff cord type I had been initially given.  With these I could eventually strip off my boots in about three seconds, taking only slightly longer to thread them when putting them on.]

We got inside the squadbay and saw all the gear strewn around again like a hurricane had hit the place.  I hoped the cliché “Third time’s the charm” would hold true in this case, as we proceeded to gather our gear and make the racks up again. 

It didn’t.  

They started at the duty hut end of the squadbay and examined the made racks.  By “examined”, I mean  They threw the pillow a mile away, ripped the blanket and sheets off the mattress and tossed them in the center of the squadbay, grabbed the mattress and threw that on top of the whole stinkin’ mess.  They did this down the whole row, on both sides.  As I faced the center of the squadbay and the privates across from me, I watched my mattress go flying over my head to land in the pile front of me, and I wondered if we’d be doing this all night.  By this time it was getting darker out, and the squadbay lights were on.  By the time They got done it looked like a dike had been built down the center of the squadbay, this one made of white sheets, green blankets, and the fart-sack covered mattresses.  The last command was “Now, UNFUCK IT!”  

Now, the strangest things cross your mind at the strangest times.  I knew by then how you could fuck something up, but I had never heard the term “unfuck”.  Nevertheless, the meaning was clear as They disappeared again.  We made up the racks in total silence.

They came back in again.  We all held our breath as we waited for the next explosion.  Senior Drill Instructor Staff Sergeant Contreras just said “Get a fucking shower, shave, shine your g**damn shit, and make sure you leave enough time to write a letter home.  NO CHOOTING DA CHIT!”  (His Mexican accent was more prominent when shouting.)  He and the other Drill Instructors left.  They didn’t even check the racks this time.

I took a shower – this head area was a lot bigger than the one in the Processing barracks.  Enough room for half a platoon in there, almost.  There were about ten poles with four shower heads each, and the water was NOT ice-cold, a definite improvement.  With everyone choosing to do different head duties at different times, it was much less crowded than at the previous place.  There were about 16 urinals (pissers) in the first area, and the same amount of shitters in the middle section.  Still no doors on these stalls, but there were enough of them to accommodate this size of platoon, if everyone staggered their times.  But I still didn’t want to sit across from an occupied stall if I could help it.  Finished with a shave.  Although I was only eighteen, I had rather dark and prominent stubble so I had to shave real close.  I found that a shower first would help with softening the stubble up, so that determined my routine for the rest of my free times.  Always shower first, then shave.  Most privates did the opposite.  (I eventually started doing the shaving routine twice in a row to get close enough to pass the Drill Instructors’ inspections.)  It may have been during this time that I was in the head that the Drill Instructors found (chose) a new Secretary, as I had not been assigned any duties thus far, such as making up a firewatch list.  Perfectly fine by me, I wanted to attract as little attention as possible the first few weeks.  My previous fuckup as secretary left me feeling much too exposed if I was to be in that position.  After the first part of training I hoped my motivation and intelligence would be apparent, and get me promoted to Private First Class right out of boot camp.  (I had been guaranteed that ranking by my recruiter (for getting at least a C average in college – I had made a B average), but I wasn’t counting on it.  I’d heard that recruiters lie, although I don’t think that was true in my case.  No, I came into it for a challenge, and to do my best, and I was going to earn that rank.)

I didn’t get to finish my letter from before (only that morning?!), because I only had enough free time to make sure my boots and brass were polished.  At about five minutes to 9pm, the Senior Drill Instructor came out and told us to get in the racks, and lie down at the Position of Attention.  I wondered if we were expected to sleep all night that way.  He said “You don’t move until I give you the command to adjust.”  We responded, “AYE AYE SIR!!”  Taps was beginning to play over the base loudspeakers.  “Lights, out!”  One of the firewatch privates turned off the squadbay lights.  A long pause.  “Ad----just!  Now get some fucking sleep.”  After he went into the duty hut, a large sigh of relief came around the squadbay.  So it wasn’t going to be another all-nighter.  As I lay there thinking about the day, I saw the firewatch walk by once or twice, and I finally drifted off to sleep.

Saturday

09 July 1977 

0530
BAMBAMBANGBANGBAMBANGBAMBANGBANGBANG!!!

I was jolted awake by the loudest noise I’d ever heard and an impossibly bright light.  The squadbay lights must have been about 300 watts each because they were brighter than any fluorescent light I’d ever seen, especially when they all came on at once.  The noise was coming from the Drill Instructors, and They were standing down the length of the squadbay, evenly spaced, hands on hips, alternately facing the port and starboard sides.  Underneath their yelling I heard the strains of Reveille being played over the base loudspeakers, but only barely, over the cacophony the Drill Instructors were putting out simply from their shouting.  They yelled at us to get out of the rack, and lock it up in front of our footlockers.  “TOO SLOW, GET BACK!”  So we mounted in the racks again, and dismounted on command.  I had the bottom rack, so it wasn’t too difficult to be getting into position and back up again.  The only difficulty was avoiding Larson’s feet when we both tried to get out on the same side.  We ran through this a couple more times, finally meeting Their grudging acceptance, if not satisfaction.   We then got dressed, had a head call and marched to chow and back.  

After returning, we had to get on our PT gear, which in cooler weather (like today, as it was still only about 0630) was sweatshirts and trousers.  At other times when it was warmer we wore T-shirts and shorts.  We started marching out to the athletic area at a normal cadence.  Then Senior Drill Instructor Staff Sergeant Contreras called out “Double time, march!” and we switched to a run.  He kept us in step by calling out the cadence in a singsong manner, which we repeated.  It was actually pretty cool to be running this way.  It was almost impossible to get out of step with this kind of cadence, so those with less sense of timing were keeping in time as well.  With the whole platoon thumping down at the same time (we still wore boots for PT), it made for an impressive noise.  We kept at a medium pace, again fortunately for those who had not trained for this at all.  I had done some running in preparation at home, but that was just running a few blocks at a time, slowing, and going faster again.  I don’t think I ever did more than about two miles in my training.  But my wind was up, and I was doing OK, slightly above average for the platoon (some seeming to take it much easier, and more having a real hard time.) 

We made it to the athletic field and found that we were going to have our initial PFT (Physical Fitness Test).  This consisted of pull-ups, as many bent-knee situps as possible in two minutes, and a one-mile run.  The height of the line of pull-up bars was very high, so I had to have someone help me jump up and grab it.  The max score to get for pull-ups was twenty, and I got twelve out, but the Drill Instructor taking the scores didn’t count three as I had swung too much, and no “kipping” allowed.  

For the situps, someone sat on my feet, and I had to break the plane of my knees with my head for it to count.  It was never explained whether it was the vertical plane or the horizontal plane I was to break (and I didn’t ask because I wasn’t about to debate Euclidean geometry with a Drill Instructor, and the last thing I wanted to do was to put a Drill Instructor on the spot.)  So it really depended on who was doing the counting (your buddy holding your feet).  I pumped out 51 in the two minutes, being sure I would be able to improve on that.  The max score possible to get was 60, and that was only one situp every two seconds.  Should be simple after a couple weeks of training.  (Others could do more, of course, but that was the maximum allowed for scoring on that event.)  

Then came the run – the thing I’d really been training for.  This was going to be a mile run.  We’d go down the trail at our own pace, until we reached the Drill Instructor at the halfway point, then turn around and head back to the finish.  I paced with Green most of the way, but the last quarter mile or so he put on the speed and pulled in ten seconds ahead of me.  I made it with a time of 6:40.  [This was pretty close to my average lap time whenever I did a three-mile run later on.  Even when running religiously three times a week at my duty station, my average time was 21 minutes, with my best being 20:50.  So I had trained pretty well ahead of time for this.]  

While he and I were waiting for the rest of the platoon to come in, it was really the first time we had to talk since we got our Drill Instructors.  We found we were both were determined to get through this, and I promised him that I’d be beating him by the end of training.  It gave me just one of many goals to shoot for.  It was nice to actually get a real workout in, though (as opposed to sweating just from carrying heavy gear or rushing up and down the stairs.)

We formed up again and finished with another group run, with the cadence being called.  Got to see a little more of the base, mostly the athletic training area.  We headed back to the barracks, stripped our now dusty boots off, and flowed up to the squadbay again.  Since we were now sweaty, we had to all go in the shower at once.  This was I think another part of the breaking down of self, as it seemed rather humiliating to have 84 naked guys crammed into an area that was designed for less than half that many.  We were not allowed to talk, and the Drill Instructors kept watch to make sure no one did.  Well, of course someone made some noise.   Suddenly it was “GET OUT!  GET OUT TO THE FUCKIN’ SQUADBAY!!”  So we all ran out, naked and soapy, to the open area at the front of the squadbay.  “PUSHUPS!  JUST BEGIN!”  We all got into pushup position and began pumping them out.  “DOWNUPDOWNUPDOWNUPDOWNUPDOWNUPDOWNUPDOWNUPDOWNUPDOWNUP FASTERFASTERFASTER!!!!”  It was hard to keep our hands and feet in place as the floor was slick with the water and soap that was dripping off our bodies, with our own sweat being added to it.  “GET BACK IN THE SHOWER!!”  No one made any noise after that.   


We were told to finish up there, and get dressed in our skivvies.  When rushing out to the squadbay, some privates slipped and fell because they forgot about the pool of water, soap, and sweat they had to run through.  We had to grab our towels and clean up that mess.  I used my towel that had the yellow pipe stain still on it (from the Processing barracks racks.)  No need to get that floor guck on a towel I was actually going to use.  Of course, our cleaning job was “UNSAT!!”, so we had to move all the racks, throw buckets of water down on the deck at the far end of the squadbay, and squeegee it to the duty hut end by using our shower shoes.  I noticed that the deck linoleum was very smooth.  This was undoubtedly due to the repeated cleanings given it by many other platoons that had occupied that squadbay previously.  Our efforts didn’t get all the water, so we had to go over it again, using our individual scrub brushes this time, and then again with the mops.  At that point I realized the reason (and was grateful) that we were not allowed to wear our boots in the squadbay  -- no scuff marks to clean.

Senior Drill Instructor Staff Sergeant Contreras showed us how to “really” make our racks – and not the haphazard way we’d put them together in Processing.  And I mean actually shown, in a quiet, straightforward demonstration.  The instructions were precise, simple, and easy to follow.  This was the first time that I realized that enough repetition would be required so that even the least intelligent private would be able to understand.  The most important part was the twelve inches of base sheet showing on top, and four inches of top sheet and blanket folded under just below that, not six as we had been previously told.  One of the things I had been issued was a little yellow six-inch ruler.  I made a mark on it at the four-inch point and used that to measure the foldover every morning from then on.  [I still have that ruler – have used it for many projects.  It still has a faded mark there at the four-inch point.]  Later on in Third Phase I would actually keep it under my pillow so I didn’t have to fish it out of my footlocker every morning.  This saved much time in making up the racks, both mine and my partner’s.  We would usually be the first ones done and locked at attention.  

That afternoon, we were given training that would be fundamental in the weeks to come.  We learned all about the joys of being thrashed.  We all gathered in the front of the squadbay (now being called the Impact Area), and the instruction was given by Drill Instructor Corporal Flannery.  This guy was the biggest, meanest, most monstrous of the four Drill Instructors we had.  He was about 6’ 4”, and towered over the smallest of us like a huge tree.  He had a size 15 boot, which he constantly threatened to plant in our asses.  He was the classic image of “Drill Instructor”.  [Years later, I saw a wrestling character named Sergeant Slaughter – I thought this was the same guy as they looked so much alike.  But the wrestling guy was smaller and pudgier than the brute that was now in charge of us.]  The other Drill Instructors had left – we later learned this was a scheduling thing.  As they were on duty all day, and at high stress (geez, THEY were stressed?), they had a rotating schedule where there would be only one or two on duty most of the time, except for special occasions like big inspections or important events.  At times this was a little tougher on us because they didn’t have the Senior Drill Instructor watching, and who knew what liberties the less senior Drill Instructors would take.  This guy was the one I was most concerned about.  

But it was another straightforward instruction.  (Maybe we wouldn’t be getting yelled at each minute of each day!)  He volunteered Private Opansenko to demonstrate “bends & thrusts”, a four position exercise.  Starting from attention, bend the knees and place the hands on the floor, thrust out the legs to a perfect pushup position, bring the knees back to the original position under your chest, and stand up.  This was what we had called four-beat burpees in gym back in school.  We were also shown Marine Corps pushups – none of this simple down-up shit.  No, we did it the Marine Corps way, a four-count pushup. (“One, two, three, ONE sir!  One, two, three, TWO sir!”, etc.)  So if you were given twenty pushups, the actual count would be a “civilian” forty.  Also learned mountain climbers (hands on the floor, alternately switching the legs in a runner’s start position), leg lifts (lying down on the back, lift feet with legs straight, spread legs, return but leave lifted, then down), and a few others.  Going through all these demonstrations left Private Opansenko out of breath and sweating a bit.  Drill Instructor Corporal Flannery explained that this is what we’d be doing when getting thrashed.  Any time we fucked something up, we could be called to the head of the squadbay, or form up for the Pit for thrashing.  I would find out what the Pit was soon enough.  

We finished out the day with more drill, learning General Orders, the Chain of Command, and other general knowledge, and the welcome routine of chow (lunch and dinner).  Drill Instructor Corporal Flannery didn’t seem to lose any energy during the day, in fact he seemed to get bigger, stronger, and meaner as the day wore on.  We got to the end of the day and our hour of free time.  Shower, shave, boots, brass, letters.  He stood watch as we showered (which I thought was kind of weird, but who’s gonna complain to a Drill Instructor?) but I guess it was to keep us from talking in there – and nobody wanted a repeat of our slippery escapade of that morning.  

I finished the letter to my folks that I had started (was it only the day before?!) [image: image6.jpg]
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I also got a letter off to Dick Johnson, a friend from high school and Burger King work.  He had been there on my last night home, and I owed him one of the first letters.  I told him about a few things I hadn’t written my folks, but they didn’t need to know everything that was going on.  I was still a relatively shy person and was uncomfortable about revealing to them the things I found personally humiliating.  

We were allowed to talk very quietly in the squadbay.  It made for introductions and teamwork.  My rack partner’s name was Steve Larson, from Ohio.  He was a gawky guy about 5’10”, with reddish-brown hair (from what I could tell), a terrible complexion, and wore glasses like I did.  We talked about the first night on the bus at the airport and we found that we had been sitting next to each other.  Had a quiet laugh about him nodding off and almost hitting his head.

Time came for hygiene inspection, always the last thing before hitting the rack.  Drill Instructor Corporal Flannery followed the same routine as we had seen in Processing barracks – assume the Position in skivvies, lock and wallet in our hands, “no medical problems.”  When he faced me I realized I was looking straight at about the third button on his khaki shirt, about the middle of his chest.  Geez, this guy was huge!  I think I preferred that to having to look/avoid looking directly at a Drill Instructor’s face.  He progressed past my position without incident.  However, when he got to Larson, he said with barely disguised amusement, “Holy shit – what the fuck is that all over your face?”  “….Blemishes, sir!” “Well, shit, you should pop them fuckers!  Here….”  And he reached out with two ham-sized fists, with both thumbs extended towards Larson’s face.  I couldn’t see what happened because I was looking straight ahead, but I heard Larson yelp, and Drill Instructor Corporal Flannery said “OK, get to the head and get some shit paper for that.”  I caught a glimpse of Larson as ran to the head, and there was blood running down his cheek.  The Drill Instructor went on to the next position.  When Larson came back he was holding a piece of TP against his face and it was bloody.  His expression was a mixture of embarrassment and repugnance.  Drill Instructor Cpl Flannery went from position to position down the line as we stood there at attention (Larson still holding the TP, it was starting to clot up now).  Then from the far end of the squadbay I heard “What the… FUCK?  You pissed your fucking skivvies!?  GO GET A FUCKING SWAB!!”  We saw a fat, unkempt guy named Galster high-tail it to the head area where the cleaning gear was kept, and bring back a swab (mop).  He went back to the far end where Drill Instructor Cpl Flannery was waiting.  We couldn’t see what was going on, for fear of getting out of the Position of Attention, but we could hear Galster being yelled at every second.   Private Galster and Drill Instructor Cpl Flannery would have another interesting tete-a-tete later on in Second Phase.  We mounted the racks again as Taps played, ad-justed, and went to sleep.

Sunday
10 July 1977

I was ready for it this time as I had awakened shortly before 0530, and saw Drill Instructor Cpl Flannery meet in the dark with the two firewatch privates at the Impact Area, and give them quiet instructions.  At what must have been precisely 0530, the first note of Reveille played, one of the privates flicked all the light switches on, and D.I. Cpl Flannery immediately started yelling “GET OUT OF THE FUCKING RACK, LADIES – YOU GONNA SLEEP ALL DAY!?” while traversing the squadbay.  I had already jumped out of the rack and was locked up at attention by the time he passed my position – very few other privates were in front of their footlockers by that time.  He got back to the Impact Area and started ranting about us getting up too slow.  He seemed to be building himself into an even hotter fury.  He grabbed a trash can and hurled it down the length of the squadbay.  Now, this wasn’t one of those little shitcan wastebaskets, no, this was a full-size, gleaming metal 55-gallon-drum size trash can, which I swear he picked up and threw with one hand.  It sailed past my position and landed and bounced with several loud clangs, forcing some privates to move to avoid getting hit with it.  They got yelled at for breaking the Position of Attention, of course.  

We were assigned duties for morning cleanup.  My squad (third) was assigned the shitter room.  Sounds like it might be lousy duty, but with thirteen guys in the squad, and considering it was cleaned immaculately every day anyway, it was sometimes difficult to find something to actually clean.  Fortunately my duty was to swab the deck.  While the rest of the squad was cleaning the stalls and walls (bulkheads), I and Private Bynum would have to go get the swabs from the rack behind the squadbay, fill the buckets with soap and water, and bring ‘em back.  (Bynum was from San Bernardino, California.  A light skinned black, almost Latino looking.  He had been hanging out with some of the other guys I had perceived were troublemakers, but he turned out to be pretty cool, if not too motivated, at first.  He would be the third member I would lead in my “challenging” fire team later on.)  Usually the rest of the squad was done by the time we returned, and we’d do the deck after they vacated the place.  Then it was rinse out the swabs and buckets, and put the gear back where it belonged.  We’d get back to the squadbay usually just as the platoon was forming up for chow.  

Sundays were a little different, schedule-wise.  There was more free time, as some of the privates went off to their church services, and the others stayed at the squadbay.  Those of us who were Catholic were marched over to the base chapel today by Drill Instructor Corporal George (more about him later).  Pretty much the same as the week before, an intensely-felt service and enthusiasm for singing like I had never heard before.  At one point it was mentioned that they needed privates for the choir (who were up on the stage bleachers during the service), and told us how to get on it.  I think it was a sign-up list because I don’t recall having to ask permission.  But in the next weeks we got called up to leave a little earlier (about six of us) to do the choir practice before Mass.

I had looked around during the service to see if any of our Drill Instructors were there, although I couldn’t imagine any of them being a practicing Catholic.  Didn’t see any, but we were met outside by Drill Instructor Corporal George, who marched our group of about 30 back to the squadbay.   Then it was “Protestants, get on the road!” and most of the remaining privates formed up for their service.  Drill Instructor Cpl George said if you didn’t go to the first service, you had to go to this one.  So all the remaining privates formed up.  (I remember this causing a bit of a problem for one Private (Lance) Siegel, who happened to be Jewish.  He was rather upset at being forced to attend a Protestant service, and somehow got his message to the Drill Instructors.  They made arrangements for Drill Instructor Cpl George to drive him to the Jewish service.  I thought, man, that’s gotta be tough.  Stuck in a car with a DRILL INSTRUCTOR!?  Funny how things come around – I’ll tell my own related story soon enough.)

When all the Protestants went off to services, the duty Drill Instructor went with them, and we (Catholics) were on our own in the squadbay to do pretty much as we wanted.  Which included the usual duties of boots, brass, knowledge, etc., but most used it for letter-writing, or getting to know one another.  Again, I had gotten to know most of the privates already (as Secretary), and so felt maybe a bit freer to go from one rack to another and talk with people.  At one point I saw a few people talking to Private (Michael) Heath.  I recognized him as the nervous, skinny guy in the blue sweater I seen on the bus from the AFEES to the airport, back in Minneapolis.  He was maybe a little slow, sat around smiling all the time, now.  Could be that’s how he dealt with our situation.  Found that for the initial PFT he couldn’t do any pull-ups, and could only do one situp.  But man, that fucker could run!!  Maybe it was just the fact of not having any weight to speak of to propel down the trail, but he was in maybe the top five of all runs after that.  (Unfortunately, that alone was not enough to keep him qualified to stay with our platoon.  He was dropped back to PCP (Physical Conditioning Platoon) sometime in Second Phase, before even Rifle Qualification.  Gotta have the physical strength to be able to do the things our mission might call for!)  I remembered I had talked to Ralph (now Private) Masters about him.  Masters turned out to be rather hapless, confused, and unfocused at first.  So I and some of the other privates began helping him, Heath, and some of the others who were having a tough time.  Practicing the knowledge stuff, General Orders, Chain of Command, etc., but also the physical stuff -- proper Attention, Parade Rest, marching form, and whatever we had a chance to.  

This wasn’t just to avoid getting punished as a platoon if one guy screwed up (that happened often enough.)  Drill Instructor Cpl Flannery had told us about the 10 percent.  In that there was always the 10 percent of a platoon that were the fuckups, the shitbirds, and the troublemakers.  I had already scoped a few of those out and didn’t think I had any influence with them.  But I could help these guys.

The rest of the day was more drill and basic instruction, not just in knowledge, but in semantics.  That is, we were told how to say things by Drill Instructor Cpl Flannery.  

“You don’t say ‘I’ because that means you got some worth.  Well, you ain’t worth nothin’.  You’re lower than whale shit, and that’s on the bottom of the ocean.  You say ‘I’ and that means you’re looking at my eye – maybe you wanna pluck it out and fuck me there?  Is that it?” 

“NO, SIR!”

“You always say ‘the private’.  You also don’t call a drill instructor ‘you’.  You know what a ‘you’ (ewe) is?  It’s a female sheep, and I know you farm boys like to fuck them female sheep.  You wanna fuck me, privates?”  

“NO, SIR!”  

“You better be doing this right, because I’ll tell you what, I give you an inch, and you take a foot.  You want your Senior Drill Instructor to come back from leave and find you haven’t learned a G** damn thing?”  (Oh, so that’s why we hadn’t seen him for a while – he was on leave….)

“NO SIR!”  

“So say it right from now on.  Any questions?”  

Patterson asked for permission to speak and said, “Are we allowed to have blanket parties, sir?”  

 “NO!  No fucking blanket parties.  We don’t do that shit here!”

“AYE AYE SIR!”

(Later I had to ask someone what “blanket party” meant.  The explanation was that it was where some people would trap a shitbird recruit in his rack by holding the blanket, while the other recruits would beat on him, sometimes using soap bars rolled in a sock.  Nasty.  But there were other ways of pulling the underperforming recruits in line.  Mostly we did it in a positive fashion.)

*****************************(need  more here – transition of Drill Instructors, drill practice, etc)

Drill Instructor Corporal George appeared to be the youngest of all our Drill Instructors, early to middle 20’s.  He was about 5’ 9”, very slim, with a clear, high tenor voice.  He seemed rather unpracticed in the Drill Instruction field, and always seemed to be kind of shadowing Drill Instructor Cpl Flannery.  They always had duty together.  His voice tended to crack when calling the cadence or shouting orders, and he kept fucking up the cadence.  I think I heard “As you were!” (meaning “Never mind” or “Forget that”) more from him than all the other Drill Instructors combined.  His favorite lines were “YOU JUST KEEP MOVIN’ AROUND DOWN THERE!” and “OH, YOU JUST GONNA KEEP LOOKIN’ AT ME, UNH?”  

That night was his first solo night in charge of the platoon, and after we mounted and lights went out, he quietly strode the squadbay, and told a joke.  (“A guy and this chick were getting it on.  He asks her if she wants to do 69.  She says ‘Well, I never did that before, but I’ll try it.’  So they’re getting into it, and he lets one go, a rank, stinky, foul fart.  She stops for a minute, then they start again.  A couple minutes later, he does the same thing, sneaks another fart out.  He finally asks her, ‘Well, how do you like it?’  She says, ‘It’s OK, but I don’t think I can stand it for 67 more times!”)  We all start laughing, of course, because – one, it was funny, and two, you don’t want to get caught NOT laughing at a Drill Instructor’s joke.  He immediately said “Shut up….” quietly, as we were supposed to be quiet at lights out.  I thought this might be a tradition he was trying to start, telling a joke at lights out, but no, this was the only time.  He tended to get harder and meaner as our training (and his) went on.  Guess he learned a lot from Drill Instructor Cpl Flannery.  

[A weird thing happened several months later when I was stationed at Camp Pendleton (Edson Range/MCTSSA).  I was waiting at the range bus stop with Armando Jaurez to catch the base bus to town, then a Greyhound to San Diego, as we were going to the Zoo in Balboa Park.  A car pulled up and the driver asked where we were headed, we said “San Diego”.  We walked around to the driver’s side, and he said “That’s where I’m headed, hop in!”  As I saw the driver I think my eyes almost popped out of my head, as it was Drill Instructor (then Sergeant) George, in civilian clothes!  I think he recognized me, too, as his eyes got big also, like I’d just fucked something up, or was an escaped recruit, or something.  As we walked around the rear of the car, I whispered to Jaurez, “That’s my Drill Instructor!”  He said “No shit?”  Somehow Juarez got the back seat and I was forced to take the front.  As I sat down, (Sgt) George looked at me like he was trying to recall and said “Fix, right?”  And I said “Yep!” fighting every instinct to shout out “YES, SIR!”  I was impressed that he remembered me, since he must have had a few platoons since mine (well, it had been less than a year…).  He asked what platoon I was in and I said “3082”.  He said, “Yep, that was my first platoon!”  Again, I resisted the temptation to say “I thought so.”  By the time we finished some strained small talk, we were on the freeway.  He had assumed a relaxed “cool” position, like the driver of a Dodge muscle car should.  I almost felt like I had to sit at the Position of Attention.  Not much was said after that (and Juarez didn’t contribute at all).  It was a very strange and tense ride for the half hour to San Diego.  When he dropped us off I just said “Thank you……Sir!”  He laughed a little bit and said “No prob” and took off.  Remember when I said that I wondered how Siegel felt when having to ride with a Drill Instructor?  Now I know.]

The last of our initial four Drill Instructors was Drill Instructor Sergeant Batinga.  All I knew was that he as Oriental in appearance, again due to my limited exposure to other races.  I knew he wasn’t Japanese or Chinese, I think he was Malaysian or Indonesian as he was very dark.  He was the shortest of our Drill Instructors, but still taller than me, so when I was at Attention, I was looking directly at his mouth level.  Perhaps that’s why I noticed he always seemed to be baring his lower teeth, showing his lower fangs like a dog or wolf.  He had a surprisingly deep voice, and never in my life had I heard an Oriental swear (my only exposure, again, being to the stereotypical “inscrutable Asian” type that I had seen on TV, or my studious Filipino friends in high school.)   I was amazed at his ability to determine that everything was “G** damn trash”.  He was the one who introduced me to the joys of thrashing.  

We’d gotten our Drill Instructors on Friday, 08 July 77, and now it was Wednesday, 13 July 77.  The next day we were to start our actual T-days (Training days), 78 of them.  (What, we hadn’t been training up until then?  No, that was all preparation and introduction.)  We marched over to the mess hall for lunch and were formed up outside, waiting to file off and step into the building.  I was standing next to Private Grancorvitz, who I had learned was from Wisconsin.  Although we weren’t supposed to talk in ranks, there didn’t seem any harm in doing it while we were waiting to go in to chow.  He said quietly, “Wow, look at that big bird over there!”  And sitting on a pylon that framed the mess hall was a seagull.  I’d never seen one up close – apparently he hadn’t either.  This was almost the size of an eagle.  We muttered softly about how big it was.  He said, “Maybe it got so big from scrounging food?”  I said, “I always expected seagulls to be a lot smaller, like a dove or…..”  And as I was looking off to my right (eyes only), I saw the outline of a campaign cover come between me and Grancorvitz.  Then I heard a deep, quiet, menacing voice say, “Oh, you girls just gonna talk in ranks, huh?  What’s your names?  See me after chow.”  My heart sank as I knew what that meant.  Every so often some names were to be called while we were in the squadbay.  Those privates then had to form up outside.  I knew it meant the Pit for me.  

So I had this feeling of dread as I step, step, step, stepped ahead into the chow hall as the line moved.  Again, going through the line holding the empty tray at a 90 degree angle.  As we reached the line where the chow was, we switched to side-stepping.  I tried to peek ahead to see what was on the line.  I didn’t want to load up on heavy stuff since I knew I’d be thrashed right after that, but I also knew that I needed to eat something.  (I suppose I was over the culture shock that I was able to eat so well, now.)  As we stepped closer, I bent forward again and peeked ahead a bit to the left.  Then a campaign cover magically appeared in my eyeline.  “Oh, you just gonna look around, huh?  What’s your… Oh, Fix again, right?  Well, I’m gonna ‘fix’ you good.”  (Geez, I never thought I’d hear that one!)  But I was too filled with foreboding to think sarcastically at the moment.   Not once, but twice in a few minutes!  I hoped this wasn’t going to peg me as one of the 10 percent.  I think I only took some mashed potatoes or something real bland for that meal.  

We marched back to the squadbay, again allowed a few minutes on our footlockers for shining or studying.  Then the deep, bellowing call came – “FIX, GRANCORVITZ, (other privates, about eight total), GET ON THE ROAD!”  We looked at each other as we grabbed our boots, raced down the stairs, put them on, and lined up, all eight of us facing the road.   (Oh my God!  Eight out of eighty!  I was in the 10 percent!!)   Across the street were some small yellow buildings, and between those buildings and the road was the Pit.  We stood there locked at Attention.  Normally we had our eyes locked straight ahead, but I think all of us were looking down at the base of the yellow buildings, at the Pit.  After a few long minutes, Drill Instructor Sergeant Batinga came out and said, “Forward march.”  This wasn’t barked like the normal orders were – it was given as if we weren’t even worth putting out the effort.  No cadence – we only had to take about twelve steps to get across the road, and then we were almost ankle deep in sand.  “About face”.  We did about face as best we could in the sand, so now we were facing the barracks.  The Pit wasn’t actually a flat bed of sand.  It appeared to be several troughs.  I was about to find out how those were made.  

“BENDS AND THRUSTS, BEGIN!”  We dropped down to crouch position, kicked out both legs to push-up position, returned to crouch, and stood up.  Several hundred times, it seemed like, at the urging of Drill Instructor Sergeant Batinga.  This technique had the quality of kicking up a lot of sand with the several position changes, and the quick switch to face-down position caused the sand to puff up and get in my face, eyes, and mouth.  “GET ON YOUR BACKS!  LEG LIFTS, ONE!”  Legs up.  Hold….  hold….  hold.…  hold.…   It was getting to be quite an effort.  I had to grunt to keep my mind off the pain.  I could feel the strain, and I was beginning to sweat.  “TWO!”  Spread ‘em.  This was worse.  “THREE!”  Back in, but still up and holding, holding. “FOUR!“  Down for 1/8 second, then up again, and through the whole routine again, and again.  The sweat was rolling to the back of my head, I realized because I had no hair to hold it there anymore.  Funny how this kind of intense workout narrowed my focus so much – I noticed just how intensely blue the sky was.  “GET UP!” – we shot up to Attention – then “GET ON YOUR FACE!”.  We dropped to push-up position.  And held.  And held.  Everybody was grunting and growling now.  This was not discouraged, in fact, I think it was even expected.  I firmly believe that this is the beginnings of how Marines first learn how to do our signature, gutteral call: “Arrruuughhh!”  

Again, with the extreme focus of trying NOT to think about the pain, I noticed the sand was a yellowish color, the granules were much larger than the grayish, powdery stuff I’d seen on the beaches in Minneapolis.  Or maybe I’d just never looked at it this closely before.  Beads of sweat were dropping from my forehead and rolling off my nose and forehead, to make little divots in the sand.  “DOWNUP”  Down, up. “DOWNUP” Again.  “DOWNUPDOWNUPDOWNUPDOWNUPDOWNUPDOWNUPDOWNUPDOWNUP FASTER

FASTER FASTER!!”   “MOUNTAIN CLIMBERS ONETWO ONETWO ONETWO ONETWO ONETWO!…”  These and several iterations of these went on for about fifteen minutes.  Our covers and sateens were soaked with sweat, sand dust was in our eyes and mouths, and we were all breathing heavily.  Finally Drill Instructor Sgt Batinga called us to attention, and said in his almost artificially deep, radio voice,   “So, you still wanna look around, scratch your face, laugh, talk in formation?”   

“NO, SIR!”   

“Get back to the G** damn squadbay!”  

“AYE AYE SIR!”  

We marched forward across the road again, stripped our now sandy boots off, shook off as much residual sand as we could, and ran back up to the squadbay.  We got several stares as we returned to our footlockers.  No one else had been to the Pit yet, so we must have been quite a sight.  They and we knew we wouldn’t have the luxury of a shower until after PT later in the day.  I couldn’t help but think of having been in the 10 percent.  I didn’t think I had done anything that bad (talking in ranks) – but I was determined not to be in that group again.  I never went to the Pit again on an individual basis, although we were thrashed as a platoon or squad many times.  

I and several other privates received a delivery that afternoon, our new military glasses, wrapped up in white paper and a rubber band.  I took my wire framed ones off – I hadn’t had a chance to really clean them since the Pit so they were still sweat-stained and had gritty sand in the crevices.  I put the new ones on.  Holy shit, these things were ugly!  Huge black plastic frames.  We’d been told they were affectionately called BCD’s, for Birth Control Devices.  (“A chick takes one look at you in these babies and there’s no chance of you ever getting laid!”)  Well, I could deal with that – I didn’t have anybody to look good for in boot camp anyway.  What really concerned me was the fact that I couldn’t SEE with the damn things!  I had thought something was odd with the way they determined my prescription by putting my own glasses in that little machine way back in Processing (was that only a week ago?).  I put my civilian glasses away in my footlocker.  All I could think about was “How the hell am I gonna qualify with the rifle if I can’t even see the damn target?”  I thought that just because they were new it might take some time for my eyes to adjust, but after PT and evening chow, I knew they wouldn’t be getting any better.  So I had to tell the Drill Instructor of my problem.  And this just after being thrashed by him.  I had to approach the duty hut.

Bang on the hatch three times.

“Who’s at my hatch?”

“Sir, Private Fix requests permission to speak to Drill Instructor Sergeant Batinga, sir!”  

(Well, that’s the meaning I got across.   From what I’d learned in Processing, it came out more like “SIRPRIFIXQUESMISSPEAKDRISTRUCTSARNBTNGASIR!!”)

A long pause……. did he hear me?

“Enter” 

I stepped into the Drill Instructor’s office, remembering that the last time I’d stepped into an office, I got the chewing out of my life.   I hoped he didn’t have any loose stacks of papers to throw.

I was now in the duty hut, locked harder at attention than I’d ever been before.  I was curious as to what the Drill Instructors’ office looked like, but was not about to eyefuck the place, and besides, I couldn’t see anyway!  “What is it, Private?”  It came out “Private” but the inflection said “Shithead”.  “SIR, THE PRIVATE CAN’T” (I had to enunciate now as this wasn’t something that was said or heard a hundred times a day) “SIR, THE PRIVATE CAN’T SEE WITH THESE GLASSES, SIR!”  “You sure they’re yours?”  “YES SIR!”  “Here, let me see them.”  He took them off my face and looked them over.  “I don’t see anything wrong with them!”  What could I say to that?  He put them back on my face, perhaps intentionally missing hooking it on one ear, so they hung lopsided.  I just stood there, not breaking position, waiting for him to speak, or do something.  He walked over to the desk and sat down, started writing something.  I felt pretty dumb standing there at Attention with my big old BCD glasses on crooked.  He said in that deep, menacing voice, “All right, we’ll send you back to get checked for a new pair.”  “AYE AYE SIR!”  (Remember -- Never thank a Drill Instructor.)  “Dismissed!”  “SIR, DISMISSED, AYE AYE SIR!”  One step back, a smart About Face, and out of the duty hut back into the squadbay.  I adjusted my glasses so they were on properly.  Wow, no mention of my earlier fuckup.  I hoped that had been done and forgotten.  And I’d survived a one-on-one making a request from a Drill Instructor.  I was feeling pretty good about my chances of making it through this.  
ujfk
We received our rifles and started our actual T-days (Training days) the next day.

T1 – Training Day 1
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More to come………….eventually.
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