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FOREWORD

I served thirty-one years on active duty as a Marine and led infantry units in close combat in Korea. I also went through boot camp as a private in 1951 during the height of the Korean War. Christy W. Sauro’s The Twins Platoon tells a story that every Marine—past, present, and future—can relate to. It’s a story that every American should read. If they are like me they’ll read it with tears in their eyes and pride mixed with sadness in their hearts. It tells the individual stories of a group of young men (the best America had to offer, although that was not recognized at the time) who answered their country’s call, fought bravely and well, survived the revilement of the antiwar activists, and quietly rebuilt their lives—most of them succeeded. Nonetheless, the scars remain and Sauro powerfully tells their stories.

Skip Schmidt, one of the members of the Minnesota Twins Platoon, served in my battalion, “The Magnificent Bastards.” Skip was medically discharged as the result of wounds received at the Battle of Dai Do in May 1968. He committed suicide in 1972. Skip was a victim of post traumatic stress disorder, a condition that was not recognized at that time by the Veterans Administration. He was posthumously awarded the Silver Star for courageously risking his life to save other Marines.

As we continue to send our best young men and now young women, our sons and daughters, into harm’s way to protect our freedom and secure freedom for others, America must know and recognize the human cost. Reading Christy Sauro’s The Twins Platoon will help our countrymen and women learn this from the sacrifice of this valorous group of Marines.

Semper Fi,

William Weise

Brigadier General, USMC (ret.)

[Publisher’s note: Brigadier General Weise served as a mortar section leader and rifle platoon commander in Company G, 3rd Battalion, 5th Marine Regiment, in Korea and in Vietnam as battalion commander of the 2nd Battalion, 4th Marines. While in Vietnam General Weise earned the Navy Cross “for extraordinary heroism” during the Battle of Dai Do.]

Telling a personal story of service is always inspiring, but telling a story about a group of young Americans and their willingness to serve their country in time of war is exceptionally telling. This is particularly true of the stories of those who volunteered to serve as Marines during the particularly trying times of the Vietnam War.

As a retired Marine Corps major general and recipient of the Medal of Honor, I know something about men in combat. I was truly moved by the ability of author Christy Sauro Jr. to tell the stories of his buddies and himself in such an affective manner. Author Sauro has demonstrated exceptional empathy in weaving together the stories of so many young Americans, all of whom were sworn in together on June 28, 1967, in pre-game ceremonies at a Minnesota Twins baseball game.

I encourage all Americans to read The Twins Platoon. It has human interest, integrity, and a reminder of what is the true cost of freedom. None of the Marines who graduated from boot camp as members of the Twins Platoon were Audi Murphy, but all were in the prime of life and gave it their best.

Semper Fi,

James E. Livingston

Major General, USMC (Ret.)

[Publisher’s note: Major General Livingston was awarded the Medal of Honor “for conspicuous gallantry and intrepidity at the risk of his life above and beyond the call of duty” during the Battle of Dai Do while serving as commanding officer of Company E, 2nd Battalion, 4th Marine Regiment in May 1968.]


PREFACE

On June 28, 1967, a group of over one hundred young men, as well as four young women, were sworn into the Marine Corps at a Minnesota Twins baseball game. I was one of those young men. We were dubbed the “Twins Platoon.” This book tells the story of what happened to us after we were cheered off the ball field. It tells of our Marine Corps training, our Vietnam experiences, and what happened to us when we returned home.

In late 1984, more than a decade after I had left the Marine Corps, the thought came to me to write a book about what happened to the Twins Platoon. At that time I knew very little about the fates of the others, because we were so widely dispersed following our boot camp graduation. My knowledge of the Vietnam War—of how our military actions fit into the larger picture—did not extend much beyond my own personal experience. Thinking about it I concluded that it would take years, maybe a lifetime, to gather the information and piece it together. Deciding that it was just too massive an undertaking, I dismissed the idea. Still, as the years passed, I found myself becoming increasingly inspired to take on the challenge. What started as an idea became a calling, and in the summer of 1990 I began to work in earnest on a written account of the Twins Platoon.

My boot camp graduation book contained the names of all my fellow recruits and served as the staring point for locating the others. I conducted my first interview on July 27, 1990. By the end of the year I had completed a total of twenty interviews. An additional twenty-two interviews took place over the next twelve years, with the last interview occurring on August 31, 2002. I prepared and used a questionnaire that contained a list of some twenty-eight open-ended questions. Some of the questions I asked were: “Why did you enlist in the Marine Corps?”; “What was your most memorable experience in training?”; “Were you sent to Vietnam?”; “Were you wounded in action?”; and “Give a chronology of your Vietnam service.” I tape recorded the interviews and kept to myself any comments or information that I had until after the interview was completed. This way I avoided biasing the individual’s responses. To further verify and accurately detail past events, I obtained, with their consent, each person’s military and medical records. In only two cases were the records not complete. Important facts were also obtained from eyewitness accounts, testimonials, and the expanding body of knowledge being assembled by historians and authors. A number of published military histories were used as references. The Battle for Hue TET 1968 and The Magnificent Bastards by Keith William Nolan, and Khe Sanh: Siege in the Clouds by Eric Hammel, were especially helpful in piecing together what happened to a number of my fellow recruits. The United States Marine Corps History and Museums Division provided useful information in the form of monthly unit command chronologies, after action reports, and various historical publications. Others resources included newspapers, magazines, periodicals, video tapes, personal letters, photos, and documents from the Minnesota State Department of Health.

By 1998 I had devoted some seventeen thousand hours toward the completion of the manuscript. Researching and writing the book consumed most of my spare time, vacations days, and weekends. At times I worked on it from early morning to late night. On average I worked some forty hours a week on it, while still working my regular full time job as an insurance agent.

I recently came across a high school paper written by my youngest daughter Sharon six years ago when she was fifteen years old. In her assignment paper she wrote about her father: “He wrote his book from when I was 6 to when I was age 15. So I have lived my life hearing about Vietnam. I have talked to and seen what an impact his book had on the families of the ones he wrote about. The book brought closure to part of their lives they did not know about. From a terrible war I have seen good come out of it.”

I extensively interviewed twenty-seven recruits and fifteen of their loved ones. Along with the other information that I complied from various sources, this became too voluminous to fit into any one book. I decided not to look for the remaining recruits, because I was confident their experiences would closely mirror those already interviewed.

During the fifteen-year period that I worked to complete the manuscript, I never tired or lost interest in it. I was continually motivated by how things always seemed to fall into place. From finding lost documents to tracking down unknown witnesses, the results were always the same. I always ended up with whatever I needed. On December 11, 2002, I wrote in a Christmas letter to a number of people, “I have always felt very strongly that this manuscript will one day be published. At times it seems to have a life of its own.” By the year 2000, I became so convinced that the publication of the book was inevitable that I went public, expressing this view to more than a hundred people over the next three years.

The final version of the manuscript attempts to reflect the breadth of the Marine Corps experience in Vietnam during 1968 to 1969. To do this I had to omit some very intense combat situations. The combat experiences of Jeffrey Barnes, Robert Barrette, Robert Carter, Edward Cirkl, Charles Rice, and Steve Thorkelson were no less compelling than those that follow. Each of these Marines served with distinction, saw many of their brothers-in-arms fall in battle, and lived to grieve over them. Other members of the Twins Platoon, such as James Bain, David Knutson, Terry Marlowe, Michael Ries, and John Gregor, served honorably while seeing little or no combat. It is important for the reader to know that for every Marine I have written about, there are many others whose experiences were similar but go unreported.

I am especially thankful to Cliff Bucan, Diane Finneman, Russ Mansmith, Ed Schryver, and William Weise for their strong words of encouragement on numerous occasions.

I am extremely grateful to the long list of people who unselfishly shared their deeply personal experiences with me so that I might have the privilege of sharing them with others. I strongly believe publication of their experiences will benefit and touch the lives of other people in more positive ways than I can imagine.

I am especially grateful to the following people for their professional help and guidance, most notably Keith Nolan, a leading author of Vietnam books, who out of the goodness of his heart took the time to read my manuscript and ultimately referred me to the literary agent E. J. McCarthy. The truth is he did this for an unpublished book writer he did not know, and he did it at a time when he was faced with a deadline on the publication of his eleventh book House to House: Playing the Enemy’s Game in Saigon, May 1968. This speaks volumes about this individual. I am indebted to literary agent E. J. McCarthy, for taking on the manuscript and finding the best publisher for it. I am thankful for the editorial help provided by the acclaimed military author Eric Hammel and for his many valuable suggestions, which ultimately made the book more desirable for publication. I am very appreciative of the help provided by the editorial staff at MBI Publishing Company and, above all, that of editor Richard Kane. His attention to detail and knowledge of military history helped root out several small errors that would have detracted from the text.

In the realm of military books, one has only to go to the internet to see that these professionals are literary giants within their field. To have them involved in the publication of this book furthers my conviction that the story of the Twins Platoon was meant to be told.

Lastly, I am indebted to my wife JoAnn and my three children Chris III, Angela, and Sharon for their many years of understanding and support.




PART ONE:
BEFORE VIETNAM
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THE MINNESOTA TWINS
PLATOON

The fighting in Vietnam had been going on before most members of the Minnesota Twins Platoon were born. In 1965 the first American combat troops arrived in South Vietnam to help stop the spread of communism. By 1967 the fighting had escalated to the point where every able-bodied young male not enrolled in college was being called upon to fulfill his military obligation.

Dear Future Marine:

This letter is being sent at this time to inform you that we plan to send all men scheduled for active duty in the month of June in one platoon. This platoon will go on active duty on the 28 of June, this is your new active duty date. On 28 June 1967, 150 future Marine applicants will be shipped in two platoons, to San Diego, California, recruit training depot. The Minnesota Twins Baseball Team is sponsoring this unit. They will be sworn in on TV at pre-game ceremonies that night, and be guests of the Twins at the game.

Gerald Baltes invited Candi Dupre to the game. She was good-looking and had a lot of spark. Conversations with her were always interesting and often intense. She wasn’t afraid to speak her mind. Baltes liked her more than he cared to admit. He wanted to be with her one last time before leaving for Marine boot camp.

Larry Buske came from the rural town of Hutchinson. He didn’t always abide by the law. He never doubted that he could drive safely at speeds considerably higher than the posted limit, especially after he had been drinking.

When it came time to fulfill his military obligation, he already had his mind made up. He wanted to join the Marine Corps. Marine training was said to be the longest and hardest, which suited Buske just fine. He considered himself a hard guy and he liked the challenge. Another reason he favored the Marines was because several of his older buddies had joined the Marines a year earlier. They had left for boot camp right after graduating from high school in 1966. Now with his own graduation approaching, Buske could follow in their footsteps.

In March 1967 Buske walked into the Marine recruiter’s office. There was no doubt in his mind that he was tough enough to be a Marine. In high school he had a reputation for being somebody people should not pick a fight with. After some small talk, the recruiter started asking questions. Buske answered each question carefully, fearing that for some unknown reason the Marine Corps wouldn’t take him—a horrible thought that up until then had never entered his mind.

“Do you have a criminal record?”

“No,” Buske fibbed. He was not certain what might be on his record.

“Why do you want to join the Marines?” the recruiter asked.

Buske made it clear that he knew all about the reputation of the Marine Corps. He told the recruiter he knew Marines had to be tough and that their training was the hardest of all. “In fact, some of the older guys I hung around with in high school joined the Marines. Joe Seller, Tom Healy, and Buck Defreeze went in after they graduated.”

“In 1966?” the recruiter asked.

“Right!” Buske felt confident he was on a roll.

The recruiter leaned forward in his chair and stated flatly, “If you are accepted by the Marine Corps, and if you make it through training, you will probably be sent to Vietnam.”

Buske wasn’t sure if the recruiter was making a statement or asking a question. To be safe, Buske replied, “Yes, sir.”

On March 22, 1967, Buske signed his first legal and binding contract as an adult. Just three months after he turned eighteen, he signed his name to the most important document of his life. The document enlisted him into the U.S. Marine Corps for four years under the 120-day delayed entry program. When June arrived, Buske graduated from high school. He had three weeks left before departing for boot camp when he got the telephone call at home. What happened next was a sign of the times.

“Hello,” Buske said nonchalantly into the receiver. He could barely recognize Barb’s voice on the other end. She had dated his high school friend, Tom Healy, who had joined the Marines a year earlier. She was crying into the receiver.

“What’s the matter? Buske asked, wondering why she was so distraught. She just continued to sob and sniffle. “What the hell is the matter?” Buske repeated.

She stopped crying just long enough to say one sentence: “Tom was killed in Vietnam today!”

Buske was not prepared for such shocking news. The next day it was in the local newspaper, as was the shocking news that another former classmate had been killed in Vietnam.

PFC THOMAS HEALY IS 3rd AREA
VICTIM OF VIETNAM WAR

The Vietnam War has claimed the life of a third Hutchinson area serviceman within a two-week period. PFC Thomas M. Healy of Hutchinson died Wednesday, June 7, of multiple fragmentation wounds to the head from a grenade while on patrol during an operation in the vicinity of Khe Sanh. The 19-year-old Marine had been in Vietnam since December 22, 1966. He was a machine gunner with the 1st Battalion, 26th Marines, Company B.

Funeral services for PFC Healy are pending at Dobratz Funeral Chapel in Hutchinson.

Funeral services for PFC Joseph J. Seller of Hutchinson, who was killed in Vietnam on June 2, are still pending at Zachow Funeral Home in Hutchinson. Services for a third area casualty, Sgt. Gary Rathbun, of Corvuso area, were held Monday, June 5.

In the days that followed, Buske’s sadness over the death of Healy and Seller turned to anger. Maybe he could go over there and get some revenge! An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth! For Buske, the war had become intensely personal.

Robert Gates could not tell you how old he was when he first heard about the Vietnam conflict, as it had been going on for as long as he could remember. He could recall hearing that it was a nagging problem in a remote distant place, requiring some military advisors and a few combat troops to keep the peace. He expected one day to hear that the trouble was over, but as graduation day drew near, so did his realization that the Vietnam conflict was not coming to an end.

Gates convinced his good friend Timothy Sather to join the Marines with him under the buddy system. Gates and Sather lived in Minneapolis, where they had grown up together, chasing girls and having a good time. For Sather, it was an easy decision. Enlisting in the Marine Corps was a family tradition. His grandfather, Iver Sather, saw combat in World War I, and Tim’s father, Allen Sather, continued the tradition by fighting in the Philippines during World War II.

Mark Mulvihill wanted to be a Marine like his older brother. At age twelve he was influenced by what President John F. Kennedy had said in his inaugural address to the American people, “Pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe, to assure the survival and the success of liberty…. Ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country.”

Mulvihill, and all young Americans his age, had grown up under the threat of a nuclear attack by the USSR. Classroom activities included civil defense drills that started with the sounding of an air-raid siren and ended with them crawling out from under their desks when the all-clear was given. That wasn’t much of a problem for Mulvihill in grade school, but in junior high, Mulvihill wore his desk like a saddle as he neared his adult height of six feet five inches and weight of 265 pounds. He enlisted in the Marines at age eighteen, vowing to defend the world against communist aggression.

The letter mailed to the future members of the Minnesota Twins Platoon included a listing of the other members by name, address, and phone number. More enlistees were needed and current members were encouraged to recruit their friends. Robert Cusick thought it would be a good idea to use the list to get everyone together for a party. He called Christy W. Sauro Jr., who in turn called Larry Jones. The three met at the local burger stand and hit it off. Cusick was slightly older than the other two, who were seventeen. He said he was surprised the Corps accepted him because he had accidentally cut off his big toe while mowing the lawn.

Larry Jones kept to himself that his dad lacked confidence in his ability to succeed in life. “You’ll never make it! You’ll never amount anything!” his father had yelled at him during a recent argument.

Jones shouted back at his dad, “Well I won’t have to! I am going off to war!” Jones had seen the war on the nightly news but never really paid a lot of attention to it, other than knowing he had his military obligation to fulfill. Jones was determined to prove his father wrong by joining the toughest branch of service—the Marines.

Cusick, Jones, and Sauro decided that more than one pre–boot camp beer party was a good idea. By the time they had to leave for boot camp, the three had become good friends.

Wallace R. “Skip” Schmidt was one of five children born to Eugene and Monica Schmidt. Skip had not done well academically and had dropped out of school in the eleventh grade. He had another uphill battle to fight. As a teenager, he painfully discovered that a lot of value was placed on the height of a male; taller was considered better. There were no pictures of short men on the covers of romance novels. Teenage girls described the ideal man as being tall, dark, and handsome—never short. So when Skip Schmidt stopped growing at five feet two inches, he found he continually had to prove himself.

When Skip should have been a senior in high school, he worked as a truck driver delivering flour, and he was at odds with his parents over what he should do with his life. Fortunately, he had four sisters who treated him as someone special. Colleen was the oldest at nineteen. Jackie was sixteen years old, and Shannon, the youngest, was just nine.

Skip had an especially close relationship with his sister Diane, who was eighteen years old. Her sisters jokingly called her Mom because she was so maternal. People who met Diane were quick to place their trust in her. She was politely assertive and in social gatherings she was always sought out, for she could find common ground with anyone and had a real flare for conversation that made people feel comfortable and welcome. Her presence always brought the “shy boys” and “wallflowers” out of hiding, and they went to her like bugs to light.

When Skip walked into the house and proudly announced, “I enlisted in the Marines today,” he knew his dad would approve, because he and his brother were former Marines and they both spoke highly of the Corps. His dad’s permanent limp was the result of a wound he received in World War II.

Skip did not take the challenge of Marine boot camp lightly. To get in shape he began to run, lift weights, and exercise. The physical part of boot camp didn’t worry Skip; it was the educational lessons that really had him concerned.

It was no surprise that Kenneth “Kenny” Goodman joined the Marines. His father, Virgil, always talked about his days in the Marine Corps with pride. When the Marines landed at Iwo Jima during World War II, “Virg” was there. When Virgil returned home from fighting in the Pacific with a bullet-scarred leg and wearing a Purple Heart, he was a local hero. Over the years his military service became a big part of the Goodman family’s story. In Ken’s eyes his dad was a real hero. Whenever he saw the film footage of the Marines raising the flag on Mount Suribachi, he swelled with pride knowing that his dad was one of the Marines who helped make that historic victory possible.

Over the years, Virgil’s reputation expanded from a war hero to that of a hard-working family man and successful businessman who had the best laugh. He and his wife, Bernice, owned and operated an egg produce business in Stewart, Minnesota.

The day before Ken left for boot camp, he tried on his dad’s old Marine Corps uniform. He sucked in his stomach and, with some helpful tugging from Eileen McGraw, his girlfriend, was barely able to button up Virgil’s World War II service coat. It was so tight around the middle that it made Kenny look like a pork sausage. When Eileen stepped back for a good look she burst out laughing, but it didn’t matter to her that Kenny was a little pudgy.
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THE CEREMONY

The weather was perfect for the Wednesday night baseball game on June 28, 1967, at Metropolitan Stadium. The home team was in a heated race for first place. Up in the bleachers, Gerald Baltes sat with his folks and Candi Dupre. He had made arrangements to have eighteen yellow roses delivered to her after his departure for boot camp. He said his good-byes and joined the other recruits as they assembled near home plate for the pre-game swearing-in ceremony.

The ceremony started with the Marine color guard marching onto the field. The Twins Platoon amateurishly marched behind, all dressed in civilian clothes. Flanked by recruiters wearing dress blues, the first platoon took a position between home plate and first base, while the other platoon lined up between home plate and third base. The two platoons faced the 11,940 fans in attendance.

The ball game announcer said with enthusiasm, “Ladies and gentlemen, I would like to call your attention to the young men assembled on the ball field. These fine young men, and four lassies, will be sworn into the Marine Corps as the Minnesota Twins Platoon.”

After the Marine color guard posted the colors, the announcer prepared the crowd by saying, “Ladies and gentlemen. Please rise for the playing of our country’s national anthem.” As the band played, the unsung lyrics could be heard in the minds of those present: “And the rockets’ red glare, the bombs bursting in air, / Gave proof through the night that our flag was still there. / O say, does that star-spangled banner yet wave, / O’er the land of the free and the home of the brave.”

Following the national anthem the recruits took the oath:

I do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; that I will obey the orders of the president of the United States and the orders of the officers appointed over me, according to regulations and the Uniform Code of Military Justice. So help me God.

At its completion the announcer shouted enthusiastically, “Let’s hear it for the Minnesota Twins Platoon!” Applause erupted from the stands and the band played the Marine Corps’ hymn as the new recruits returned to the stands to watch some of the game.

At the end of the sixth inning, the recruits were quietly directed to board the buses that waited to transport them to World-Chamberlain Field Airport. At 11:30 p.m. an American Flyers charter flight carrying some 150 Marine recruits lifted off the Minneapolis runway and flew into the black of night.
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THE DAY FROM HELL

The charter plane landed at the San Diego International Airport, Lindberg Field, at 2:30 a.m. on a Thursday morning. The airport and recruit depot were side by side, making the bus ride to the training facility a short one. It started with civilian bus drivers shouting, “Hurry up! Hurry up! Get in!” At the base entrance, military police (MP) boarded the bus, did a security check, and then waved the bus through.

In the glow of streetlights, the recruits could see buildings of Spanish design surrounded by tropical plants and shrubs; everything was immaculate. At the receiving barracks stood three drill instructors dressed in tropical brown uniforms and wearing Smokey the Bear–type hats. The sign on the lawn sent a chilling message: “Restricted Area / Receiving Barracks / Keep Out.”

The drill instructors used harsh language and physical force to get the recruits to do things quickly and correctly. Once the recruits were properly positioned on yellow footprints, Staff Sergeant Jenkins walked to the front of the platoon and announced that he was the platoon commander.

Standing nearby was Sergeant Lewis, the biggest black man many had ever seen. He looked six feet six inches tall and was built like a wedge. Sergeant Lewis, who was obviously from a highly educated background, spoke in a very articulate manner except when he was upset, which was often. The sight of the Twins Platoon left him looking like he had tasted a lemon. Frowning, he stated, “I hate privates!” The third drill instructor, Sergeant Taylor, was noticeably hot-tempered and manhandled a number of the recruits.

The platoon was moved a short distance beyond the yellow footprints to the receiving barracks. From the building entrance hung a large sign, which the drill instructors made them read out loud: “To Be a Marine You Have to Believe in: Yourself … Your Fellow Marine … Your Corps … Your Country … Your God … Semper Fidelis.”

Barbers waited on the other side of the door. Sergeant Lewis positioned himself outside the barbershop and waited for the shaven recruits to exit. Every few seconds another shocked skinhead emerged from the building. Gates overheard Sergeant Lewis say something sarcastic to one recruit with an irregular head. The remark was humorous to Gates, so his lips parted ever so slightly into a smile. Unfortunately, he was looking at Sergeant Lewis at the time, and their eyes met. Within seconds the enormous drill sergeant was in front of Gates shouting, “I better never see your teeth again. If I see your teeth that means you is smiling. Smiling leads to liking. Liking leads to fucking. And you ain’t ever going to fuck me.”

At Marine Corps Recruit Depot (MCRD) San Diego, there was no such thing as the Minnesota Twins Platoon. There were two platoons of about seventy-five men in each; Sauro’s was simply Platoon 3011. Everything the recruits brought into the recruit depot from the civilian world, except for their naked bodies, was put into a box and mailed back to their next of kin. It was common for the drill instructors to use a swift kick or punch to make their point. The recruits were not permitted to speak, but they communicated with each other by way of facial expressions and eye movements. Their expressions indicated that MCRD was worse than expected.

The billet area consisted of row after row of drab, unpainted Quonset huts made of gray corrugated steel. The anonymity of the place was overpowering and somewhat depressing. Reminding the tired recruits the day was far from over was the crackling sound of a trumpet playing morning reveille over the loudspeaker. Within two minutes, thousands of recruits poured out of the surrounding billets and formed into platoons that began marching from all directions to the mess halls. Every platoon was flanked by drill instructors calling cadence. With great creativity and surprisingly wide variation, they gave the same harsh verbal commands, “Left! Right! Left!”

The trip to the mess hall provided a good diversion, and the food was great. The entire process was regimented, following a strict protocol. Recruits are not allowed to talk—not even at breakfast.

After breakfast they got a closer look at their new home, which was two side-by-side Quonset huts that looked identical to the hundreds of others surrounding them. The recruit depot was like a house of mirrors, a superb job in duplication. Identical unpainted steel Quonset huts spaced equally apart lined both sides of the streets. The only thing that set their assigned huts apart from the others was a large rock that had “3011” stenciled in white on it.

The inside of the billet hut was not cheerful; the smell of Listerine filled the air and interior decorating was nonexistent. There were no pictures on the walls, no decorations, no televisions, no radios, no lounge chairs, no refrigerators, and no snack machines—just row after row of identical steel bunk beds on a concrete floor. “This is your new home,” Sergeant Jenkins told them. The recruits looked around at their new surroundings with depression written on each of their faces.

The world did not revolve around any individual at MCRD. Being in the Marine Corps meant starting life all over as a person undeserving of any special favors or treatment. The recruits thought about each of the things they had taken for granted. They fondly recalled how great it was to get their own way. The expression “all the comforts of home” had new meaning. Boot camp was a rude awakening. As far as the eye could see were recruits dressed in the same dark green utilities and shiny black boots. There were thousands of them, and from a short distance away they all looked alike.

Platoon 3011’s lack of marching ability triggered what was becoming a characteristic mood swing for Sergeant Lewis. The sight of the platoon trying to march in step left him sporting a sour face and a bad temperament. For punishment he made them exercise. Just as they were about to finish, he made them start over because someone was not doing the exercises correctly. The actual number of exercises they did for punishment usually tripled the original order. The drill instructors faulted them for something at every opportunity.

Going to the bathroom, or “head” as the Marine Corps calls it, was an unforgettable experience. The entire platoon was given five minutes to go relieve themselves and be back out on the road, standing at attention in platoon formation. Sixty recruits raced inside the one-story brick building to find there were not enough urinals to go around, so lines quickly formed. Many frantically coaxed those ahead to hurry up, which only added to the problem. The degree of relaxation required to urinate was lacking. Many simply gave up and left so the next guy in line could have a crack at it. The toilet stools were in a row with no walls or stanchions in between for privacy. The idea of sitting on the toilet facing a line of waiting recruits left the stools unused. Time always ran out before everyone had a chance to go.

Smokers often thought about how good it would feel to take a long drag, imagining the satisfaction and stimulating rush that would follow the clouds of smoke into their lungs. They needed a fix, but there was no smoking permitted on the airplane, buses, or anywhere else that they had been since being sworn into the Marines. One private shocked everyone when he requested permission to speak. Sergeant Lewis looked extremely irritated at the prospect of having to converse with a private. His facial expression made it clear he was displeased. “Speak, bitch,” Lewis said with a frown.

“Sir! The private smokes, sir.”

Sergeant Lewis stormed back and forth in front of the platoon berating the private, “The soft life is over for you! You are in the Marine Corps. Nobody here is going to powder your ass and pat your behind. Is this clear?” Sergeant Lewis snarled.

Sergeant Jenkins was a smoker and was a bit more understanding: “If you’re good, I might light the smoking lamp for you later.” He gave no indication when that might be. The conversation was over.

After evening mess the recruits were marched back to the billet area. Sergeant Jenkins ordered the platoon to stand at attention. A sleepy Sather looked at Sergeant Taylor as he walked past, and he saw Sather’s lingering stare. Outraged, he spun around, made a run at Sather, and had Sather by the throat seconds later. As Taylor squeezed off both carotid arteries, Sather’s eyes bulged and he gasped for air. Sergeant Taylor screamed, “Are you eyeball-fucking me?”

Sather tried hard to answer, but his words couldn’t get through the clenched hands. Sergeant Taylor shouted obscenities as he shook and choked him. Sather started to pass out from lack of oxygen. His first and last words as he crumpled to the ground gasping for air were “Sir! No, sir.”

Sergeant Jenkins and Sergeant Lewis both witnessed the incident but had different reactions. It was as if Sergeant Lewis had been expecting it to happen. He stared suspiciously at the entire platoon as though looking for perverts and degenerates. “I best not catch any of you eyeball-fucking me!” he warned.

In an accusatory manner Platoon Commander Jenkins questioned Sather, “You puke. I saw you looking at Sergeant Taylor. You got some kind of crush on him?” “Sir! No, sir.” Sather’s reply was hoarse and raspy.

“Get up off the ground, sweet pea. I’m going to be keeping a close on eye you,” Jenkins snarled as he waved a clenched fist in front of Sather’s face.

The whole platoon was silently abuzz over the incident. When the drill instructors weren’t looking, the recruits used eye language to send visual messages back and forth among themselves. Gates used a miniscule facial expression to silently communicate to nearby recruits that Sather, the guy he had enlisted with under the buddy program, was not a homosexual.

Sergeant Jenkins gave the order for the platoon to stand at attention, then he and the other two drill instructors disappeared into the duty hut. It was a test; to stand for an extended period of time without moving was extremely difficult and boring, and the urge to move or fidget became overwhelming. The only way to pass the time was to think. And they thought, All this exercising is killing me. I hate not being able to speak. A can of pop or a candy bar sure would taste good. I miss listening to rock music on the radio and watching TV. I don’t like not being able to come and go as I please. I miss going out with my friends. I’m sick of being treated like dirt. I hate boot camp. I hate being here.

Finally, the sun reached a low spot on the horizon signaling the day was nearing an end. Sergeant Lewis emerged from the duty hut and saw the sour faces. He immediately diagnosed the problem. “Look at all the sad faces. I think you miss your mommies. I think you is homesick. I have the cure. Some exercises will help you to forget.”

The sun was all but gone when they completed their exercises. The time to bed down for the night had to be near, or so they thought. The drill instructors laid out the routine. “Go into the billet hut and strip down to your skivvies,” Sergeant Lewis ordered.

“Put your dirty clothes in the white laundry bags hanging from your rack,” chimed in Sergeant Jenkins.

Physically exhausted and aching from lack of sleep, the recruits were looking forward to climbing into the ugly-looking metal bunk beds with the green wool blankets. The order was given to go into the billet and return wearing white skivvies and shower shoes. They had two minutes to be back on the road with their shaving kits in hand and the white towels hanging around their necks. Then they marched to the head with orders to “shit, shower, and shave” in five minutes. No one was surprised that the toilet stools remained unoccupied. It seemed as if no one was interested in taking a crap in public.

The recruits quickly finished and returned to the formation. The head call went without a glitch, apparently pleasing Sergeant Jenkins, because he walked to the front of the platoon, cocked his head, and gave the order many wanted to hear. “The smoking lamp is lit. You may take out your cigarettes and have a smoke. When I tell you the smoking lamp is out, you must put out your cigarettes immediately. Don’t take one extra drag. Then field-strip what’s left of your cigarette.”

Sergeant Taylor stepped forward and demonstrated how to field-strip a cigarette properly. “Whatever is left of the cigarette is to be torn into tiny little pieces so small that when tossed away, no evidence of them can be found. Filter tips are not to be discarded. They leave traces for the enemy to find. They are to be put into trouser pockets and disposed of later in a trash receptacle,” he instructed.

What followed were the hurried sounds of crackling cellophane followed by the fizz of sulfur matches. While the first inhaled smoke was still in their lungs, Jenkins cocked his head and hollered, “The smoking lamp is out!” The order to put out the cigarettes was followed by the sounds of rapid puffing. Cigarette coals burned bright as the chemically dependent made a frantic effort to draw in enough nicotine to feed their addiction. Sparks flew and fingers got burned as everyone hurried to field-strip their cigarette ahead of the next guy.

Sergeant Taylor rushed toward the formation. The look on his face indicated he was going to make an example of someone. He grabbed a recruit to rough up. While he was punching the recruit, Sergeant Jenkins yelled out in anger, “You slimy turds! How dare you take advantage of my good nature. It’ll be a damn long time before I light the smoking lamp again.”

Sergeant Lewis was fuming; he could hardly wait to speak. When his turn came he said, “You have an excuse for being stupid! You are privates! But you’ve got no excuse for disobeying a direct order. We should court martial your asses!” He eyed the platoon knowingly and, basing his next warning on his years of experience, added, “There are at least twelve of you thinking right now that a court martial will get you out of the Marine Corps. You can forget that shit! Hard labor is what a court martial will get you.” He intentionally paused, so his remarks could sink in, and then continued, “The time spent in the brig does not count toward your training. It gets you set back. The Marine Corps don’t pay you to be bad. You forfeit your pay.” He added with smiling displeasure, “You might not even have enough money to go home on leave.”

There was another penalty for disobeying a direct order that did not apply to them, but Sergeant Lewis enjoyed telling them about it anyway. “The Marine Corps can also demote. They can take away your stripes. Except this don’t apply to you. You are privates. You have no stripes to take away. You too low on the pole! You can’t go any lower than you already are.”

In the background Sergeant Taylor gathered tiny morsels of tobacco and white bits of paper off the ground. It was like watching someone pick up nails for a coffin. When he finished he tossed all the cigarette bits up into the air. Sergeant Lewis gave the platoon a nasty frown as the flurry of white paper came fluttering down. It was an open-and-shut case; the recruits had failed to field-strip their cigarettes into undetectable scraps.

“They need a trip to the sand pits,” Sergeant Jenkins hollered vengefully.

Still wearing their white skivvies and shower shoes, the platoon marched to a sandy place near the billet and had to exercise until the sweat dripped from their bodies. As further punishment, Sergeant Jenkins ordered everyone to drop to their bellies. Then he ordered them to swim in the sand and fling it at each other. To make sure they got well covered with sand, he ordered the recruits to roll over a few times.

Sergeant Lewis picked up on some of the facial expressions and appropriately commented, “I see some nonsmokers who think they shouldn’t be punished.” Lewis said it with a phony sadness. “It’s like this: You all in it together. One of you fuck up, you all fucked up. Is this clear?” To appease him they loudly responded, “Sir! Yes, sir!”

Twenty minutes later and right on time for “Taps,” Platoon 3011 stood at attention in front of their billets, covered with brown sand and looking like gingerbread men.

“It will be some time before I light the smoking lamp again for you maggots,” Jenkins reminded them with mocking bitterness.

“He might never light it again,” Sergeant Taylor remarked snidely.

“And I couldn’t care less,” Sergeant Lewis said. Then he made an about face and disappeared into the duty hut.

Finally, the first day was nearly over. Everyone was ordered to climb into their racks. Before Sergeant Taylor switched off the light, he told them no one was allowed to leave the billet and there would be no talking.

The recruits climbed into their racks covered with sand but too tired to care. At precisely the same time, the lights in every Quonset hut at the recruit depot went out. A trumpet played “Taps” over the base loudspeaker. Within seconds they were asleep, letting their dreams take them away from their real-life nightmare: Marine Corps boot camp.
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INSIDE MARINE BOOT CAMP

James Bain had two younger brothers and one older brother who was in the Marine Corps. James wore thick glasses and weighed 135 pounds. He grew up in South Minneapolis, where he graduated from Roosevelt High School in June 1967. Right after graduation he tried to enlist in the army to get into printing school but was told there were no openings. Then he visited the local Marine recruiter and learned that they needed a few people to fill the ranks of the Minnesota Twins Platoon. If he could get one of his buddies to join with him, they would both get a special two-year enlistment period instead of the standard four years. Bain jumped at the chance. He obtained permission from his mother and talked his buddy Michael Sorensen into enlisting with him.

Sergeant Lewis was pissed off when he said, “Private Bain! I say left! You turn right! You best get your shit together!”

“Sir! Yes, sir,” squeaked Bain.

That same day Bain did a left shoulder arms when he should have been doing a right shoulder arms. To see Bain marching with his rifle on the wrong shoulder incensed Sergeant Lewis. He took the rifle away from the recruit marching directly behind Bain. The last thing Bain remembered was hearing the voice of Sergeant Lewis saying something that started with, “You ignorant …,” and then Bain felt the blow of a rifle butt to the back of his head. His glasses went flying off his face and he saw stars. The incident really bothered Bain, who kept thinking, I didn’t join in the Marine Corps to get beat on.

Later on, when the platoon was practicing close order drill, Bain dropped his rifle. He was knocked around by one of the drill instructors for being clumsy. Bain stewed over the assault, for he didn’t feel they had the right to put their hands on him. He wanted to protest, but he didn’t dare. Fresh in his memory was how, on the first day of boot camp, Sergeant Taylor had kicked the crap out of the biggest member of the platoon.

When they came back to the barracks, Sergeant Taylor had everyone in the billet put his M14 rifle on Bain’s bunk. As further punishment for dropping a Marine’s most vital piece of equipment, Bain had to sleep on top of the rifles. Bain could handle that; what he couldn’t handle was being beaten up.

It seemed every time Bain turned around he saw a recruit being punched or kicked by the drill instructors. He saw one private get kicked in the stomach for complaining about having a stomach cramp. He saw another recruit get hit in the head so hard that afterward he didn’t know where he was.

At periodic intervals the drill instructors ordered the recruits to write letters home to their loved ones. It was a brief mandatory event that gave Bain the opportunity to inform his mother about the physical abuses. He instructed her to contact his recruiter and tell him about the mistreatment before someone got seriously hurt. When she did, the recruiter assured her that her son’s initial reaction to boot camp was not that unusual. He explained that for most young men it was the first time away from home and it would take a while for Bain to adjust.

Later the platoon was practicing close order drill on an immense, hard-surfaced parade field known as “the grinder.” Sergeant Lewis saw Bain screw up again by not executing a marching command properly. Extremely upset, he growled, “Private Bain, when we get back to the billet area, you report to the duty hut.”

After evening mess hall, while the recruits stood at attention, Bain left the ranks and went to the duty hut just a few feet away and knocked at the door.

“Sir! Private Bain reporting as ordered, sir!”

“Enter, bitch!” Lewis said in a loud enough voice for all to hear. Bain entered the duty hut. Some of the recruits standing in formation could see into the duty hut through the screen door. Whatever it was that Sergeant Lewis asked Bain, he gave the wrong answer. The huge drill instructor jumped up and slammed Bain against the metal locker. His large hands slipped around the recruit’s throat and he squeezed off the flow of blood to Bain’s head.

The small recruit created a racket inside the duty hut; he thrashed about with his arms and legs, which were hitting against the metal wall locker as he unsuccessfully gasped for air. The one-sided altercation moved to the floor without Lewis letting go of his chokehold until Bain was unconscious. After some time passed without any movement from Bain, Sergeant Lewis slapped Bain across the face in an effort to revive him. When that failed, he pounded on Bain’s chest. Bain twitched and opened his eyes.

“You all right?” Sergeant Lewis asked Bain without remorse. When Bain didn’t respond, Sergeant Lewis yelled, “Get up!” With some unfriendly help from the drill instructor, Bain got up and was ordered back into the formation.

That was the last straw for Bain. He decided he wasn’t going to put up with the abuse anymore. The following morning at roll call when his name was read off, there was no response. A check of the area revealed he was gone.

“Private Bain is absent without leave. That is a serious crime. He is in big trouble,” Sergeant Jenkins told the platoon.

Sergeant Lewis summed it up. “He is AWOL. They will find him. You don’t want to be in his shoes.”

Bain thought the best thing he could do was leave just before sunup. He ran the whole length of the obstacle course, and then climbed the fence that separated the recruit depot from the naval base. He didn’t know where he was going; he just wanted to find someone who could get him out of there. Basically, all he wanted was to get away from the drill instructors, who he thought were crazy and sadistic.

Bain got over the base fence, crossed Lindberg Field, and went by the navy recruit depot. The sun was just starting to come up and he didn’t want anyone to recognize him, so he pulled off his green shirt. That left him wearing a white T-shirt, green trousers, and boots. He crossed a road bordering the airport and came upon a guy and a gal fishing. The guy said to Bain, “You’re a recruit, aren’t you.”

“Yeah, I was in the Marine Corps.”

“I was in the Marine Corps, too,” the guy told Bain. They started to talk to each other. He told the man what the drill instructors were doing to the recruits and about how he had been choked unconscious. “They can exercise me. They can swear at me. But they have no right to put their hands on me,” Bain complained.

“You’re right. They got no business doing that to you,” the former Marine empathized. The man’s wife really felt sorry for Bain and suggested, “Let’s take him to our house.”

“No! We can’t take him home,” the former Marine told his wife.

“I’m not trying to get out of the Marines,” Bain said. “I’m not trying to get out of serving my country. I didn’t get drafted. I enlisted for Christ sakes! I just want to get away from those three crazy drill instructors.”

“You can do one of two things,” the man said. “You can just take off, but you won’t get far. Somebody will see you with your short hair and green pants. Or I can take you back to the main gate and you can talk to them there. And maybe you can get things straightened out.”

Bain decided to give it another try. At the main gate, he thanked the man for the help and advice before surrendering himself to the MPs. The MPs took Bain inside and put him up against a wall. “Do you got to go to the bathroom?” the MP asked Bain.

“No,” Bain answered. Every few minutes the same corporal came back over and asked Bain if he had to go to the bathroom. His answered remained the same: no.

Finally the corporal came over and said to Bain, “Private Bain you have to go to the bathroom.” The MP escorted Bain to the head. As Bain stood at the urinal, with the MP standing behind him, he heard the door open and another MP stepped in. When Bain turned around, it happened: the two MPs proceeded to kick the shit out of him, making sure never to hit his face. Having resigned himself to the beating, as it was happening, Bain thought, This is just unbelievable. What’s going on here? Why? For what purpose? I enlisted. I wasn’t drafted. Am I in the wrong country? This can’t be America.

Afterward, Bain was put back up against the wall. One MP guarded Bain while the other went into an adjacent room and watched TV.

All they do is beat on you in this place. Am I going to get beat up for the rest of my life, or what? Bain wondered. He was as scared as he had ever been.

At the first opportunity, Bain sent a letter off to his recruiter, telling him about his most recent experience with the MPs. He had no idea what that would lead to.

Shortly thereafter a Marine with many stripes on his sleeve approached Bain. He might be an officer? Bain thought. To be safe, he saluted.

The much older Marine told Bain, “When you go before the commanding officer just plead guilty. Don’t open your mouth. Everything is pretty much settled. Just go in there and plead guilty and take your punishment. If you fight it, you’re going to be in jail for two or three months. And you’ll have to start your boot camp all over. So you’re better off to plead guilty. I already know what you are going to get. Just five days in correctional custody and everything will be fine. We’ll even put you in another platoon.”

Bain pleaded guilty and was sentenced to five days in correctional custody.

Drill instructors constantly scrutinize recruits to determine if they have what it takes to become Marines. For a variety of reasons, some recruits are let go. The drill instructors had already cut one physical weakling and two overweight recruits from the platoon.

The physical weakling was singled out for his inability to do even one push-up. He was harshly ordered to pack his sea bag and was escorted out of the area by Sergeant Jenkins. The two remaining drill instructors made it very clear that the weakling was not fit to be in the Marine Corps and was getting disgracefully booted out. “He will not get an honorable discharge, and he will not be coming back.” The fate of the two overweight recruits was less clear, as their evaluation and departure had not occurred in front of the entire platoon.

The culling of Platoon 3011 was not over when Mark Mulvihill, Kenneth Goodman, and Robert Gates were called front and center. What the three had in common was that they looked plump, thus their fate seemed questionable. The three drill instructors walked around the pudgy recruits, looking at their sizes and shapes, while Sergeant Jenkins poked his finger into the sides of each one. Then the three drill instructors walked far enough away so their conversation could only be heard in whispers. At one point Sergeant Lewis looked over and pointed right at Gates.

Sergeant Taylor then returned to the front of the formation and asked the three recruits if they had ever heard of the fat farm, which they had not. Sergeant Taylor joyfully explained that the Corps had a special platoon just for fat people to help them lose weight. Sergeant Lewis was concerned the three privates might misinterpret what Sergeant Taylor was telling them and that it might sound too much like a good thing. So he clarified it by saying, “You stay in the fat platoon until you the right weight. The time you do at the fat farm does not count toward training.”

Sergeant Jenkins added, “Boot camp is still eight weeks long. If you go to the fat farm, another platoon will have to pick you up when you get out.”

Thinking the explanation still too complicated for the privates, Lewis frowned and for their benefit stated it in the simplest terms possible. “If you in a hurry to get out of boot camp, you do not want to go to the fat farm.” Lewis tipped his head down and stared at Gates, Goodman, and Mulvihill, as if he was viewing them over the top of imaginary eyeglasses. Seeing that the three recruits looked visibly shaken, he figured he had gotten through to them. Just to be sure he asked, “Do Privates Gates, Goodman, and Mulvihill want to go to the fat farm?”

“Sir! No, sir!” shouted the three in unison.

Jenkins motioned for another huddle. After the second huddle, Jenkins ordered, “Privates Gates, Goodman, and Mulvihill, give me ten push-ups. Ready! Begin!”

The three were being put to a test. With their loved ones expecting them to graduate from boot camp in eight weeks, the prospect of going to the fat farm was horrifying. No one wanted to write home to say he had been set back for being too fat. The entire platoon stood quietly at attention. Gates did his ten push-ups quickly; that did the trick. Jenkins ordered Gates to get back in formation. The other two weren’t as fast and Jenkins informed them, “You’re fat bodies. We could try just putting you on the diet tables.”

Jenkins was interrupted by the sound of an approaching platoon. He stepped back out of the way, allowing the recruits to see the approaching platoon. The other platoon’s ranks were filled with chubby recruits nearing exhaustion. They stumbled as they ran and were barely able to keep from falling down. Each of them had a pasty gray complexion and looked like death warmed over. Their salt-stained utilities looked oversized and baggy, suggesting that the recruits inside had, at one time, been much heavier. Their bulging eyes sent a distressing message easy to decipher.

After the platoon passed by, Sergeant Lewis turned to Sergeant Jenkins and asked in a loud voice, “Is that the platoon from the fat farm?”

“Why, yes it is,” Sergeant Jenkins confirmed.

“What a coincidence,” Sergeant Lewis said as he rolled his eyes with mock surprise, making it clear that what they had just witnessed was not a random event.

Sergeant Taylor added, “They’re on the way to the sand pits to lose a few pounds.”

Sergeant Jenkins made Goodman and Mulvihill an offer they couldn’t refuse. “We could try putting you on the diet tables and still keep you in the platoon.” The two recruits vigorously accepted by shouting, “Sir! Yes, sir!”

Goodman and Mulvihill were put on the diet tables. While everyone else ate plenty of good food, they got one small scoop of cottage cheese, a leaf of lettuce, and a fruit slice at every meal. In their quest to be Marines, Goodman and Mulvihill lost one of the three pleasures of boot camp. The other two were sleeping and using the toilet.

The Platoon 3011 recruits received a series of shots intended to protect them against the diseases of the world. Afterward, a navy doctor addressed the platoon: “Some of you may not be fit for military service. Some of you may have lied about your medical history to get into the Marine Corps. Some of you may have signed medical waivers in order to enlist. If this applies to you, step forward.” Not one recruit stepped forward. One week in MCRD San Diego was enough to make the recruits understand who was in charge, and it wasn’t the high-ranking naval officer.

The officer continued, “There is nothing dishonorable about getting a medical discharge. If for any reason you think you might not be fit for military service I want you to go over to the west wall and line up.” When no one moved, the officer’s face reddened. “Sergeant!” he barked, not hiding his displeasure that he had to funnel his orders through the lower-ranking drill instructors in order to see them carried out.

Sergeant Lewis, who had been leaning against the far wall, straightened up, unfolded his large brawny arms, and stepped smartly to the front of his platoon. He pretended to look displeased, but the recruits knew it was just a guise. From the twinkle in his eye, they knew they had done the right thing. “If you think for some reason you should not be in the Marine Corps, step over to the wall,” Sergeant Lewis ordered.

This was an unexpected window of opportunity. A few weeks earlier, most of the recruits would have done almost anything to get into the Marine Corps, but not anymore. If the Marine Corps saw fit to send them home, so be it. The rush was on! The line of recruits against the west wall became comically long. The sight was more than Lewis could stand. He looked up at the ceiling and said loudly with disgust, “Privates!”

The naval doctor left the gymnasium and went to the examination room down the hall. Sergeant Lewis remained behind to run interference. Cusick was first in line to reveal why they might not be fit for military service.

“What’s your problem?” Sergeant Lewis asked skeptically.

“Sir! The private is missing his big toe.”

“If that’s all you missing when you come back from ’Nam, you be lucky,” Lewis snarled pointing toward the platoon. Cusick got the message and hurried back to his place in the formation.

“What’s your problem?” Lewis asked Buske, who was ready to come clean. He remembered how his recruiter had asked him about having a criminal record and how he had fibbed to the recruiter. Truth be known, he thought maybe he shouldn’t be in the Marines.

“Sir, when I was a teenager I was involved in some stolen cars,” Buske confessed.

“Ain’t good enough!” Lewis said flatly. He motioned for Buske to get back to his spot in the platoon. Sauro was next in line.

“Speak,” Sergeant Lewis said with a tone of skepticism.

“Sir, the private has flat feet,” Sauro answered.

“Do they bother you?”

“Sir. Sometimes, sir.”

“When?” Sergeant Lewis probed.

“Sir. Toward the end of the day, sir.”

Sergeant Lewis opened his eyes wide with mock surprise and said, “No shit!”

“Sir. We were told to step up, sir.” Sauro’s voice trailed off apologetically.

And so it went: one recruit after another stepped forward to make his pitch. The Twins Platoon marched back to its billeting area with its ranks fully intact. The only sound came from boot heels striking the deck in near perfect unison. Many were troubled by their most recent experience. How quickly they had jumped at the chance to get out of the Marine Corps. What did that mean? Maybe it meant they did not have the stuff it takes to be a Marine. Maybe they didn’t have enough guts? Maybe they were cowards?

As usual, Lewis was on top of his game. He knew why many of them looked so troubled and puzzled. “I know what the privates are suffering from,” he said in a manner that implied he would have to explain it to them. Then he stopped talking to quickly brush off a piece of lint to restore his uniform to its perfect state. He continued, “I have seen it time and time again. Many of you have got what is called cold feet. It’s caused by having too much idle time. When privates have idle time, they start to think. Privates are not supposed to think. They are supposed to follow orders.”

Sergeant Lewis stopped talking as if he were waiting for the privates to catch up. He scanned the platoon in silence, making eye contact with all sixty-eight recruits. Satisfied that most of the recruits were still with him, he announced with rising jubilation, “I have the cure for cold feet. It’s called exercise! Give me twenty push-ups. Ready. Begin.”

Weekends were of no significance in the Marine Corps, and for the recruits, they were sheer misery. Friday and Saturday nights had always been the time to go out and have fun. They kept thinking about their civilian counterparts, who were out having a good time. They missed the fun of dating and the suspense of going to the hot spots, looking for the girls of their dreams. Some recruits missed their sweethearts. Goodman missed being with his fiancée, Eileen McGraw. Baltes thought about Candi Dupre. Cusick thought about his steady girlfriend, Darlene. And so it went.

The drill instructors seemed to know the recruits were thinking about their girls back home. Because it was only their second weekend at MCRD, the drill instructors decided to set the recruits straight about a few things. First of all, more Marines were needed in Vietnam, and therefore it was a near certainty that those who made it through training would receive orders for Vietnam. That meant the girls back home would not see much of them for a very long time. If they were lucky, it might be just once or twice, for only a few days, over the next two to three years.

Sergeant Jenkins began the unpleasant task of “waking the recruits to smell the coffee.” He began by telling the privates, “You are property of the Marine Corps. You will go where the Marine Corps wants you to go. You will do what the Marine Corps wants you to do. From now on you should think of the Marine Corps as your mother and father. It will feed and clothe you. It will give you everything you need to exist. You can forget about the girl back home. She will not wait for you. She will be gone by the time you get out. She will have gotten married and will have had children.”

Sergeant Lewis watched their reactions. Privates never ceased to amaze him. Shaking his head in disbelief, he addressed the platoon, “I can tell some of you out there don’t think this is true. You are having silly fantasies that your girl is going to sit home and miss you. You’re thinking you’re the greatest lover in the world. You’re thinking she can’t live without you. Go ahead. Think that if it makes you feel better, if you’re stupid!”

Sergeant Taylor could hardly wait to tell them more about the girls they had left behind. He looked down at his watch to make his point; with the time nearing 2100 hours, what he had to say would take the beauty out of the sunset. “You know who is going to try and poke her tonight? Your best friend! That’s right! Your best friend! As soon as you left, he started making his moves.”

Sergeant Taylor was not content to just stick in the knife in; he had to twist it a few turns. “Right now, he is probably pulling off on some side road, some lovers’ lane. By midnight they’ll be getting it on.” Sergeant Taylor wasn’t finished. “If you get a letter from your sweet pea telling you she thinks it’s better if you both start to date other people, watch out. That means she’s screwing everybody.”

Sergeant Lewis added, “Not if you get the letter, but when you get the letter.”

It was about 2130 when Sergeant Taylor ordered the recruits to prepare for lights out. Inside the Quonset huts, the recruits stood at attention next to their bunks, all thinking pretty much the same thing. Without a word, they looked around the inside of the Quonset hut taking in the drab surroundings. They thought about all the physical exercise they were doing and the way the drill instructors were treating them. They wondered what had happened to Bain. They missed the comforts of home and realized how much they loved and missed their parents, families, and friends. And some with steady girlfriends were thinking, What’s my best friend up to? How long will it take before some guy seduces her? Other disturbing thoughts were: Will I get orders for Vietnam? Will I be wounded? Will I be killed in the war?

Most members of the Twins Platoon had enlisted for four years of active duty. They had been in the Marine Corps for only slightly more than a week and already they were counting the days until discharge, which was 1,453 days left to serve for most. Prior to arriving at MCRD they could not remember staying in on the weekends. Reality set in with a thud; their days of wine and roses were over.

The drill instructors departed while giving the order “Lights out.” For the first time since they arrived at boot camp, the recruits were about to defy the order of no speaking without permission. They glanced around the billet making sure no drill instructors were in sight. No matter what their upbringing, nationality, religion, or level of intelligence, they were all thinking the same thing. It was both shocking and impressive to hear so many recruits turn to each other, and all say at the exact same time, “What the fuck have I done?”
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