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A NOTE ON SOURCES


This is a true book. No names have been changed. Much of what is reported here was witnessed firsthand. Some of it was related later, usually by several participants and observers, but always by at least one person present. A few events were videotaped. I also have relied on the log of Platoon 3086 and other documentation, such as “Recruit Incident Reports” filed after unusual occurrences, and each recruit’s continuously updated “Recruit Evaluation Card.”
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PROLOGUE

MOGADISHU,


DECEMBER 1992
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This book is mainly about Marine boot camp at Parris Island, South Carolina, but it has its origins on the other side of the world. For me, the story begins on a dark night in Somalia in December 1992, just a few days after U.S. troops landed.

It was my first deployment as a Pentagon reporter. I flew nonstop from California to Somalia in a huge Air Force cargo plane that refueled twice in midair. I didn’t know what I was doing, but I realized soon after I stepped into the humid dawn at the ruined airport that I was in a miserable situation. By the end of my first day in Mogadishu I was worried, scared, tired, and a bit disoriented. I hadn’t known enough to pack sunglasses and a hat, but I did bring the most essential tool, a big two-quart canteen, which I soon learned to drain at least three times a day.

It was a confusing and difficult time for the U.S. military: Americans had been brought to this dusty but sweaty equatorial nation to help with the logistics of famine relief, and there now was shooting going on. This was the first U.S. brush with “peace-making”—a new form of post-Cold War, low-intensity chaos that is neither war nor peace, but produces enough exhaustion, anxiety, boredom, and confusion to feel much like combat.

I went out on night patrol in the sand hills just west of Mogadishu with a squad from Alpha Company of the 1st Battalion of the 7th Marines. The city below was dead silent. There were no electric lights illuminating the night, no cars moving, no dogs barking at the patrol, no chickens clucking. The only sound in the night was the occasional death-rattle cough of sick infants. As we walked in single file, with red and green tracer fire arcing across the black sky over the city, I realized that I had placed my life in the hands of the young corporal leading the patrol, a twenty-two-year-old Marine. In my office back in Washington, we wouldn’t let a twenty-two-year-old run the copying machine without adult supervision. Here, after just two days on the ground in Africa, the corporal was leading his squad into unknown territory, with a confidence that was contagious.

The next morning I walked to the Mogadishu airport along a hot road ankle deep in fine dust with another returning patrol from Alpha Company, led by Cpl. Armando Cordova, a precise-seeming man with a small mustache and wire-rimmed glasses. A native of Puerto Rico who was raised in the Bronx, he once left the Marines and then, after ten months back in New York City, reenlisted. “You don’t make friends in the world like you do here,” he explained, his M-16 slung horizontally across his chest. “We are like family. We eat together, sleep together, patrol together.”

The last thing I wrote in my notebook as I flew out of Somalia was that “in an era when many people of their age seem aimless, these Marines know what they are about: taking care of each other.” Of course, that ethos isn’t always honored. Some Marines rob and beat one another, or lie to Congress, or rape Okinawan girls. But over the last four years in Somalia, in a sniper’s nest in Haiti, aboard amphibious assault ships in the Atlantic and the Adriatic, and at Marine installations in the U.S., I consistently have been impressed by the sense of self that young Marines possess.

The U.S. military is extremely good today—arguably the best it has ever been, and probably for the first time in its history, the best in the world. It also has addressed in effective ways racial issues and drug abuse, problems that have stymied the rest of American society. At a time when America seems distrustful of its young males, when young black men especially are figures of fear for many Americans, the military is a different world. As the sociologist Charles Moskos has observed, it is routine in the military, unlike in the rest of the nation, to see blacks boss around whites.

But the Marines are distinct even within the separate world of the U.S. military. Theirs is a culture apart. The Air Force has its planes, the Navy its ships, the Army its obsessively written and obeyed “doctrine” that dictates how to act. Culture—that is, the values and assumptions that shape its members—is all the Marines have. It is what holds them together. They are the smallest of the U.S. military services, and in many ways the most interesting. Theirs is the richest culture: formalistic, insular, elitist, with a deep anchor in their own history and mythology. Much more than the other branches, they place pride and responsibility at the lowest levels of the organization. The Marines have one officer for every 8.8 enlistees. That is a wider ratio than in any other service—the Air Force, at the other end of the spectrum, has one officer for every 4.2 enlistees.

Alone among the U.S. military services, the Marines have bestowed their name on their enlisted ranks. The Army has Army officers and soldiers, the Navy has naval officers and sailors, the Air Force has Air Force officers and airmen—but the Marines have officers and Marines. “Every Marine a rifleman,” states one key Corps motto. It means that the essence of the organization resides with the lowest of the low, the peon in the trenches. That’s especially significant because 49 percent of Marines are in the service’s three lowest ranks (that is, E-3 and below). That’s roughly twice the percentage in the other three services. “The Marine is the Corps and the Corps is the Marine,” wrote Lt. Gen. Victor Krulak, father of the current commandant of the Corps.

I like the Marine culture. It intrigues me. In a society that seems to have trouble transmitting values, the Marines stand out as successful and healthy institution that unabashedly teaches values to the Beavises and Buttheads of America. It does an especially good job in dealing with the bottom half of American society, the side that isn’t surfing into the twenty-first century on the breaking wave of Microsoft products. The Corps takes kids with weak high school educations and nurtures them so that many can assume positions of honor and respect.

The Marine Corps “works” as a culture, and is adept at addressing its own faults. It strikes me as the most well-adjusted of the U.S. military services today, at ease with its post-Cold War situation. Indeed, it is the only service that isn’t on the verge of an identity or cultural crisis, as the Navy steams in the circles of its post-Tailhook malaise, the Army tries to figure out what it is supposed to do for the next fifteen years and gnashes its teeth over gender integration, and the Air Force has quiet nightmares about unmanned aircraft dominating the skies of the twenty-first century. I suspect the Marine Corps also is one of the few parts of the federal government that retains the deep trust of most of the American people.

Because of their culture, the Marines tend to be an enjoyable service for a reporter to cover. Because they are so proud of their story, and because the Marines’ existence has always been threatened, they are happy to have a journalist write about them—even if in their political conservatism they don’t particularly like the media. They are more open than the Army tends to be; the average Marine lance corporal speaks with more self-confidence to a reporter than does the average Army captain. I frequently hear responses from Army officers along the lines of, “I don’t want to say anything I shouldn’t say.” I have never heard anything like that from Marines. They know that if a reporter has been permitted within their lines, they can talk about who they are and what they are doing. (The Army tends to blame Vietnam for its bad relations with the media, but that alibi is losing credibility as the last Vietnam-era veterans retire. But I do think the Army is getting better at dealing with reporters as it realizes that for the first time in its history, it too must begin to justify its existence to the American people, whose economic, cultural, and political elites in the post-Cold War era generally know little and care less about the military.) The average Marine is far livelier to interview than is the average Navy sailor, who tends to be less informed about the mission, and less interested in the world. And the Marine infantryman lacks the know-it-allness I’ve encountered in many Navy and Air Force pilots, who watch a few minutes of CNN and then hold forth on world politics. A day on the ground somewhere will teach you more than a year of flying over it.

The Marines tend to display a kind of funky joie de vivre, especially in the field. In their own parlance, they know how to “pack their trash,” something the Army is learning slowly and painfully as it too becomes “expeditionary” in hellholes like Somalia and Haiti. A naval officer told me once that as disembarkation day approached, he had his sailors hide the galley’s little bottles of Louisiana hot sauce to keep the Marines from stealing them when they left the ship. In Somalia, I saw why. After one grueling patrol across the outskirts of Mogadishu, Corporal Cordova’s squad pulled out a camping stove and cooked up a mess of what they called “Somali Stew”: mix in a big pot one package of ham slice rations, one of chicken stew, one of tuna with noodles, one packet of cheese sauce, several tiny bottles of Tabasco sauce, and liberal shakes of onion and garlic powder. As they cooked, the squad played Little Richard’s greatest hits on a Walkman connected to miniature speakers. They knew how to live—a sharp contrast to the infantry squad from the Army’s 10th Mountain Division that I saw in Haiti sitting bored in a tent, reading dirty magazines, and grousing about its cold rations.

At the same time, I am worried by some aspects of today’s Marines, especially their remoteness from American society. This is a matter of degree. There has always been an element of aloofness from society in the Marines’ stance, as with any elite military organization. But over the last thirty years, as American culture has grown more fragmented, individualistic, and consumerist, the Marines have become more withdrawn; they feel they simply can’t afford to reflect the broader society. Today’s Marines give off a strong sense of disdain for the very society they protect. They view it, in much the same way the Japanese do, as decadent.

There is a history to the Corps’ alienation. During the 1970s the Marines hit bottom. They were riven by the Vietnam War, in which the Corps suffered more casualties than it did in World War II. Race relations were lousy; in 1970, for example, the Corps logged 1,096 violent racial incidents. Drug abuse was rampant: 37 percent of all Marines in 1980 were estimated to be using illegal drugs at least occasionally. The Marines haven’t taken draftees since 1970, but with the end of the draft in 1973, the Corps discovered that many of its “volunteers” in fact had joined to avoid the Army; in the mid-seventies, the quality of volunteers for the Marines plummeted. For a time, fewer than half of Marine recruits were high school graduates. “Many ill-adjusted, antisocial young men ended up in our ranks,” then-Brig. Gen. Bernard Trainor observed in the Marine Corps Gazette in 1978.

Then the Marines, along with the rest of the U.S. military, rebounded. Today they are on the road American society didn’t travel. Over the last twenty years, the Corps improved the quality of its recruits. It confronted its drug problems in effective ways. While it hasn’t done as well as the Army has in finding and promoting black officers, it has defused racial tensions. Among senior sergeants, race simply doesn’t appear to be an issue; as career Marines, they have far more in common with one another than they do with members of their races outside the military. And throughout the military, it is clear that a whiff of racism—at least of whites toward blacks—will end a career.

Over the last twenty years, as they rebounded, the Marines moved from thinking of themselves as a better version of American society to a kind of dissenting critique of it. But theirs isn’t an empty alienation. The Marines are rebels with a cause, articulately rejecting the vague nihilism that pervades American popular culture. With their incessant emphasis on honor, courage, and commitment, they offer an alternative to the loneliness and distrust that today seem so widespread, especially among American youth.

But the gap between the military and society can’t be attributed entirely to improvements in the military. While American military officers always have tended toward conservatism, over the last twenty years they have become more politically involved, and effectively “Republicanized.” But far more than civilian Republicans, they seem to look down on American society in a way that the pre-World War II military didn’t. The U.S. military’s new contempt for American society is especially troubling because it comes at a time when the end of the Cold War has cut adrift the U.S. military from its traditional roles. With the demise of the Soviet threat, many in the Marines, from commandant to drill instructor, seem to define the enemy as “chaos.” That is worrisome because it can blur the line between foreign and domestic missions. Take this view to extremes—and some Marines do—and you wind up believing that the next war the U.S. military fights could be here at home.

The gap between the military and society is exacerbated by the public’s new ignorance of military affairs. For two centuries, the military has played an important role in shaping the United States. We are, in the phrase of one historian, “a country made by war.” But today the military’s role in the nation (and its uses abroad) is troubled, uncertain, and shifting. For the first time in our history, we are—if the Cold War is indeed considered a kind of war—maintaining a large military establishment during peacetime. What’s more, it is all-volunteer, and has been for two decades. It is no longer broadly representative of society, especially the elites. Even during the Vietnam War, two-thirds of the members of Congress had some military experience. Today about two-thirds have none. A dwindling number of people on the Armed Services Committees are able to reach back to their time as mud soldiers to skeptically quiz the military brass. We are, argues Harvard political scientist Michael Desch, moving toward having a semiautonomous military.

The coming years will be interesting as the U.S. military sorts out its role, at home and abroad, in the post-Cold War world. The best way to see where the U.S. military is going is to look at the Marines today. The Army, Navy, and Air Force are becoming more like the Marines as they become smaller, isolated, and expeditionary. Indeed, I’ve noticed lately that some of the Army’s cutting-edge units, such as its “Southern European Task Force,” a paratrooper brigade that was one of the first U.S. units sent to Bosnia, and has been in and out of Africa in recent years, are remaking themselves in the Marines’ image. For decades, the U.S. Army sat in Europe waiting to slug it out with the tanks of the Red Army. But these paratroopers are a contingency force able to move in quickly in small numbers, do the job, whether it be evacuating an embassy or protecting Rwandan refugees, and get out just as quickly. That may sound simple, but it is a radical departure from the Army’s traditional approach of going in big and heavy and slow, with tanks and hordes of troops and huge logistical bases, as it did even in the Gulf War.

With the end of the Cold War, and the rash of small, messy interventions in Somalia, Rwanda, and Haiti, the Marines have moved back to center stage in U.S. military operations. These tend to be conflicts that spotlight the kind of small-unit action in which Marines shine, partly because they are able to reach back to their pre-World War II role as the nation’s “small war” force. In these operations, the kid whom we wouldn’t trust to run the copier is the squad or platoon leader addressing questions that could alter national policy: Do I shoot at this threatening mob in Mogadishu? Do I fire first when a Haitian police officer levels his automatic weapon in my direction? If I am in a limited peacekeeping role, do I stop a rape when it occurs fifty yards in front of my position? And he is doing it under the glare of real-time global television broadcasts.

Ever since I went on night patrol in Mogadishu, I have wanted to discover how these young Americans acquired that sense of Marine self-confidence that enables them to make those decisions. Ultimately I decided to look at boot camp, where American youths make the transition from civilian society to the military, bridging the growing gap. I wanted to see how an organization could take fifty or so American kids—a group steeped in a culture of individualism and consumerism, many of them users of recreational drugs, few of them with much education or hope of prospering in the American economy—and turn them into Marines who saw themselves as a band of brothers, overcoming deep differences of race and class. I wanted to see who would “make” it into the Corps, who wouldn’t, and why. I also wanted to see how drill instructors would make them into Marines. (Almost all writing about Marine boot camp is in the form of memoirs, meaning that we usually see the place through the eyes of an adolescent.) Finally, I wanted to explore how the Marine Corps rebounded from its post-Vietnam low point and remade itself in the late 1970s and 1980s, and contrast its recovery with the increasing fragmentation of American society.

To do that I had to begin on Parris Island. That is how I came to stand outside the receiving building in the fifty-six degree fog at 1:50 in the morning waiting for a bus from Charleston, South Carolina, to arrive. Aboard were thirty-six young men, the bulk of a new recruit platoon, Platoon 3086.









CHAPTER ONE

DISORIENTATION
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It begins just like in the movies: A busload of recruits traverses a causeway across the tidal swamps of Archer Creek and arrives at the Marine Corps boot camp on Parris Island. It is 1:50 a.m., the middle of a chilly late-winter night on the coast of South Carolina, when the bus’ air brakes sigh and the bus rolls to a halt outside the red-brick receiving station. Most of the thirty-six recruits on the bus already have been awake twenty hours or more, since they reported to military processing stations at dawn Wednesday. They won’t sleep for another eighteen, until sunset Thursday. A haze of cigarette smoke hangs in the air of the silent bus. It is the last tobacco they will smell for eleven weeks.

Staff Sgt. Gregory Biehl, his face half-hidden by his big flat campaign hat—drill instructors hate it when tourists call it a Smokey the Bear hat—charges up the metal footsteps of the bus and faces the thirty-six faces, all male, most adolescent, many strained with fear.

“Now!” begins Staff Sergeant Biehl. It is the first word they hear on Parris Island, and it is entirely appropriate. For the next eleven weeks, every order they hear will carry a tacit insistence that it be executed immediately. That first word locks them into the present, and that is where they will remain. For nearly three months, no one in a position to know will tell them anything about their schedule. All they really have to go on are the movies they’ve seen on television, such as Sands of Iwo Jima and Full Metal Jacket, plus a few tall tales from older brothers and neighborhood kids who have come home wearing Marine uniforms. In their new lives here on the island, they simply will be ordered to march, and will find out what they are going to do next when ordered to stop marching.

At Parris Island, officers think about the weeks ahead, drill instructors think about the days ahead, and recruits think about the task at hand. The recruits don’t know it and won’t be told, but the Marines’ theorists of boot camp indoctrination break the eleven-week process into five distinct phases. First is the initial receiving of recruits, which lasts about four disorienting days. Next is a period of similar length, the “Forming” of platoons, when the recruits are turned over to the drill instructors who will take them through the rest of boot camp. Then comes the main body of boot camp, “Training,” which begins with basic drilling and rudimentary fighting, proceeds to riflery, and then puts it all together with basic combat training. Then, because Marine boot camp is three weeks longer than the other services’, comes an odd ten-day period called “Advanced Training” in which nothing much appears to happen, but is significant because it puts on the recruits the final touches of indoctrination, polishing the best and sometimes reaching the recalcitrant. Finally comes the series of ceremonies and rituals that constitute graduation into the Marine Corps.

Many of the bewildered young men staring at Staff Sergeant Biehl will never make it that far. Some will be gone within a few days. But even for those who will make it the whole way, graduation at this moment is an unimaginably remote goal. Simply getting through each next moment of boot camp will consume all their mental and physical energies. And for most of the rest of their careers in the Marines, their officers will strive to keep them just as tightly focused: Not on whether they might eventually die, not on whether the mission will succeed, not on where their wife or girlfriend is and what she might be doing, but on the here and now.

“Now!” the sergeant repeats. “Sit up straight. Get your eyes on me. If you have anything in your mouth, get it out now.” They stare at the sergeant, not knowing he is a passing figure in their lives, one who will move them along for exactly an hour and then never be seen again. The actual moment of shock will come three days later, at the “Forming,” when they will meet the three drill instructors who will dominate every waking moment of their lives, and even some of their dreams, for the next eleven weeks. But right now, the Corps wants only to disorient the arriving recruits, not shatter them. The job now is to strip them of their old civilian identities before building new Marines.

“Now, get off my bus,” shouts Staff Sergeant Biehl. They hadn’t known it was his bus—but they soon will realize that they are on his island, in his Corps, and playing by his rules. Every drill instructor they meet will talk to them the same way. Nothing here is theirs, not even the right to be called “Marine.” They are simply “recruits.” They will have to earn the title “Marine”—and that is why most of them joined the Corps. Staff Sergeant Biehl pauses a moment, sufficient time for any attentive Marine to get going, and then raises the volume: “Let’s go. Now. Move. Move! Move!”

They charge off the bus onto rows of yellow footprints painted on the asphalt: in their first moment on the ground of Parris Island, they also have stepped into the Marine Corps’ powerful and distinctive culture. The footprints, four to a row, eighteen rows, are so closely packed that the newcomers can’t been seen as individuals. Standing nearly heel to toe in the dark night their faces are hardly visible, and their bodies become one mass. The effect is intentional: Marine Corps culture is the culture of the group, made up of members who are anonymous. Later, Lt. Col. Michael Becker, commander of the Third Battalion, of which these men will soon become a part, will make the point by gesturing to the framed reprint on his office wall of perhaps the most famous photograph from World War II, that of the Marines raising the American flag at Iwo Jima. “Who are they? Just five Marines and a corpsmen. It isn’t Patton. It isn’t Eisenhower. It’s five Marines and a corpsmen—you can’t even see their faces.” Indeed, two have their backs turned to the camera, two have their sides turned, and the fifth is hidden except for his arms and hands supporting the flag.

Who are these thirty-six recruits standing on the yellow footprints? Where are they from? How did they get here? Among them are an accountant fired by Ernst & Young because he flunked his CPA exam; a self-professed gang member from Washington, D.C.; the son of a Merrill Lynch bond trader; a Dutch-American who considers himself a pacifist; a former white-supremacist skinhead from Mobile, Alabama; a dozen former employees of Taco Bell and other fast food joints; and a handful of one-time workers at small, off-the-books construction firms.

They are mainly eighteen and nineteen years old, with a smattering of men in their twenties. The youngest is seventeen, the oldest twenty-seven. They come to Parris Island without strong prospects in the civilian economy. With a few exceptions, they are drawn from the 39 percent of young American males who don’t attend college, and so live on the wrong side of the widening gap between the earnings of high school graduates and college graduates. To a surprising degree, they have been living part-time lives—working part time, going to community college part time (and getting failing grades), staying dazed on drugs and alcohol part time. They are, with a few exceptions, denizens of the bottom half of the American economy, or on the way there—poor kids with lousy educations, and a few wealthier ones sliding off the professional tracks their parents had taken. Consciously or not, they don’t see much of a place open to them in postindustrial America. Most of them knew they were heading for mediocre jobs at wages that will always seem to lag behind inflation. They have come here from Shubuta, Mississippi, from Bayonne, New Jersey, from Destin, Florida, from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and from forty other small towns and crumbling eastern cities to pursue one of the few rites of passage left in America. Here they can try to attain excellence.

In truth, society sees many of these kids more as threats than as contributing members. They are off the map—literally, in some cases. “You go into any high school in April, you’ll see a map of the United States up on the wall showing where kids are going to college,” says Staff Sgt. Michael Marti, a Marine recruiter in Boston who helped enlist Andrew Lee and Charles Lees III, two members of the group getting off this bus. “But that’s only seventy-five percent or so. The other kids, the ones that are going the nontraditional route, they don’t put them on the map at all. A kid who joins the military isn’t honored, but the kid who goes to college is.”

Spending their days in high schools, pool halls, and gyms, trolling for prospects, recruiters see a lot of adolescent America, probably more so than most parents of teenagers. Their reports are chilling. “I don’t believe any of the statistics I see,” says Sgt. Arthur Banester, who works the suburbs south of Boston. “I haven’t seen one kid who hasn’t used marijuana.

“It’s rich down there,” he continues. “It’s midway between Providence and Boston, and there’s a lot of nothing to do. So we get drugs, assault and batteries, breaking and entering. Alcohol’s really bad.”

Yes, echoes Staff Sergeant Marti, the chief of the recruiting station: “Alcohol’s worse than anybody’s nightmare.”

The new recruits are propelled from home by fear of failure and drawn here by their desire to be Marines. That is very different from what attracts American youth to the other military services. One current recruiting pamphlet for the Navy carries the headline “What’s in it for you.” For years, the Army has advertised under the self-actualizing motto, “Be all you can be.” The Marines, by contrast, take an ascetic, even forbidding approach: “Maybe you can be one of us,” one of “a few good men,” “the few, the proud.”

For high-strung Andrew Lee, rippling with muscles and tension, there was never a question about where he wanted to be. He grew up just across the street from the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in South Boston. The first such monument in the country, it displays the names of twenty-five dead. Some fifteen of those names are followed by the letters “USMC.” He grew up with the brothers and cousins of those names.

Suffering from dyslexia, Lee never liked school much. But he loved the summers. As a teenager he began working as a lifeguard at South Boston’s Farragut Beach. “I met this guy Herb Cavellas there,” Lee will later recall. “He’s the reason I joined the Marines. He was a quiet guy. He wore a ‘Semper Fi’ hat. He talked to me about Vietnam, where he was a scout/sniper. He talked to me about the Marines being a true brotherhood. Despite everything they went through—I wasn’t there, but, you know, government lies, hypocrisy—they still hold true to the Marines.”

One day late in 1994, Lee went downtown and signed up with the Marines on a delayed entry program. Then he caught a bus back to South Boston and told his parents. His mother, a social worker in a Boston school, was distraught. For months she tried to talk him out of it. “My mother, there’s a real generation gap between she and I,” Lee will later explain. “She’s a good women, an excellent mother, but she comes out of the Vietnam thing.”

“She wouldn’t hang up on me,” recalled Sgt. Rodney Emery, Lee’s recruiter, who would check up on Lee two or three times a month. “But every once in a while she’d voice her opinion.” Lee’s father, the principal of South Boston’s middle school, wasn’t much pleased either.

On the morning he was to “ship” to Parris Island, his mother got up early and made him a big breakfast. She cried the whole time.

Traveling with Lee from Boston is Charles Lees III, a big two hundred seventy-five-pound Samoan with a Band-Aid on his forehead. The wound on his head was sustained while trying to qualify for boot camp; just getting to this point has been a struggle for Lees. A graduate of Holy Cross, Lees was looking for something more in life than computer sales. He came into the recruiting office heavily overweight. The recruiters determined that he would need to drop forty-seven pounds simply to qualify to begin boot camp. They had him visit once a day, then twice, to exercise him into shape.

He reported as ordered the night before he was to ship, in mid-February. But he was still six pounds over the limit. The sergeants at the processing station dressed him in a heavy sweat suit and kept him running all night. To keep the weight off, he wasn’t allowed to eat. When thirsty, he was given an ice cube to lick. Toward morning, he later recalls, “everything went yellow.” He woke up on the floor, looking up at the master sergeant. In fainting he somehow cut his forehead. He was sent home to recuperate for two weeks.

So, by chance, Lee and Lees ship out the same day. The two Bostonians with similar names will become the heart of their platoon at Parris Island. Assigned by the alphabet to share a bunk bed, they become a team: Andrew Lee, the small, wiry, inarticulate leader by example, and Charles Lees, the hulking, reflective recruit who has the intelligence to teach his slower comrades, the maturity to know how to do it, and the physical strength to ensure that they listen.

Also part of the Boston shipment is Paul Bourassa, a graduate of the University of Massachusetts who enlisted after being fired by Ernst & Young. He broke the news to his parents over dinner at an Applebee’s restaurant in Methuen, up near the New Hampshire border. “She began crying, made a scene. She said I was gonna die. My dad said I was crazy.”

Parents’ resistance to their sons’ joining the Marines is common among this group. “My mother and uncles tried to talk to me. They didn’t want me to go anywhere dangerous,” James Andersen, one of five recruits shipped here today from Pittsburgh, says later. “I said, ‘It’s my choice, and I need it.’” The nineteen-year-old had been a shift manager at a Taco Bell in the Pittsburgh suburb of Bethel Park, “partying” every night; he “didn’t give a shit about anything.”

In eastern Pennsylvania, just outside Philadelphia, Nathan Weber, who had been sliding from one dead-end job to another, enlisted and then went to a friend’s house for dinner. When his friend’s father heard the news over the meal, he gave him a disgusted look and said, “Kids these days want to be so tough.” Several other friends, and his parents, are puzzled by his decision.

Failing to persuade her son to renege on enlisting, the mother of another Pittsburgh recruit, Joshua Parise, decided to wrest from the recruiting sergeant a promise that her son would be safe at boot camp. Then at dawn she was shocked when a different sergeant appeared at the front door to collect her boy. She stood in her bathrobe hugging her son—and refused to let go. This went on for several minutes, until he finally lifted her arms and extracted himself. “She kind of wigged out,” Parise later says.

If some parents try to bar the door, others actively open it. Craig Hoover’s dad, a retired government cartographer, suggested that his son try something new in life. Hoover had just dropped out of Montgomery College, in the prosperous Maryland suburbs of Washington, D.C., and he’d quit his job as a waiter because he didn’t like some of the other staff at the diner. “I needed a break, a change of scene,” he says later.

At dawn on March 1, 1995, this wave of recruits reported to military processing stations across the eastern United States. Their recruiters already had given them physicals and vetted their names with local police for criminal records. Each was checked for open wounds and fresh scars. Then a recruiting sergeant interrogated them one last time. “Did you get in any trouble? Did you smoke some dope? We know you have going-away parties, drink a few beers, have some trouble.” After a final paperwork check, each was driven to a local airport in a government minivan, usually with three or four other recruits. At Boston, the recruits left for Logan Airport at 12:30. On arrival at Charleston, South Carolina, they were met by a Marine and taken to a special room. They were told to sit with their hands flat on their knees, facing forward, and to remain silent. They waited for hours, stock still.

Finally, just after midnight, thirty-six recruits had accumulated. They were told to file onto a bus illuminated by the otherworldly orange lights of the airport parking lot. They immediately felt the humidity and relative warmth of the Deep South. The bus cut south and surprisingly soon left behind motels and automobile dealers on the outskirts of town. Route 17 narrowed to two lanes and plunged into the pitch darkness of the South Carolina sea marshes, a land of rice, cotton, alligators, and mud, one of the most remote areas east of the Mississippi. The recruits were permitted to talk, but no one did. They stared out the window trying to see something in the piney woods and marshes along the Edisto River basin. The blackwater stream itself was invisible in the night, just a negative strip of emptiness. They caught glimpses of Spanish moss hanging in great masses from the branches of live oaks. Some smoked. Charles Lees asked himself, What have I done?

 

Nearly ninety minutes later, the lights of the Parris Island guardpost looming out of the dark signal the beginning of the answer to that question. Symbolically, boot camp begins here as the bus slows, but doesn’t stop at the gate at the mainland end of a causeway that leads out to the island. The Marine guard waves the bus through, and it takes the recruits across the border from the America they know into Marine territory, where they will remain until they graduate months from now, or until they are washed out and sent home.

The bus is again in darkness as it traverses the 2.3-mile-long causeway. Good-bye, world, Lees thinks, sensing the psychological remoteness of the place. This isolated atmosphere is somewhat artificial. In reality, the bright lights and yacht-set bistros of antebellum Beaufort, South Carolina, are just a few miles from the Marine camp. But to the recruits, the 7,000 flat, wet acres of sand that make up Parris Island might as well be a thousand miles out in the Atlantic Ocean.

The Devil’s Island atmosphere of the place is no accident. In the late nineteenth century, after a naval station and dry dock were established on the island, the Navy used the installation as a “disciplinary barracks”—that is, a military jail. The Marines first began training recruits on the island in 1915, for service in World War I. Since then, the Marines are fond of saying, more than a million recruits have trained on the island, with about 20,000 coming through annually nowadays. At any given point, there are about 4,300 recruits training on Parris Island—fewer in mid-winter, more during the late summer and early fall, as the high school graduation bulge passes through. They are governed by just under 600 drill instructors.

This being the history-minded Marine Corps, the roads on Parris Island are named after the Corps’ great battles and campaigns. The bus leaves the causeway and enters Boulevard de France, evoking World War I, the conflict that did more than any other to elevate the Corps from a naval police force into a legitimate fighting force that could stand as an alternative to the U. S. Army. The Marine base on the island is a haphazard, charmless collection of two-and three-story brick buildings with live oaks and pines growing in the grassy areas between them, but grass fights a losing battle in the salty, sandy soil; walk five minutes away from the main buildings, and the green thins and gives way to the sand that is the natural ground cover here. Beyond the sand ripples the deceptive waters of Atlantic Ocean inlets. As the tide recedes, it becomes clear that the water is just a few inches deep. The water peels back to reveal slick black mudflats, aromatic ooze that almost seems to have a pulse, and wafts hints of shrimp and crab toward shore. The locals call this rich tidal mud “pluff,” for the sighing sound it makes when a foot plunges into it.

The bus heads toward the billboard-size sign that spans the boulevard, supported by four steel legs, proclaiming PARRIS

ISLAND: WHERE THE DIFFERENCE BEGINS. Then it turns right toward the receiving building and disgorges the recruits onto those yellow footprints.

The thirty-six recruits stand dazed as Staff Sergeant Biehl initiates them by reading two articles of the Uniform Code of Military Justice: First, they may not strike a Marine. Second, if they run away, they are subject to military law. It is similar to a police officer’s reading the Miranda rights to a suspect—except that here the rights are those of the institution, not the individual.

The sergeant ushers them into the processing station and sits them in a kind of classroom, a brick room filled with rows of stainless steel one-piece desk-chairs. The walls are decorated with photographs of boot camp training. Waiting in the chairs are eleven other recruits who had arrived earlier from points south, kids from northern Florida and the Carolinas who simply were driven to Parris Island from Marine recruiting stations. After the dark of the cloudy night outside, the fluorescent overhead lights blaze like spotlights on the shiny steel desktops.

“Now,” says Staff Sergeant Biehl, “I’m going to ’splain something to you. You are not at home. You are not back on the block. Everything you do will be done quickly and loudly.” This emphasis on behavior and language, not military training, will form the core of their boot camp experience. It may not be what the recruits expected, but it is central to the process of transformation they are about to experience. Marine Corps basic training is more a matter of cultural indoctrination than of teaching soldiering, which comes later, at combat training or, for the real grunts, at infantry school. Before they can learn to fight, they must learn to be Marines. “We’re getting them from a society that is in many ways disintegrating,” the commandant of the Marine Corps, Gen. Charles Krulak, says in his speeches. “Unless there is a change in this nation, this problem is going to manifest itself in larger proportion as we go along.” That view is widely shared in the Marines. Sergeant Biehl, in a private moment, sums up the mission of Parris Island this way: “The Marine Corps is like a family, and we teach family values.”

As if to underscore that they have entered a new world, Staff Sergeant Biehl begins to teach them a new language. Its peculiarly nautical tone grows out of the Marines’ origins as a sea service. “We don’t call it a floor, we call it a deck,” he lectures, striding purposefully back and forth at the front of the desks. “We don’t call it a door, we call it a hatch.” For no apparent reason relating to the sea, writing pens are now to be called inksticks and sneakers are go-fasters.

Then he introduces them to another aspect of language on Parris Island: Orders generally are issued in the future imperative, the drill instructor’s favorite verb tense. “You are going to write this number,” Staff Sergeant Biehl says, perfectly confident that they will. “Three-zero-eight-six.” They use Magic Markers to write the four numbers on their left hands. “This is now your platoon number,” he says. “You are now part of Platoon Thirty Eighty-six.” That number is now more important than their own names.

With a unit assigned, the recruits now have an address, which means they can mail a letter home and tell their families how to contact them. Then they are given the letter to mail: It is from Col. Humberto “Rod” Rodriguez, commanding officer of the Recruit Training Regiment. “Your Marine recruit has arrived safely at Parris Island,” the letter states. “We have instructed him to write to you regularly.”

Recruits alert enough to scan the letter get a hint of the pace that awaits them. “Please do not be alarmed if his first letters to you report that he has not received any mail yet,” it continues. “Due to the rigorous training, recruits lose track of days.”

The colonel’s letter then gets to the point of Parris Island: “Our responsibility in the Recruit Training Regiment is to transform your young man and thousands like him from a civilian into a basically trained Marine, capable of accepting full responsibility for his present and future roles in our Corps…. In the process, he must prove to himself, his comrades, and his officers and drill instructors that he is worthy of the respect and confidence which are part of our title and uniform.”

Next, as if they were entering prison, the recruits inventory the civilian clothes they are about to place in a brown bag. (Lacking civilian clothes makes it much harder for recruits to flee the island.) “We don’t call them pants, we call them trousers,” the sergeant helpfully reminds the newcomers. Moving back to the future imperative, the sergeant says, “Right now, all jewelry will come off your body.”

Johnny Thomas Jr., a skinny black recruit from Delray Beach, Florida, not destined to make it through Parris Island, finds this order somehow humorous or embarrassing, and looks up at the sergeant with a slight smile. Unfortunately, he has a gold tooth in the middle of the smile that catches the sergeant’s eye. “On your feet,” Sergeant Biehl shouts, charging at him and waving a finger a few inches in front of his mouth. “I guarantee you that in the next couple of hours I’ll wipe that smile off your face.”

It is a very credible threat. Recruit Thomas’s smile is gone in seconds. The sergeant resumes the in-processing. “Now, this is your last chance to cough up anything that shouldn’t be on your body.” Without explanation, he orders them to turn over any weapons, knives, cigarettes, matches, lighters, candy, food, gum, soda, drugs of any kind, liquids of any kind, dice, playing cards, subversive material, “pornographic material, naked pictures of your girlfriend or mother, rubbers, prophylactics, or any of that trash, put them in that orange crate right now, ’cause you ain’t got any need of that now.”

At 2:50 A.M., precisely one hour after meeting the bus, he ushers them into the next room and turns them over to Sgt. Ansil Lewis, a fine-boned infantry scout from the Virgin Islands who will run Platoon 3086 for the next three days.

Sergeant Lewis begins with the next big step in the disorientation process: He withdraws from the recruits the right to use the first person. Their first names also are banished. “From now on, you are no longer he, she, it, or whatever you was,” he says in a clear, quiet voice. “You are now ‘Recruit-and-your-last-name,’ understand?” Coming from a society that elevates the individual, they are now in a world where the group is supreme. Using “I” raises suspicions: Why would you care more about your self than about your unit? You are 3086.

Sergeant Lewis’s second move is to emphasize that no matter what they are doing, they are not doing it fast enough. He moves them in a single file toward the barber’s stand in the back of the receiving station. “Let’s go. Hurry up. Hurry. Tighter.”

Buzz cuts begin at 3:30 A.M. and take twenty-five seconds per recruit. For some, six months’ growth of hair flutters to the floor with each stroke of the barber’s shaver. The barber is a broken-down looking civilian wearing a black T-shirt inscribed, in red letters, with the words PAIN FEAR IRONY DESPAIR DEATH. It is an unusual job, shaving the heads of terrified young men in the middle of the night. He doesn’t speak as he does it. The recruits emerge from the barber’s cubbyhole in the back of the receiving station and are made to line up in unnatural proximity, each recruit’s toes almost touching the heel of the one before them, crotches within a foot of the buttocks of the recruit in front. This is far closer than the “comfort zone” of most Americans, especially adolescent males. But they already know enough to remain absolutely silent. As the last of the platoon is being shorn, Sergeant Lewis, in keeping with the drill instructor’s ethic of using every available moment, begins teaching the shaveheads. “Whenever a drill instructor says ‘Ears,’ you say, ‘Open.’ Whenever a drill instructor says ‘Eyeballs,’ you say, ‘Snap.’”

He plucks out two recruits to sweep the hair. He hurries them along, as DIs always do, by irritatedly saying, “Any day.”

Then they are marched through a supply room and issued all the clothes they will wear and everything else they will need for eleven weeks, including such unique items as “rifle towels,” which carry printed outlines showing where to place each piece of the M-16 as it is cleaned. The issuing clerk, an old man in casual civilian clothes, says the Marines used to do this in a roughshod way, having a sergeant distribute the gear and screaming at the recruits as they ran through, but found that caused so much trouble with confusion over equipment that they civilianized the task.

They carry their gear upstairs to the receiving barracks, a big unsympathetic chamber where identities evaporate. With its empty white cinderblock walls and bare floor, furnished only with sheetless mattresses on bunk beds, it may be the world’s most anonymous room. The regular barracks on Parris Island at least display Marine Corps signs and instructive material on their walls; this lacks even the graffiti of a drunk tank. It offers absolutely no clues. It is 4:00 A.M., an empty hour. A recruit chancing on a mirror might not even recognize his own pasty-white hairless head.

The beds are inviting. But Platoon 3086 has long to go before it will sleep. Instead, at 4:50 A.M., Sergeant Lewis begins teaching it to toe the line. Literally. He assembles them along the two white lines painted the length of the spartan barracks. “Right in front of you is a little line,” he says. “I want you to put your toe on it.”

The sergeant then teaches them a few basic elements of how to walk in formation—“Left foot strikes the deck”—and marches them to the 3rd Battalion’s mess hall. “When we go to the chow hall, nobody’s going to run their mouth, understand?” he orders. The platoon moves through the windswept trees, a flashlight in each of their forty-seven hands, with forty-seven beams of light swinging and catching spooky glimpses of Spanish moss hanging from live oaks. Steam swirls around the platoon from the island’s overground heating pipes. A fat raccoon squats and watches the group move by, its eyes flashing red in the swinging beams. It is an exotic and unsettling environment to the recruits from the cities and farms of the north, where palm trees and sea breezes signify vacation luxury, not boot camp.

The scene outside the mess hall in the predawn darkness is bewildering to outsiders. Young men appear in formation and move quickly amid great shouting, ranks of four peeling off at a time, but it isn’t apparent how this high-energy system works, or why it requires continual yelling and stomping. Amidst this inexplicable whirl, 3086 stands in ragged formation on the veranda of the mess hall, a small rock in a rushing rapid. No one explains anything to it. “The disorientation is part” of the receiving process, says Master Sgt. Wilbert Altman, a receiving sergeant. “They never know what’s going to happen next.”

Some members of 3086 bite their lips. On the chins of others, baby fat quivers. Of the fifty-nine people who soon will make up the platoon, fourteen will be classified as overweight. They look like a mess, but they are typical of the platoons created at this time of year. There is an old Parris Island saying, “Summer from the school halls, winter from the pool halls.” Most of this crew has more in common with Minnesota Fats than with Rambo. “Most of the kids got out of school last summer and then sat around playing Nintendo, eating potato chips, maybe working part time at McDonald’s, or doing some construction work for a friend,” says 1st Sgt. Charles Tucker, an eighteen-year-veteran of the Corps who is the senior sergeant for 3086’s Kilo Company. “You sit around idle for eight or nine months, you can lose a lot psychologically.”

Opposite 3086 on the cement veranda stands a seasoned platoon a day away from graduation. It is lean, cocky, and rock-band loud as it stands at crisp attention, chanting: “Three-zero-five-six/ We don’t need no stinkin’ chicks!” It stomps into the mess hall, driving its boot heels into the cement and shaking the floor.

At 5:20 in the morning the platoon sits down to a good breakfast—French toast, cereals, two apples, and orange juice. They remain stock still until Sergeant Lewis, standing over them, shouts an order: “Drink some water!” The drill instructors don’t eat with the platoon, or even in front of them: It would make them appear human. The platoon’s first meal on the island is over in eleven minutes, which is easy, because recruits in this battalion are forbidden to speak at meals, except to address their superiors. Swirling around them, more experienced recruits shout, “Morning, gentlemen,” at a civilian standing with a drill instructor. The Third Battalion, of which they are a part, even though they don’t yet know it, is known on Parris Island as the “Heavy D” unit, for its emphasis on discipline, a priority that seems to have been quietly decided by its drill instructors. “They’re kind of strict in the Third Battalion,” Sergeant Lewis later explains. The 2nd Battalion, by contrast, located across Boulevard de France, is known for its emphasis on weapons training: “All kill, no drill.”

They march back outside, where dawn brings light but no more warmth. The pale sun rises on a group shorn of its past. “Everything is taken away—hair, clothes, food, and friends,” says Navy Lt. James Osendorf, a Catholic priest for the 3rd Battalion. “It’s a total cutoff from previous life. That’s why you get so much loneliness, and so many suicidal tendencies.” Religion will become important to many for the first time, he says, because it will be the only window they have back into their old lives.

“The sign on the road as you come into Parris Island says, WHERE THE DIFFERENCE BEGINS,” adds Father Osendorf. “But to me it’s more than that, it’s where the transformation begins.”

Over the next eleven weeks, the recruits will receive a value system transfusion, as they learn the Marine Corps way of walking, talking, and thinking. They will endure a pace of as many as fifteen orders per minute, every one a reminder that they have left a culture of self-gratification and entered a culture of self-discipline. Here, pleasure is suspect, and pain and sacrifice are good. The recruits will be denied all the basic diversions of the typical American youth—television, cigarettes, cars, cards, candy, soft drinks, video games, music, alcohol, drugs, and sex. Unlike in the other military services, they won’t train alongside women. Here on Parris Island, women train separately, over in the 4th Battalion, in a citadel-like two-story barracks that shelters its own drill deck, gymnasium, mess hall, and beauty shop. “We don’t have to go out of our own little world,” says Lt. Mary Cogdill, the 4th Battalion’s operations officer. But the atmosphere within the female battalion is very much that of Parris Island. A sign posted flat on the ceiling of one of its squad bays reads: PAIN IS GOOD, EXTREME PAIN IS EXTREMELY GOOD. It is located on the ceiling so recruits can contemplate it while doing punishment sit-ups. The only times the recruits of 3086 will encounter these female recruits will be on Sundays, at recruit chapel. Even then the females sit in their own assigned section of pews at the far side of the building.

Filling the vacuum in the recruits’ lives will be their drill instructors. Many of these recruits have come here seeking a new identity. It is striking how little influence parents and family have had on most of the recruits. They don’t define themselves through their families or work, as do many American adults. Asked about their pasts, many of these recruits talk about their leisure activities—“Drinking the forty ounce on the corner,” as one Pittsburgh recruit puts it. They have come to boot camp to try the straightforward and simple definition of manhood offered by the Marines. To many, their drill instructors will become among the most important people they will ever meet, and these eleven weeks will become the central experience in their entire lives. Any Marine veteran can reach back thirty or forty years and summon the names of his drill instructors. Flying in a Marine jet over Parris Island, Brig. Gen. Randy West looks down on the swampy land and simply says, “I was born there.”

The next step in the separation is “Recruitment Liaison,” a process informally known as “the moment of truth.” Mandatory one-on-one meetings with receiving sergeants, which take up the entire morning, give recruits a last chance to confess to previously undisclosed drug use or criminal convictions. This is also a way for the Corps to screen out unqualified or ineligible recruits that hard-pressed recruiters, trying to meet their quotas, might have tried to sneak by the authorities. Platoon 3086 and its companion platoon, 3085, move through together. The interviews reveal a cross section of the minor trouble that American youth can make. “I got into an argument with my mother, and this small-town cop, he didn’t like me, and he took me out on a back road and beat me up,” says a member of 3085 from Perry, New York, explaining a charge of assaulting an officer. One of his comrades has a record of burglary, aggravated assault, and breaking into cars in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, in 1992. But he told the recruiter about that, and he insists that nothing else will show up on his record when the Marines check.

For many members of 3086, marijuana use has been routine. Some tell Gunnery Sgt. Timothy Gulledge that they have dabbled in cocaine, LSD, and PCP. After each confession, Sergeant Gulledge asks, “Do you know the Marine Corps position on illegal drugs?” Each recruit is required to state that he understands the Corps doesn’t tolerate drug use.

“You’ve used marijuana twenty-five times?” Sergeant Gulledge says to one recruit.

“Yes, sir,” the uneasy recruit says. Both he and his interrogator know the number is probably far higher. But the point of the exchange is to underscore that, whatever the actual figure, it won’t increase.

“You got a waiver for that. You understand you get no more chances?”

“Yes, sir.” In fact, nearly half of all Marine Corps recruits enlist under some sort of “waiver” for crimes, drug use, and medical and psychological problems.

After a hurried lunch, Sergeant Lewis begins to teach them to march as a unit, beginning with how to stand erect like a Marine, how to lift a foot, how to stand in line. He repeats each step with a quiet, crisp tolerance.

By 5:30 that afternoon, the platoon, still without sleep since arriving the previous night, is dragging. But it already is looking more like a group of recruits, and less like a frazzled crowd of civilians. As the platoon enters its temporary barracks in the receiving building, most of its members remove their “utility hats”—the enlisted Marines’ everyday headgear. Several say, “Good afternoon, sir,” to a passing civilian. They also are learning to work as a group, rather than as individuals. They march to the mess hall for an early dinner, then back to the barracks, where Sergeant Lewis gives them twenty seconds to remove and hang up all their gear—hats, canteens, canteen web belts. The more astute members realize that the only way to do it within that limit is to aid one another. When Daniel Armstrong, a gangling, storklike road construction worker from Florida, gets tangled trying to remove his canteen belt, Christopher Anderson, a smart, short black recruit who plans to study criminology at the University of Maryland, leans over and helps him. Sergeant Lewis watches in silent approval: They are getting the message.

But that is a moment of clarity in a world of chaos. For the most part, the platoon learns by error. They live in a blur of anonymous drill instructors sweeping by them and yelling at them for committing sins they didn’t know existed. One recruit gazes for a moment at a sergeant watching the platoon. “Get your eyeballs off me, recruit,” the sergeant snarls. The platoon doesn’t know it, but in a few weeks that small man will take on a godlike status for them. He is Staff Sgt. Ronny Rowland, who will become their senior drill instructor. He has come to quietly observe the material he will be inheriting from the receiving station.

By the approach of evening at the end of their first full day on Parris Island, the recruits’ identities have been hollowed out. They know very little about anything, except toeing the line, which they are getting good at doing. The entire platoon can now be on line in just three seconds, down from twenty last night, and five this morning. Their heads are shaved. They are wearing anonymous military camouflage uniforms that don’t yet have their names stenciled on them. The recruits around them are still strangers. They live in the disorienting, empty world of the receiving barracks. The sole clue to their identity is the black ink on their left hands: “3086.”

They only want one thing: to lie down and go to sleep as soon as possible. They haven’t slept for thirty-six hours, since they hugged their mothers and reported to the processing stations. But first they must learn how to make a bed in proper Marine style, with the sheets tucked at each corner with a forty-five-degree fold.

And they must do this through a haze of fatigue and dislocation, asking questions and making requests in the new language they are learning. Jonathan Prish, the self-declared former skinhead from Mobile, Alabama, is so tired that it takes him seven agonizing attempts before he is able to correctly formulate a simple question in proper Marine style.

“I need to…”

“No.”

“Sir, I need to…”

“No.”

“Sir, can I go to…”

“No.”

Finally, after four more tries, he puts it all together, dropping the first person and including a “sir”: “Recruit Prish requests permission to make a head call, sir.”

The platoon never will be left alone at night on Parris Island, but on their first night here they are watched with special attention. Many members of 3086 are so disoriented that they seem incapable of considering where they are, and why. Sergeant Lewis keeps a close eye on them. “After a full day of this, everyone yelling at them, tired, scared, that’s when they knock on my hatch and say, ‘I don’t want to stay here.’” Usually, he says, two or three do so on the first night.

Sure enough, at 7:00 P.M., the first recruit cracks—and hard. Recruit Campbell’s tone is almost conversational, an eerie contrast to the hoarse shouts of most recruits’ utterances, as he seeks to control himself. He quietly approaches Sergeant Lewis. “Is it possible I could go to the doctor tonight, if you don’t mind?” he asks in a voice that strains to be casual, but clearly isn’t.

Sergeant Lewis goes on full mental alert. This one won’t be just a matter of sitting him down with a senior sergeant for a fatherly talk. This one could go sour fast. At the drill instructors’ school on Parris Island, every drill instructor has pounded into him the fact that abuse of recruits has given the Marines a black eye in the past. In the most notorious incident, the Ribbon Creek “death march” of April 1956, Staff Sgt. Matthew McKeon, a DI from the Third Battalion, decided, after drinking heavily one night, to march a platoon into the tidal stream behind the rifle range. Six recruits drowned in the deep “trout holes” in the swirling tide. Later, during the demoralized post-Vietnam days of the 1970s, when the Corps was at a low point, poorly trained drill instructors, frustrated by the low quality of the recruits of that era, fell into a pattern of harassment and even maltreatment. Two recruits died during training, one after being beaten into unconsciousness in pugil stick training. “In the seventies, the process (of abuse) became institutionalized,” concluded a report by Marine Lt. Gen. Bernard Trainor. These days, when a recruit hints that he feels bad, the Marines listen. They don’t want recruits killing themselves on Parris Island, and the congressional inquiries that would provoke.

Partly to ensure that he has a witness, Sergeant Lewis leads the recruit downstairs to where Sergeant Biehl is doing paperwork. Recruit Campbell explains himself to the two men: “Sir, I feel real bad about something I did, sir. I feel kind of depressed about it.”

“Do you feel suicidal?” Sergeant Lewis asks. It is the key question. The answer will determine whether Recruit Campbell will be off the island tomorrow morning.

“A little bit, sir.” That alone is probably enough to win him a bus ticket home. His subsequent confession that he wasn’t completely candid in his enlistment, that there was information he should have told the recruiter but didn’t, ensures that his career in the Marines will end before it begins. Because all the doctors have left the island for the day, Sergeant Lewis assigns shifts of two recruits each to stay up and watch Recruit Campbell as he sleeps. “Two shadows will be put on him all night.”

So ends 3086’s first long day in the Marines. At 8:00 P.M. they tumble into their bunks and sleep.

But not for long. Less than seven hours later, at 2:50 A.M. Friday, March 3rd, Sergeant Lewis strides into the receiving barracks, flips on the fluorescent overhead lights, and shouts, “Get on line NOW! Get on line! Get! On! Line!” The forty-eight recruits wake up, scared, sleepy, and bald. If they had a moment to think, they might ask where they were. But there is no time to ponder. They are being berated in the middle of the night by a black man demanding immediate and unquestioning obedience. It is a novel experience for most white Americans. The membership of the platoon will change as some recruits drop out and others, who have overcome injuries or other problems, are “picked up” from preceding platoons. But 3086’s racial and ethnic composition will remain throughout about three quarters white and one quarter black and Hispanic.

What’s more, there is the matter Sergeant Lewis is yelling about: drugs. Yesterday they were told the Corps won’t tolerate drug abuse. Now it is going to prove it is serious. The sergeant has them get on line, count off one through forty-eight, and then get dressed as a unit. First, everyone dons a T-shirt. Then socks and trousers. Then right sneaker. But when one recruit goes ahead and puts on his left sneaker as well, the sergeant has them take off the right sneaker and start again. Then each member of the platoon is told to open his canteen, chug the entire quart, and then hold the empty container upside down over his head. Recruit Armstrong, the storklike Floridian, nearly overwhelmed by the barrage of orders, looks near tears. At 3:30 A.M., Sergeant Lewis lines them up and marches them into the latrine to provide samples for urinalysis. Anyone testing positive for heroin, cocaine, or opium will be ejected from the Corps.

Morning chow is wolfed down in silence and finished by 5:00 A.M. Next are two long bureaucratic processes, as much a part of military life as taking orders and doing exercise. First, starting at 6:30 A.M., their rifles are issued, with serial numbers duly logged in duplicate. Their M-16s will be constant companions, carried on marches, hung on the ends of their bunk beds at night. But they will never be given bullets, except at the rifle range, when each round will be tracked with laserlike precision. The rest of the morning is taken up by the dental check. Several members of the platoon have cavities and abscesses. The naval dentists issue them military fillings and a few false teeth.

The overcast afternoon brings the “initial strength test.” The Corps wants to know if the recruits are even in sufficiently mediocre condition to begin getting in shape. Recruits whose bodies—especially their feet and legs—aren’t able to absorb the impact of physical training constitute the leading cause of dismissal from Parris Island. “The kids I trained in ’78, ’80 were distinctly different” from today’s recruits, says Brig. Gen. Jack Klimp, the island’s commanding general. “A lot of them back then were tough, hard kids—a lot more physically tough, less fragile than today’s kids. A lot of today’s kids are the Nintendo generation, spending their lives looking into computers. They’re the highest quality recruits we’ve ever had [in terms of education], but we’ve had to change our physical training to adjust to them. They are more fragile than recruits were ten years ago. A lot of them have never hit someone, or been hit.”

For the entire afternoon the platoon is put through rounds of pull-ups, sit-ups, and running on a big field near the receiving building. The drill instructors of the Third Battalion make the five-minute walk over to the receiving area to watch these recruits and assess the material with which they will work for the next eleven weeks. One DI looks at Dana Patrick, struggling along, and calls him “a bowl of jelly.” Five of the forty-seven recruits fail the strength tests, including Recruit Patrick, who doesn’t complete the run. Judged unready to begin training, three will be sent to the Physical Conditioning Platoon to get them into sufficient shape to begin. The “PCP”—which inevitably becomes known as the “Pork Chop Platoon”—is Parris Island’s purgatory. On average it is peopled by ninety recruits, most of them Initial Strength failures who can’t do two pull-ups or run a mile in ten minutes and thirty seconds. For about thirty days, the PCPers are put through a regime of exercise, diet, and drill. Most are then “picked up” by a new platoon. But about one in five never is able to get in shape, and washes out of boot camp before really beginning it.

Staff Sergeant Rowland exercises his discretion to keep two borderline test failures. One of them is Shane Logan, a big, thoughtful kid from Oneonta, New York, who wants to be a social worker. “The kid only did one pull-up—the minimum is three—but he had such huge desire to be a Marine,” Rowland explains. (His assessment is correct: By the time Logan graduates from boot camp, he will be doing fifteen pull-ups.) The platoon averages nine and a half pull-ups, fifty-two sit-ups, and twenty-four minutes for the three-mile run. By graduation it will be doing twice as many pull-ups, half again as many sit-ups, and will have cut three minutes from the run. As a new platoon, “I’d say they’re about average,” Staff Sergeant Rowland concludes.

They also look to be typical mentally, adds Staff Sgt. Ivan Pabon, the acting gunnery sergeant for this “series,” or group, of platoons. “The biggest problem we have with these kids is that everybody in America thinks they know everything, and their way is the right way,” he says as he watches the platoons stream in from the three-mile run, the first of many they will perform in the coming weeks. Parris Island is the first place many of them ever encounter absolute and impersonal standards of right and wrong, of success and failure, says Sergeant Pabon, a native of Puerto Rico who learned to speak English in boot camp. “When they mess up at home, they don’t get punished, they get ‘explained.’ The parents, the media, want to ‘explain’ everything. Here, you screw up, we stop you and penalize you immediately, before you forget it.”

“The broken family kids are one of the bigger problems we have here,” adds 1st Sgt. Charles Tucker, the senior NCO for 3086’s Kilo Company. “A lot of them have never had anyone get on them. It’s a big shock when they come down here and get told, ‘No, you are doing it wrong.’ A lot of them, if they came from a single-parent household, and their mother’s working, they’ve pretty much had free rein.”

For Platoon 3086, the shock of the absolute looms just over the horizon. Here, the absolute actually has a body, title, and name: Sgt. Darren Carey, USMC, the “heavy hat” drill instructor who will land on them tomorrow morning. But they don’t know that as they march to Friday night chow. They move almost as a unit. They are beginning to look like recruits. A few may even think they have this place figured out. They will soon find out they are wrong. Friday is their last day in the “low-stress environment” of receiving. On Saturday morning they will move to the real world of Parris Island.
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