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			For Jeffrey Eugene Messmore, a big brother lost too soon

		

	
		
			For years I tried.

			Countless times I wasted my breath explaining my Marine Corps service.

			“I was Marine ANGLICO. It’s a small Special Ops unit I jumped with,” I’d say.

			“Special Ops! You were in Special Forces?” they’d ask breathlessly.

			“No. That’s the Army’s Green Berets. Did I say SF?” I’d counter. “Plus we were all paratroopers.”

			“Airborne? Were you Recon?”

			“NO! Did I say Recon? I said ANG-LI-CO,” I’d reply in vain. “Like Ang Lee, the movie director!”

			“He made a movie about you guys?”

			“NO! Oh, forget it. Just tell your friends I drove a truck,” I’d say in conclusion.

			It never worked. 

			Sixty years and America doesn’t know us. Until now. 

		

	
		
			Introduction

			When a lieutenant commander in the U.S. Navy Office of Public Information has never heard of your Marine Corps unit, it’s time to start writing.

			Twelve years in uniform and no one knows what the hell I did. U.S. Marine ANGLICO is an acronym that stands for Air/Naval Gunfire Liaison Company. Our stated mission from the Pentagon is to provide naval gunfire from U.S. Navy destroyers and battleships or close air support (CAS) attacks from fighter-bombers for the U.S. Army or friendly foreign troops. A large part of an ANGLICO’s service isn’t even with the Marines at all. 

			The American public has never heard of a Marine Air/Naval Gunfire Liaison Company. With naval gunfire origins dating to the Korean War, ANGLICO units have fought in nearly every war, conflict, police action, or “other” for the last half century. With the continuing fight against global terrorism, “Anglicans” will be fighting for a long time.

			Even with the expansion of American Special Operations capabilities after September 11th, there are only five ANGLICO units worldwide with probably fewer than twenty-five hundred Marines and sailors. Over the years, I’ve even met quite a few Marines who weren’t positive of the ANGLICO mission themselves, to say nothing, for example, of the U.S. Army infantry units who, busy preparing for field operations, usually weren’t told by higher commands we were going with them until the last minute. Most weren’t happy and didn’t know why we were there or who we were.

			“ANGLICO? Why are you here? Is that your name?” asked a very confused and impatient U.S. Army first sergeant.

			“No, First Sergeant. I’m not Italian, it’s my job title,” I answered. 

			Every time I was attached to the Army, I went through this little exercise. Frustrated, I sat down one day after returning from another peacetime exercise and figured out how to get the Army to understand what ANGLICO could do for them. 

			A few years before the UPS “What can Brown do for you?” campaign, I decided to create a sales pitch. I’m not a sales kind of guy. In my bar, a pint of beer costs three dollars. Either you want it or not, and if you argue, you’ll just get kicked out as I call the cops. However, this was different. It was public service and needed to be solved. Master salesman Zig Ziglar advocated speaking to different groups in their own language. I always resisted this as I thought of it as catering to others’ conceit and laziness, but I was still doing all the talking and not getting through to the soldiers we were there to help.

			I was always amazed to learn the Army had simply no idea what their country’s naval ships could do. I don’t drive tanks for a living, but I know it’s huge, loud, and has a giant cannon that can blow apart small buildings with one shot from 3 kilometers away. Marines call that being a professional: If you might encounter a weapon on the battlefield, then learn its capabilities. Marine corporals and sergeants routinely quiz their teams on aircraft types, weapons capabilities, or combat first aid. It’s called “hip-pocket” training and it’s done while you wait around for trucks or helicopters to arrive. 

			I wrote down a quick summary of naval gunfire: A 5-inch shell fired from a destroyer can fly 17,500 meters and creates a blast pattern (crater) roughly 50 meters wide and 150 meters long. That’s more or less the size of a football field.

			Furthermore, they were a bit lost on the lethality of a 5-inch round. I converted 5 inches to millimeters and it equates to around 127 millimeters, which is much larger than the Army’s 105mm cannons. But Wait! There’s More! Since destroyers had automatic loaders, they could fire twenty rounds per minute until the ammunition ran out. Now I had them, and you could see it in their face.

			“Each round might take out a football field, it’s bigger than our own 105s, and five minutes of firing brings in a hundred rounds? Glad to have you ANGLICO! Or whatever the hell your name is!”

			Mission accomplished.

			While this little anecdote is funny—and true by the way—naval gunfire is brutal. When I was in Naval Gunfire School in Coronado, California, an incoming round skipped off the ground and detonated 400 meters from our position. We were shooting at a target 2,300 meters away and 400 meters lower in elevation. Since ships obviously fire at sea level, the trajectory is like a Peyton Manning pass: flat as a laser beam and haulin’ ass. I tell my friends this and they’re astounded. The target area was so flat the round ricocheted 1.5 miles and detonated almost 400 meters up the mountainside we were stationed upon.

			Marine ANGLICO’s abilities with naval gunfire are in addition to CAS missions that guide jet attack aircraft or Cobra helicopter gunships for strikes near friendly troops, and artillery missions from regular Army or Marine batteries. To date, ANGLICO is the only unit in the Department of Defense that combines all three. This book focuses on Marine ANGLICO’s unique role within the Department of Defense. 

			If you take an Army artillery forward observer, an Air Force forward air controller (FAC), a Navy gunfire spotter, a field radio operator, mix them all together, pin gold jump wings on his chest and lace up his jungle boots, well, that’s an ANGLICO Marine.

			While I was with 4th ANGLICO, I served with communications and the line platoons for twelve years. I attended:

			Platoon Honor Man, Recruit Training, Parris Island, South Carolina

			Airborne School, Fort Benning, Georgia

			Scout/Forward Observer School, Fort Sill, Oklahoma

			Naval Gunfire School, Coronado, California

			Long-Range Maritime Navigation School, Coronado, California

			Mountain Warfare School, Pickel Meadows, California 

			Air-Load Planners Course, West Palm Beach, Florida 

			Embarkation/Logistics School, Little Creek, Virginia

			I trained at the Joint Readiness Training Center (JRTC) with the Army three times and deployed to Norway twice on Operation Battle Griffin ’96 and ’99. I’m very proud to have slept on the ground nearly 150 miles inside the Arctic Circle. I also spent countless weekend exercises locally, within Florida, or jumping into Camp Lejeune to call in air strikes or fire artillery missions during live-fire training. Plenty of times, in one weekend we would fly to Fort Benning, Georgia, jump in, train in land navigation, throw live hand grenades, stay up half the night on simulated communications exercises, run CAS missions, and then suit up for another jump back into Florida. It was hard and busy, but fun and productive.

			Despite my lifelong experiences with selling ANGLICO, I was surprised when present 4th ANGLICO inspector/instructor Lt. Col. Andrew Kelley told me when I first met him that as a young officer his commanding officer had warned him not to join ANGLICO if he was serious about an artillery career in the Marine Corps. A tall artillery officer sporting nearly five rows of ribbons after eighteen years in the Corps, including his most recent fifteen months in Afghanistan, Kelley told me that as a young second lieutenant he had wanted to join the infantry and “run through the jungle with his M-16.” However, the Marine Corps decided his skills would better serve the artillery community, so that was that. 

			“I was at graduate school at the University of Wisconsin, and when I finally came to the Marine Corps, I didn’t know anything about it. I just wanted to do something different, get out of Wisconsin and serve my country for a little while,” he said. After hours during his initial basic training as a Marine officer, Kelley would prepare for the next training day and listen to prior-enlisted lieutenants talk about the different job assignments throughout the Corps. Most Americans have heard of Recon and the red-coated musicians of the President’s Own band that plays at the White House, and quite a few have seen the Silent Drill Team. But ANGLICO? Kelley was in the same position. As artillery is fully one-third of the combat mission support that ANGLICO provides to the Army and foreign units, Kelley would be a prime candidate. Marine officers that had been prior enlisted did not share his CO’s opinion, and they encouraged him to take his newfound artillery skills to ANGLICO after he finished his first tour. Being the first member of his family to join the Marines, Kelley didn’t know much of the internal culture of the Corps, but like most new lieutenants, he knew a rockin’ good time when he heard one. 

			“I remember then, when guys were telling me about some of the cool things that were out there. One of the first things they explained was ANGLICO,” he remembered eighteen years later. “‘Oh, you should go to ANGLICO,’” they said. As it turned out it wasn’t that easy.”

			In late 1997 young Second Lieutenant Kelley reported for artillery duty with the 10th Marine Regiment at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, and lo and behold, 2nd ANGLICO was right down the street. Kelley noticed the independent streak of your typical ANGLICO Marine, a trait that kept me in West Palm Beach for twelve straight years.

			“They always had a little bit of swagger, attitude, and different appearance that appealed to a motivated young lieutenant. So it was something I wanted to do early on,” Kelley said.

			After two to three years as a battery officer, the equivalent of a platoon leader in the infantry, Kelley was looking for another assignment. Consulting with senior officers in the 10th Marines, including his own battalion commander, Kelley faced a unified and harsh response. Do what you want, young lieutenant, but playing with the ANGLICO “cowboys” will come with a price.

			“I was very clearly told if you go to ANGLICO right now, you’re going to be blackballed from the artillery community. You’re not going to be welcomed back,” Kelley starkly remembered. “If that’s what you want to do, if you want to be ‘high speed,’ do cool stuff, get it out of your system and move on with the rest of your life, but if you want to stay in the Marine Corps, don’t go there.”

			When I heard Lieutenant Colonel Kelley’s remarks, it was the first time I had heard such organized opposition to what we did, and did so well. Blackballed? Really? I haven’t used that word since my fraternity days at the University of Florida. Where were all of these blackballing officers when 4th ANGLICO was detailed on a foreign operation such as Norway’s Battle Griffin? We’d end up 150 miles inside the Arctic Circle and I needed to turn an admin clerk into a radio operator or give a newly joined aviator a crash course on artillery call for fire (CFF). What help were all the doubters, complainers, and whiners then?

			“The perception was there that junior officers went there [ANGLICO] and were ‘ruined’ because they became the proverbial cowboys and independent, that wasn’t really in line with the rest of the Marine Corps,” Kelley continued. “It was very similar to a lot of infantry guys that would go to Recon or Force Recon and never come back on a normal career path with their peers.” 

			In other words you can be high speed and low drag with ANGLICO, Recon, Force Recon, or maybe Radio Battalion, but as an officer, you won’t become a general one day if that’s your goal. 

			I have to admit, there is one very valid reason a large portion of the U.S. Marine Corps doesn’t like ANGLICO: Sometimes we just didn’t follow the rules. Every once in a while, we flat out broke Marine Corps regulations or verged on breaking the law. Other Marines saw us as unprofessional cowboys who only jumped out of planes and swaggered around with our gold jump wings, laced our jungle boots with 550 cords, and couldn’t perform proper fire planning. We dressed differently, and we talked differently. Basically we weren’t normal Marines. I fit in perfectly. My twelve years in ANGLICO remains the longest crazy, fun, scary love affair of my life.

			When the Pentagon sends the U.S. Army to Fort Polk, Louisiana, for training and asks for naval gunfire from Headquarters Marine Corps, HQMC sends us. But Congress only allows enough funding for us to arrive for the battle two days before it starts. So your boots hit the ground with four thousand Army soldiers and forty Marines and Navy corpsmen, soon to be split into four-man teams. In other words: All of the planning we’ve done for the last year just went out the window. So, we’d just wing it and enjoyed every damn minute of it. Marine ANGLICO are nothing but a bunch of cowboys? Well saddle up buddy boy, because otherwise you ain’t gonna make it.

			If we wanted to leave Fort Polk and go to a local burger joint, we did. If an off-base surplus store had better prices than the Army’s PX, sayonara boys! If we didn’t like the barracks the Army assigned us, we left and found another one that suited our needs. And we always cleaned our newly chosen barracks better than the Army did. Always. It pissed off a lot, and I mean a lot, of other Marines, but we didn’t care about that either. Which of course only pissed them off more.

			Don’t think I’m lying or exaggerating. The first time I was in Norway in 1996, after the operation was completed, we were stuck with around six hundred other Marines, our tents all set up in a wood line. My platoon commander, a major, thought it sucked and that was the end of that.

			“Everyone pack your shit up. We’re not staying here packed together with people we don’t know,” he said. “The regimental commander will be calling for me every twenty minutes and he doesn’t even know me.”

			We all knew that as “outsiders” with any unit, they would force every crappy work detail on us while they stayed warm in their tents. The major and the platoon sergeant left to find new digs and we packed up. Just like that. We were always ready to go in ten minutes anyway, so it wasn’t a big deal. We didn’t tell anyone and we certainly didn’t ask for permission, ’cause we all knew the answer to that question. Major Attitude and Gunny Let’s Haul Ass (both of whom shall remain nameless obviously) went off for a drive and found a perfect location: an indoor soccer training facility in the tiny speck of a Norwegian village of Bjerkvik, across the fjord from Narvik. The village is pronounced “B-yeark-vik,” but most of us naturally called it “Jerk-vik.” We moved in to an empty hall well equipped with gym-sized showers, sauna, and a sound system we quickly jury-rigged to play our 1990s-era radios and Walkmans. At the end of the dirt road, there was a little gas station that sold whole loaves of bread that we would cut up with our K-bars and smear with this weird cheese-in-a-tube with tiny shrimp mixed into it. At first we thought it was gross, but being Marines we learned to love our new Norwegian tube cheese just as much as we loved the locals. It was ANGLICO paradise: on our own, doing our thing, eating whole bread with shrimpy cheese after an operation done well. Plus my new Norge girlfriend was driving me around in her mom’s Mercedes.

			We instantly fell in with the Bjerkvik locals, and they adopted their new American jarhead cousins with equal vigor and friendship. Mark my words: If any American ever meets a Norwegian citizen anywhere on planet Earth, make them your friend. Ask them if they’re OK. Make sure they’re not lost or in a bad neighborhood. Get them drunk on crappy beer. Hell, just take them home to Mom and Dad for a home-cooked meal and let them sleep in the basement. Why? Because that’s how every Norwegian treats every U.S. Marine and Navy corpsman who travels to their homeland to help defend against the Russians.

			Here’s a perfect example. After Battle Griffin ’96 was complete, we were waiting for a flight home. Of course, being ANGLICO our C-141 kept breaking down and Operations simply forgot to place us on another aircraft. Remember that “we’re very small and no one knows what the hell we do” mantra I keep harping on? Well, it’s alive and well my friend. The Marine Corps doesn’t like to be late. Ever. Careers are ruined over such things in the Big Green Rifle Club. You’re always late? Since you can’t be counted on in peacetime, then you’ll be worthless when the steel starts to fly. In a world where you get your ass chewed for not showing up “fifteen minutes prior” to everything, 4th ANGLICO was days late going home. It just wasn’t our fault.

			“How in the world have we managed to get marooned in an industrialized, NATO country?” I asked my buddies, after taking a big bite of tube cheese and dark bread.

			We were actually stranded. Back in West Palm Beach, Florida, the Inspector & Instructor staff was calling all of the families every day to keep them informed about when we would come home. To this day, it gives me a good feeling that they showed so much care for the families of their deployed Marines. But, since we weren’t going anywhere, it was time to buy presents for family and hit the bars with the locals. Since Bjerkvik is tiny we would end up at a Norge’s house drinking the best lager and pilsner I’ve ever tasted, plus the local moonshine, which no doubt could be used in the gas tank of a jet fighter in an emergency. Crazy as it sounds, to this day, I’ve had more Norwegian hooch than American ’shine and half of my family is from Kentucky!

			Marine ANGLICO has been serving the American public for more than half a century. This is what we do.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			ANGLICO, Huh? Well That Explains It

			For the first time as a Marine, I started to wonder if I would make it.

			That doesn’t mean making the cut, making the grade, making you happy, or making out with that blonde chick at the bar last night. That means making it out alive in ’95.

			And I wondered if I would.

			It’s 32 degrees, 3:00 a.m., and I’m soaking wet. Lying on the ground wrapped in Gore-Tex and a plastic poncho, Captain Byrd and Sgt. William “Gonzo” Gonzalez are taking turns hugging me for warmth as my body goes into spasms. In northern Louisiana the 101st Airborne Division scout team we were supporting had chosen to cross any water obstacles less than chest high, in the month of January. On one of those crossings, I lost my balance and went down in freezing water. 

			Scouts in any military never carry much, but Marine ANGLICO teams have backpacks the size of a Volkswagen. ANGLICO backpacks are heavy, routinely weighing anywhere from 55 to 70 pounds, and you have to keep up with infantry, paratroopers, Rangers, or foreign troops running around like little kids. We were always loaded to the gills. We always carried the normal combat gear, food and water, plus radios, classified code books, antennas, comm wire, and at least a two-day supply of batteries. The high-frequency (HF) radio in my backpack weighed 25 pounds alone; its two nickel cadmium batteries are not the AAA batteries you snap into your television remote control. Picture the fancy new watch your mom and dad bought you for graduation: the box is about 3 by 4 inches and almost 3 inches thick. That’s one battery—and if it gets wet, it catches fire and might blow up. In ANGLICO you’re loaded with these green monsters. To this day my friends ask why we couldn’t just use a cellular phone. We’ll discuss this in detail in a later chapter, but here’s why: Your cell phone is a glorified retransmission set. That means your voice is sent to the nearest tower and retransmitted between towers across America. You’re not talking directly to Aunt Betty in Kentucky; your voice signal is skipping from tower to tower to her living room 1,000 miles away. The HF set I had in my pack performed that in one machine, which is why it weighed so damn much. 

			When we boarded for parachute jumps, four Marines were always stationed on the rear ramp of a C-130 Hercules or Air Force C-141 Starlifter to haul our butts onto the bird. Think of it: young Marine paratroopers in great shape and they’re carrying so much combat gear that they can’t step up 18 inches on their own. A skinny eighteen-year-old could easily weigh 300 pounds on a typical jump operation.

			For the third time I had volunteered to train in two-week simulated battles run by the U.S. Army’s Joint Readiness Training Center in Fort Polk, Louisiana. JRTC, as it’s called, is the infantry version of the famous tank fights in the American southwestern deserts. It’s basically a giant game of laser tag with electronic sensors on each piece of gear in the fight. Troops wore them, tanks had them, helicopters, jet fighters, C-130 transports—you name it. If you could shoot it, you could damage or kill it.

			Nearly every year during the 1990s, 4th ANGLICO sent forty to fifty Marines to JRTC to call in naval gunfire missions from a simulated U.S. Navy destroyer. Obviously, a destroyer wasn’t deployed in the woods of northern Louisiana, so 4th ANGLICO officers and enlisted Marines mimicked a ship’s fire-direction center. While 4th ANGLICO Marines volunteered to go to JRTC for the simulated combat and become better public servants, we hated it.

			Since we were reservists, Congress wouldn’t allow enough funds for us to arrive a few days before the “war” started, which meant we were behind the planning cycle before we stepped off the airport buses. As a team chief, I warned my Marines who had never been to JRTC to be ready to step off the bus, grab ammunition and MREs, and move out straight into the field. 

			Since JRTC is a “force-on-force” free-for-all, it closely simulated the chaotic, ever-changing, what-the-hell-happens-next atmosphere of a real fight. For example, visiting infantry battalions never assigned enough guards on their supply trucks. As we’ve seen in Iraq, the first thing the bad guys do is blow up the logistics train. Every time I trained at JRTC, I ate one MRE per day for two weeks. That’s what JRTC is: fourteen meals equals fourteen days. Keep movin’, Marine.

			It toughened us, but it was another reason we hated JRTC. Within 4th ANGLICO we had an expression: “Remember—JRTC is a four-letter word!” We were always playing catch-up. The Army units had never heard of us until we showed up and didn’t know what the hell to do with us. Time after time I had this conversation:

			“Well, who are you?” a grumpy Army company commander or first sergeant would ask.

			“We’re Marine ANGLICO. Regiment sent us here to call in naval gunfire for you,” I’d respond.

			“What! I wasn’t told about this,” he would say in a very irritated manner. “What did you say your name was? ANGLICO?”

			“NO! It’s not my name, it’s my job. No! I’m not in the Navy! Look at my haircut!”

			I would then explain the entire Department of Defense mission statement of U.S. Marine Corps ANGLICO “to provide naval gunfire support and close air support missions for the U.S. Army, NATO, and friendly foreign units.” That’s the idea. It’s not the reality. When things heat up, ANGLICO ends up doing it all: artillery; naval gunfire from U.S. Navy destroyers or battleships; mortar missions; and air strikes from jet fighters, helicopter gunships, and even AC-130 Spectre gunships firing 105mm cannons and thousands of machine-gun rounds per minute. Anything less than a B-52 or B-1 bomber, we do it.

			Every time I was attached to the Army, I went through this little exercise. Whether we’re supporting the U.S. Army or a foreign military unit, ANGLICO Marines learn one thing very fast: You’re on your own. This isn’t to say that we’re not given what we need, be it food, water, or transport. Soldiers and foreign troops just aren’t used to having Marines around, so they never plan for it.

			Say you’ve been a platoon sergeant in the 101st Airborne for two years—you lead and care for around thirty soldiers. Counting yourself and your platoon leader, your “magic number” for plans is thirty-two. Gas masks? We need thirty-two. Sleeping bags? Thirty-two again. MREs? Thirty-two multiplied by three per day multiplied by how long you’ll be in the field. Add four ANGLICO Marines at the last minute, and it screws up everything.

			We learned fast. If you need something, you’ll have to ask each time. Or steal it (more on that later).

			ANGLICO is a strange, hybrid bird unknown to most of the U.S. military, much less the American public. In West Palm Beach, Florida, we had officers from the artillery, infantry, and naval aviation fields. We had a U.S. Navy lieutenant commander as the in-house naval gunfire expert plus a dozen Navy corpsmen to fix us when we invariably got hurt. In 4th ANGLICO the bulk of Marines in “the teams” were college kids led by local country boys who played in the Everglades, street-tough black guys from Miami, former Recon Marines, and even one refugee from the Army’s Green Berets. We had Vietnam veterans with Purple Hearts; guys who saw combat in Beirut, Grenada, Panama, or the Gulf War; one Canadian and an Irishman; and we were all paratroopers. Since 4th ANGLICO is a Reserve unit, we had more cops, firefighters, and paramedics than a small town in Indiana. 

			We also looked and talked differently than normal Marines. Since we all went to Airborne School, we carried our K-bar combat knives in hard plastic sheaths that were slung low like a six-gun in the Old West. We wore jungle cammies even in colder months because they dry faster and replaced the shoelaces in our jungle boots with parachute cord. Now widely known, 550 cord is always handy for survival, but it just looked so damn cool in our boots. Hardly any of us used the new-style combat vests, because we jumped out of planes so often and the vests couldn’t be worn under the heavy 68-pound parachute rig. We spoke a mixed language of Marine Corps (“Grab your deuce gear and let’s go!”), supporting fires (“The bubbas want to know the Time on Target for that SEAD mission!”), high-speed radio communications (“I need more slash wire for the HF net to run arty!”), and even started calling our backpacks “rucks” (short for “rucksack” in German), because the Army had served so long in Germany. 

			One time when I was with 2nd Platoon, we spent fourteen twelve-hour days in a row training at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina. It was an ANGLICO paradise. We called in air strikes with F-18 Hornets, artillery fired 155mm shells in CFF missions, and Cobra helicopter gunships launched rockets at old tank hulks. Our Navy corpsman, Doc Tesnar, had taught us first aid so well, we were sticking each other’s arms with saline intravenous injections (IV).

			After two weeks we got liberty and hit the local bars. Someone loaned us an old Ford F-150, a Marine volunteered to be the designated driver, and the rest of us piled in the flatbed. To make a long story short regarding what I call “The Great Chigger Massacre of 1998,” we had spent a lot of days in the field. In August in the Carolinas, that means chiggers, tiny insects that leave deep, red welts that itch worse than any poison ivy. If you’ve never had them, you simply don’t know what miserable means. A couple of Marines had streaks of red welts all over their abdomens and legs. Riding back to Camp Lejeune through the coastal islands at night, it was beautiful even in our beer-addled state. The chiggers were acting up, and someone insisted that saltwater eases the pain and itching. I thought it was crap. Are we going to drown them? Blind their beady little insect eyeballs with saltwater? But a few guys were ready to try anything. Before you can say “boo,” we screeched to a halt and ten Marines took off for the sand dunes without any pants on.

			As my buddies were in the surf scrubbing their bodies with saltwater to stop the itching, I stayed with the pickup truck. I was exhausted and had my fill of local beer, but I wasn’t the driver, so I stretched out in the truck bed. I was out like a light. Instantly, I was dreaming of distant tropical shores and gentle breezes with Courtney and Jennifer playfully tapping my shoulder.

			“Scotty, would you like another beer, sweetie?”

			“No that’s okay. Just put it on the table next to the bacon and Hostess cupcakes.”

			Well, it wasn’t Courtney and Jennifer. 

			It was a cop—a good cop on routine patrol through a sleepy Carolina coastal trailer park who came across a lone jarhead spread-eagled in the back of a pickup. I was flat on my back with my right foot up behind the driver’s seat window and my left foot dangling out of the truck bed. I must have looked like I was dead.

			Remember when you were a kid and your parents woke you up at 4:00 a.m. to hop in the car for a big vacation? You can’t see straight, your eyes are bloodshot and watering, and basically you don’t know what the hell is going on. That was me. Thankfully the cop was a Marine too. He had done his four years, got out, joined “the force,” and even signed on with a local Marine Reserve unit. So he knew how hard real training was and why I was out of it. All the while, I’m peeping over his shoulder terrified that ten of my buddies will come crashing through the sand dunes sans pants. Scotty’s not praying, he’s prayin’.

			Please, please, please, please, please—someone have some damn sense!

			“Are you by yourself? Have you been drinking?” Officer Butkus asks me.

			“Yeah, but my buddies and the designated driver are running around in the surf right now,” I stammer out.

			“Why are they in the water at zero two-fifteen?” 

			So here I am. All by myself with a good cop explaining two weeks of dawn-to-dusk Marine training, where I’d been that night, parachute jumps, F-18s dropping bombs, artillery firing their cannons, and why my half-naked friends aren’t here to help me out.

			“Chiggers? Saltwater won’t do anything! You know that, you’re a sergeant! Who was practicing with an IV on you? When did . . . are you . . . just what unit are you with anyway?” the incredulous officer asked.

			“4th ANGLICO. We’re up here from West Palm Beach to blow stuff up,” I said in my first real moment of clarity.

			He pauses for a second.

			“ANGLICO, huh? Well that explains it,” he said with the tone of a tired parent.

			And just like that, it was okay. My fully-clothed, half-soaked buddies returned and verified my story, our stone-cold sober corporal pulled out the truck keys, and all was well. To this day, he’s one of the better cops I’ve dealt with. Luckily, I was dealing with one of the few people in the American military who knew what I did and how weird my job could get. 

			Here’s what happened in 1995. A battalion of the Army’s 101st Airborne Division deployed to Fort Polk for their two-week fight, and 4th ANGLICO was there to call in naval gunfire (NGF). My good buddy and former Recon Marine, Gonzo, and I were assigned to a Firepower Control Team (FCT) that would back up the battalion’s scouts. On paper an FCT (a “FICT” in ANGLICO slang—yes we had our own language; more on that later) was led by a captain with a sergeant as team chief. Four enlisted Marines who were either 0861 2531scout/forward observers or field radio operators rounded out the team. FCT teams were the Marines on the ground with “eyes on” the target about to be destroyed. As I liked to describe us: small teams with big radios. 

			Gonzo and I were thrilled. We’d be on our own in front of friendly lines with the scouts. No “suits” to nag us, just running through the bush to locate, fix, and destroy the enemies of American democracy. We felt the scouts would be just like us: a bunch of camouflaged cowboys who jumped out of planes, blew stuff up, drank beer, chased chicks, and always found a way to get in trouble. There was only one problem. They didn’t want us. At all.

			It was the same old song and dance. The 101st scouts didn’t know we were coming. They didn’t know what we did (“No! I’m not Italian, it’s my job!”). And they wanted us to go away. In less than forty-eight hours, my team was going to exit friendly lines with this crowd on a 12-kilometer night movement to our observation post (OP). After the usual call to Regiment to confirm our story (“The jarheads are going with you. Don’t call me again!” Click!), the scouts stood firm in one regard: Six extra Marines was too many. So, myself, Gonzo, and our boss, Captain Byrd, would spend the next two weeks carrying the gear and doing the jobs of six Marines. It sucked and we hadn’t even started.

			During the 1990s I trained with a lot of U.S. Army soldiers. Some were great; some were terrible. One group I never cared for were soldiers who passed Ranger School in Fort Benning, Georgia, but had never been in the Ranger Regiment. That distinction is important. The Rangers are a tough, agile, wild bunch that doesn’t really give a shit what the rest of the U.S. Army does or thinks. The Marines of 2nd ANGLICO have trained with Rangers countless times. Those troops are great. Some of the Ranger School–only soldiers, who earned their “Ranger tabs” only (patches worn on the left shoulder of their uniforms), were so hell bent on proving their toughness, they had no common sense or field wisdom. As the old saying goes, a little knowledge is a dangerous thing.

			Which brings us to the subject of water crossings during winter. As a young Marine, I was taught that if you have to get wet, then that’s the way it goes. However, if you can avoid it, stay dry as long as possible unless it jeopardizes the mission. The mission comes first in the Marine Corps. Always. But a split second later comes the welfare of the troops. A few of the scout leaders had Ranger tabs and were out to prove it. Gonzo and I didn’t like what we heard at all.

			“They’ve been here for two weeks and this is the best plan they have?” Gonzo asked me. “Chest high water? It’s 34 degrees here at the airport. It’ll be below freezing when we get in the bush for sure.”

			Gonzo was right. We were about to load onto a CH-47 Chinook that would insert us 4 kilometers from the front lines and then we would move on foot 10 to 12 kilometers to the OP. The “no later than” time to be in position was 0600. We wouldn’t make it. Gonzo was an old Recon hand with extensive field time in hot climates, including the first Gulf War where he tracked Iraqi movements along the border before we kicked the crap out of them in ’91. He specifically came to JRTC to practice his cold-weather skills, but jumping into 32-degree water wasn’t part of his plan. We were pissed, but overruled. 

			Water crossings are always considered a danger zone for troops. By default almost every creek, stream, river, or waterway is an open area, which means the bad guys can see you and deploy heavy machine guns to blow you away. Infantry companies train, train, and train again for proper river crossings. Who goes across first? Where do you emplace your machine guns? Where will the command element be? You’re on full alert and either swift-moving or deep water is slowing you down. Slowly and silently, we moved toward the front line walking through two streams before we came upon a small stream around 18 inches deep. It was pitch black, my ruck weighed a ton, and, for the first time in my military career, I just slipped and fell down like a two-year-old at Grandma’s house. 

			It was a huge crash. I’m embarrassed, as I might have just revealed our position to the bad guys, but mainly I was stunned from the freezing water. This was bad. Very bad. After moving another 500 meters, it got worse. We halted into a hasty OP to see if we were being followed, and I started to get hypothermic. If we started moving again, I’d be fine. Gonzo and Captain Byrd helped me get my Gore-Tex pants from my backpack to put on and trap the heat leaving my body.

			Here’s what’s nearly impossible for people to understand. Even during peacetime exercises, ANGLICO Marines carried so much heavy comm gear, we packed the bare minimum. For me that meant if I couldn’t shoot it, eat it, drink it (H2O only), or speak into it (radio), with the exceptions of code books and first aid gear, I didn’t take it. For JRTC ’95 that meant I didn’t have dry clothes to change into. We never did. Also, unless you’re in the snow, the truly miraculous fabric Gore-Tex was too hot, and then you’re a heat casualty.

			But there I was: 4 kilometers in front of friendly lines with only two other Marines. Your 60-pound backpack has enough radios and classified gizmos to put you in Fort Leavenworth for eighty-five years if you lose it. Your combat gear weighs another 30 pounds, you can’t feel anything below your waist, your upper body is in spasms, and the Army still doesn’t know what to do with you. But it’s time to move out. 

			It’s crazy. It’s hard. It’s 32 degrees and three hours til dawn. 

			ANGLICO, huh? Well that explains it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			My Time in the Sun

			My interest in the U.S. Marine Corps goes so far back I can’t even remember when I first decided to join. Many Marines mention late-night John Wayne movies, an epiphany on the Fourth of July, or the March 1945 raising of Old Glory at the peak of Mount Suribachi. Not me. For me it was as old as happy memories from Christmas, St. Patrick’s Day parades in small towns from Indiana to Florida, or the annual June family reunion in Kentucky. It was just always there. Since I’d buy a World War II Corsair over some stupid corporate jet if I won the lottery, it probably has something to do with watching Baa Baa Black Sheep on TV when I was in middle school. I could see how Americans looked at Marines and what they expected of their behavior even after leaving uniform. To this day I hear it all the time—“You’re a Marine!”—regarding actions they don’t like, or some positive move I’ve made to help someone out. I think more than anything I saw the Marine Corps as a group of men and women who were the ones to step up and step in when others weren’t up to the task. Firefighters have the same attitude—when there’s a fire, or a firefight, they just run to the scene of the trouble and pitch in to solve the problem, consequences be damned. I wanted to be in that line of Marines stretching back across time to 1775 and the foundation of the Republic.

			In the spirit of full disclosure, I should also confess that I joined the Marine Reserve in 1987 to take a break from my spectacularly average academic career at my beloved University of Florida. Simply put: I’m a lousy academic. Always have been, always will. I had spent four years in Navy and Marine ROTC driving my instructors to anger with my crazy attitudes about higher education. But I finished my military studies courses, attended and graduated Officer Candidate School (OCS) in Quantico, Virginia, and, typically me, I had completed all of my political science courses first instead of general requirements such as Geology 101, nicknamed “Rocks for Jocks.” 

			A typical exchange between myself and the marine officer instructor (MOI) concerned my back-against-the-wall refusal to sign up for Economics. A Navy/Marine ROTC MOI is sort of the commandant of midshipmen responsible for military strategy, how you behave as an officer, and even details such as close order drill and physical fitness. However, he was also the unquestioned leader of each student who chose to join the Marine Corps and not the Navy. In other words, he talked and we listened. I listened; I just didn’t do what he wanted me to regarding academics, and it pissed off almost everyone.

			After four years of this, I was ready for a break and so were my ROTC bosses, terrific officers that they all were. I resigned from ROTC and instantly enlisted with a Gainesville, Florida, recruiter. I figured I would get some field experience, join the West Palm Beach Marine Reserve unit to go to Jump School, and then reapply for a commission as a lieutenant after a couple of years. But something unforeseen happened: I fell in love with the crazy jarheads of 4th ANGLICO. 

			On August 25, 1987, I reported to boot camp at Parris Island, South Carolina, near the Hilton Head resort area. Since I’d been to college, I was older than the other recruits, most of whom were straight out of high school. I didn’t have too many surprises in boot camp as I’d known so many Marines before arriving, and my ROTC classes had given me some preparation. I worked my ass off on Parris Island and was rewarded with my senior drill instructor, Staff Sergeant Snyder, making me the Honor Man for Platoon 2090. We graduated November 19, 1987, and my mom and dad watched as a two-star general shook my hand as I stood at attention in my brand new dress blues. I was off to a roaring start, but little did I know I would end up being one of the dreaded “hard rank” Marines who hardly ever get promoted, even though I outworked almost all of my peers. My own definition of being good was to be in the top 5 percent of everything we did. That meant shooting expert on the rifle range, a first-class score on the annual physical fitness test (PFT), having junior Marines come to you for advice and counsel, and most important of all: When the line platoons were gearing up for a field operation, if I volunteered, they always took me with them. And I mean always. Not one time in twelve years did a platoon commander or platoon sergeant turn me away from an operation.

			For me the choice to join 4th ANGLICO was very simple. After going to Parris Island for boot camp, I was sent to the Jacksonville Marine Reserve unit. However, I knew all along I wasn’t going to stay. As I checked into the amphibious tractor unit in Jacksonville, the administration chief asked me about my plans, and I said I was going to 4th ANGLICO. He didn’t care a whit. In fact, he was happy that he wouldn’t have to file a travel claim for me, which every veteran knows to be one of the worst paperwork snafus in the U.S. military. It was complicated, it made no sense, and if you didn’t do exactly as someone told you to do, it always came out wrong and you never got your travel pay. It was a great system. I don’t think I was there an hour before I left never to look back. I drove home to Delray Beach, Florida, to stay with Mom for a while and hang out with my brother Peter, who had a new apartment in Fort Lauderdale. I graduated Parris Island and was on leave for a couple weeks before I reported to Little Creek, Virginia, for Embarkation and Logistics School. While at my brother’s apartment, I called 4th ANGLICO, told the admin chief who I was, and asked when I should come and check in to formally join the unit. He told me I was still under orders to go to my first formal school, and I would be with the 4th as soon as I got back in late December 1987, the start of my twelve-year run with the best, craziest, rowdiest group of U.S. Marines that I’ve ever known. 

			Reflecting the hybrid nature of Marine ANGLICO, most of us had multiple military occupational specialties (MOS). I had three and should have had a fourth after working in the communications section (COMM) for six years. HQMC could never make up its mind regarding on-the-job MOS certification, which always pissed me off. After six years in COMM and dozens of field exercises, you’re telling me an eighteen-year-old private that attended the formal field radio operator course was a better operator than me? Doubtful. But I never got a fourth MOS. 

			My first school in Little Creek, Virginia, made me an embarkation/logistics man. When a unit embarks on ship or aircraft, all the gear and vehicles need to be arranged just perfectly for one very important reason: If it’s wrong, the ship will flip over, and we all drown on our way to the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean. Good reason, huh? To this day I can remember that a gallon of water weighs close to eight pounds. It’s actually a little less, but we always rounded up. If the combat load is underestimated, the center of gravity of the naval vessel will shoot to the top and capsize. 

			When I heard that 4th ANGLICO would be sending a detachment of Marines to Mountain Warfare School in California, I did whatever I had to do to get on that gig. Mountain Warfare School is considered one of the premier schools in the Marine Corps because of the high level of expertise provided by the staff instructors and the totality of the experience. During the Korean War, mainly after the horrendous ordeal of the 1st Marine Division being surrounded by tens of thousands of communist Chinese troops after Gen. Douglas MacArthur overextended U.S. troops into North Korea, the Marine Corps knew it had a problem on its hands. After spending the 1930s and ’40s fighting in Central America and then across the Pacific Ocean during World War II, the Marine Corps found itself ill-equipped to fight in temperatures that rarely rose above freezing during the daytime winter months. After the 1953 truce was signed and active combat operations ceased, the Marine Corps went looking for a location to train its Marines in extreme cold weather. The site they settled on was near the tiny town of Truckee, California, about an hour and a half west of Reno, Nevada, in the general vicinity of where the infamous Donner Party met its horrible end in the 1800s.

			For several months leading up to our December 1994 departure for Mountain Warfare School, 3rd Platoon and all of the Marines who had been attached to the deployment were frequently separated from the rest of the company for specialized physical fitness routines and classes on how to survive in the cold, and we were also issued an avalanche of gear from the Marine Corps’ Special Training and Allowance Pool, or STAP, which we called “STAP gear.” The physical fitness routine had a strong emphasis on your body’s core muscles and primarily your legs in preparation for all the marching, snowshoeing, and cross-country skiing that we would be doing at nearly 10,000 feet in the Golden State’s Sierra Nevada. While I was born in the Hoosier state of Indiana, I grew up primarily in South Florida and was worried about living twenty-four hours a day in the snow where the daytime temperature wasn’t going to rise above freezing. In fact, that is the Marine Corps’ definition of extreme cold weather, when the daytime temperature maxes out at 32 degrees. 

			The STAP gear was as first-rate as anything you’re going to buy on the commercial market. I know that Americans love to believe that everything in the civilian world is vastly superior to what the military is issued, but they couldn’t be more wrong in this case. The Marine Corps had spent a lot of time and a lot of money to buy Gore-Tex jackets and pants and what is known as expedition weight polypropylene long johns underwear. To this day the military-issue Gore-Tex jackets are by far my favorite cold-weather jacket I have ever worn, and I wish someone would copy the design for use in the civilian world. It incorporated many of the best aspects of civilian jackets. It was nothing new to have a hood that rolled up and zipped up so it didn’t drag on your back. It wasn’t new to have a jacket with zippers that would go halfway so you could aerate your body core while exerting yourself. And plenty of civilian jackets have pockets all over the place. Two of the features I loved that were unique to the military-issue jackets were the zippers located underneath each armpit and two large concealed pockets sealed with Velcro strips located on your chest. The zippers were to release the heat generated by troops working in the field or serving in a combat zone. Once we were in the snow of the Sierra Nevadas, it was nothing to be on a ski march with both armpit zippers wide-open, and the front of the jacket held together by the two-way zipper that made it look like you were wearing a one-button suit. All these features were designed to keep you from getting wet. Because if you’re wet and it’s less than 32 degrees, your core body temperature will start to drop. Another piece of gear that became one of my favorites throughout my entire service with 4th ANGLICO was a thick wool neck gaiter about 2 feet long. While your armpits retain heat, your head and neck area performs the opposite function, losing much of the body’s internal heat. If you took the wool neck gaiter, folded it in half, and wore it around your neck, it would keep you warm all the time because wool, as a natural fabric, retains its heat even when it gets wet. Since it was folded in half, if you got colder you could roll the rest of the gaiter up around your chin and up to the top rear portion of your skull, and then secure it with another wool watch cap or a standard-issue Marine Corps cap. I wore my neck gaiter constantly for nearly three weeks, and it is one of my favorite pieces of field gear to this day.

			Being issued this little mountain of extreme cold weather gear took almost an entire day. Since I knew my mom was concerned about me going to Mountain Warfare School, I decided to take all of the gear over to her house to show her the high quality of what the Marine Corps had provided for us. I brought in two or three full bags and a large mountain backpack stuffed with all my new gear and promptly dumped it all on her kitchen floor. She took a seat in one of our dining room chairs, and I proceeded to pick up every single item to tell her what it was, what it was for, put it on for her to see, and then handed it to her so she could examine it herself. When I was done with my instruction, there was a mound of gear almost 4 feet tall on her kitchen floor. Other than classified information I always tried to tell my mom everything I did in the Marine Corps to help allay her fears about the inherent dangers of serving in the military, whether it was peacetime or wartime. Of all the things she worried about with me being so high up in the mountains during December, the last thing she should have concerned herself with was whether the Marine Corps was providing the proper field gear. To receive the same type of training and experience in the civilian world, you would need to go on an adventure vacation costing more than five thousand dollars. Though I grew up mainly in balmy Palm Beach County, after Mountain Warfare School, training in Fort Drum, New York, in January, and two trips to Norway including sleeping on the ground 150 miles inside the Arctic Circle, there isn’t a cold climate in the world that I would hesitate to go to. And that includes going back to the Arctic Circle or making the trip down south to Antarctica.

			We knew we would be going from 88 degrees in West Palm Beach to living in the snow surrounded by pine trees 8 to 10 feet wide and a couple of hundred years old. But along with our reservations about the dramatic change in climate, we were also geared up to learn what the staff of Mountain Warfare School was going to teach us.

			We landed in San Francisco, loaded all our gear onto Greyhound buses, and drove across the Golden Gate Bridge to start our climb into the mountains. We made a quick stop at a McDonald’s restaurant that was owned by former Oakland Raider great Jim Otto, the last man to play both sides of the ball in the NFL. While I am a staunch Miami Dolphins fan, it was pretty cool to see a display of Otto’s famous 00 jersey fitted with a white horse collar that he wore around his neck during his entire career.

			Once we arrived at base camp, a little below 6,000 feet in the Sierra Nevadas, we were issued still more gear for the school, and surprisingly to us we all had to take physicals. Marines with extremely high blood pressure weren’t allowed to go “up the mountain” for training, because the lack of air pressure at higher altitudes could lead to a stroke or some type of embolism. I thought it was crazy at first, but during the next three weeks, I saw a couple of dozen Marines repeatedly having nosebleeds, even though they had no history of nosebleeds. In fact some of them had nosebleeds so bad that they had to be removed from training and sent down the mountain, and once you left the mountain, regulations prohibited you from going back up again. 

			The main new piece of field gear we were issued at Mountain Warfare School was a fiberglass sled that the Marine Corps had learned about from working with the Norwegian military. It looked like a very shallow kayak or canoe with white canvas attached all the way around to contain all of the various cook stoves, tents, temples, 1-gallon metal cans full of white gas, and of course the ever-present 5-gallon jerry cans full of water. The Norwegians called them “ahkios,” which we were told was Norwegian for snowplow or snow boat, as it had a bottom like the hull of a boat and it would cut through the snow just like a vessel. It could carry 300 pounds and was designed to be dragged by six Marines with three on each side. Ropes about 10 feet long had leather straps attached to them that formed a loop that you draped over each Marine, kind of like a horse collar. We had all of our combat gear including our individual weapons, whether they were pistols, M-16s, or for the infantry companies even M-60 machine guns, plus our large backpacks stuffed with clothing and food, and now we had to drag around a 300-pound sled with even more crap. It was becoming very obvious that the extreme in the term “extreme cold weather” was turning out to be true.

			Three weeks in the snow may not sound like much for veterans who have experienced much worse, and the staff told us they were attempting to cram eight weeks of instruction into around twenty-one days. That being said, the mountain warfare instructors were nothing less than incredible, and some of the most well-qualified Marines I’ve ever been around. It was amazing the little things that we learned. For example, during a survival situation where the only thing that matters is that you live, the instructors showed us how to make a drink by boiling pine needles. Now I’m not saying that it’s the same quality as having high tea with the queen at Buckingham Palace, but if you want to see your family again, these are the types of things you need to do. The instructor also taught us a great trick to remember if you had survived the crash of a civilian plane. He told us to search the crash site for things to set on fire to keep yourself warm. He made the point that just after any crash plenty of things would be on fire, which is obvious, but then again there might be pockets of fuel that hadn’t ignited that you could use to survive. He then took a standard in-flight magazine that we’ve all seen hundreds if not thousands of times in our travels and made a terrific point: If you need wood to burn, roll up the magazine and turn it into a log. It’s made out of paper, right? And paper used to be a tree, right? That’s the thing about field craft. There’re so many little tricks of the trade that seem so obvious after someone teaches them to you.

			One of our lead instructors was a Marine named Sergeant Black, who I always referred to as “trusty Sergeant Black” whenever he showed up as an instructor because he was so damn good. It was like listening to the burning bush regarding cold-weather training. He was a strong advocate for each Marine carrying an old-school buttpack on their web gear almost solely to carry survival gear. As your typical Marine ANGLICO is a paratrooper, nearly all of us already had buttpacks, and I had carried mine ever since I joined in 1987. Trusty Sergeant Black was discussing what to carry in a survival kit, large or small, and he came to the subject of what type of food to carry with you in case things really hit the fan. Everyone loves to bring little packets of dried Gatorade, hard candy for a sugar boost, and everybody’s favorite go-to item, chocolate candy bars. Well, trusty Sergeant Black rejected all of these items and with good reason. His position was that if we bought all of this great candy or drink powder, when we were sitting around bored waiting for trucks or helicopters to show up to transport us to another training area, very few of us would be able to resist the siren song of our favorite candy bars. I never thought of it that way, and he was 100 percent right. Then he pulled the food out of his own buttpack and taught me a trick that I used for the rest of my career and taught every junior Marine that would listen to me.

			Only carry food for your survival kit that you can’t stand to eat. Now think about that. Gee, Scott, why in the world would I buy food that I can’t stand? Easy. Unless you’re about to die, there’s no way in hell you will touch that food. For trusty Sergeant Black his choice of meal was the main food packet of the one MRE that I categorically refused to even consider eating after four years of ROTC at the University of Florida and twelve years with 4th ANGLICO: the ham and cheese omelette, or as I referred to it every time I mentioned it, “the disgusting ham and cheese omelette.” It violated one of my most basic rules about food and beverage: If I can’t stand to look at it, there’s no way in hell I’m going to stick it in my mouth. I’ve eaten thousands of MREs, and every serviceman has their favorite one. However, the disgusting ham and cheese omelette is probably how every civilian envisions military food. It was yellow and slimy with little ham-like particles, and I didn’t want the damn thing within 10 feet of me. And trusty Sergeant Black was right: Unless I would die otherwise, there was no way in hell I was going to eat one. After that one little thirty-minute class, I instantly traded some of my own food for three packets of the disgusting ham and cheese omelettes and placed them in my buttpack, where they sat lurking in the dark for the next five years. Fortunately I never had to eat one and I never will.

			Consider that lesson the next time you go camping for some type of day hike. Bring your food and water for your normal meals but always, and I mean always, carry a survival kit with some food to sustain you in an emergency. Just make sure you hate it.

			All jokes about ham and cheese omelettes aside, Mountain Warfare School was hard on the Marines of 4th ANGLICO. If I remember correctly, we had a 15 percent casualty rate due to injury, problems related to blood pressure and altitude, or Marines who simply couldn’t handle the extreme temperature ranges that we were experiencing. As my good friend and old compadre Kenneth McKelton warned each Marine in our detachment, though desert and jungle environments have a reputation for being the harshest locations for training, those Marines who hadn’t trained for the Arctic Circle were about to learn the harsh reality. “Cold weather is what separates the men from the boys,” McKelton intoned.

			He was right. I saw some good Marines thrown in the back of an ambulance to get taken down the mountain for medical treatment even though they were practically throwing punches to keep training with their buddies. This is what Marines are like: We’re here to train hard and I want to stay with my friends. I saw several Marines who were very loud and very macho raise their hands and declare that they needed to go down the mountain for treatment. If you don’t apply what the mountain instructors are teaching you to keep yourself healthy, then it’s almost a guarantee that you’re going to get sick, which is why after these alpha dogs were out of our midst I told everyone that I thought some people allow themselves to get sick in order to get off the mountain. When I started I was nervous about the extreme cold weather, but you have to learn and stick it out. This was why we were there. 

			I had a great excuse to take a hike down the mountain after my good buddy and West Virginia truck-driving redneck friend Jeff Bishop smacked me in the face with one of his cross-country skis. We had just returned from a nighttime ski march, wearing our combat gear and M-16 rifles and skiing in file through the mountains of the Sierra Nevadas at night. Since the Marines of 4th ANGLICO were South Florida residents, you can imagine how hard this was on us. 

			Bishop’s cross-country skis had one metal shoe that was bent and giving him fits during and after ski marches, especially the nighttime movements. Since the metal frame was bent, it left a space underneath one of his boots that quickly filled with snow, which the pressure of cross-country skiing compacted and turned into ice. When we get done Bishop’s right boot was locked into the ski, and the only way he could get it off was to lean on another Marine’s shoulder while he lifted his right leg straight out in front of him and smacked the tail end of the ski on the hard frozen ground. After one such nighttime ski march, Bishop, who was a lance corporal at the time, asked me if I could help him out. Bishop started to pound away on his ski while I stood there staring up at the nighttime sky, when all of a sudden something smacks me upside the face and my entire vision lit up like a pack of fireworks. I wasn’t seeing stars; it was like I was staring over the surface of the sun. While Bishop was busy pounding away, he had lost his balance and the wood and metal ski had angled over and struck me on the brow of my right eye socket. 

			“JESUS CHRIST BISHOP! WHAT THE HELL DID YOU JUST DO?” I screamed. Actually it was much more profane than this, but hey, my mom has to read this book.

			“Oh shit, I’m sorry, Sergeant Messmore! Let me get my flashlight and take a look at it,” Bishop stammered.

			Bishop took out his flashlight while gently trying to calm me down, realizing that striking one of your sergeants in the face with a 6-foot-long ski is probably not very conducive to a lengthy career in the U.S. Marine Corps. Now keep in mind we had just come off of a two-hour romp through the snow and hills near the 10,000-foot mark, so my blood and adrenaline were moving through my body at a pretty good rate. What I thought was going to be a black eye or a goose egg over my right eye instead was a small cut in my eyebrow that sent a sheet of blood down the entire right side of my face and sent a wave of panic through Lance Corporal Bishop. The way he examined my face I still see as a bit comical. He was treating me with kid gloves because he knew I was mad in addition to being hurt, and he calmly pulled my hand away from my face to take a look. With two clicks of his flashlight and one quick glance at my face, Bishop had his answer.

			“CORPSMAN!” he yelled at the top of his lungs.

			“Corpsman?” I asked. “How bad is it? What the hell are you trying to do? Get me kicked off the mountain?” I yelled.

			It was pitch black at night in the mountains, and it is not like I carried a compact mirror with me, so I couldn’t tell how big of a gash Bishop had given me. Our corpsmen showed up in less than a minute to clean me up and give me a quick assessment of the wound. As it turned out, it was almost the exact thickness of my eyebrow and located on the end near my right ear. The corpsman said I should go to the battalion aid station, which was located further up the mountain. I was examined by a Navy doctor. He told me he didn’t think it needed stitches, but he couldn’t keep me from visiting the medical station down at the base camp. When my heart rate and blood flow had returned to normal after the ski march and Bishop braining the shit out of me, the wound had stopped bleeding and the medical staff quickly cleaned me up. I told the doctor I would stay on the mountain, as I knew I wouldn’t be allowed to return if I left. Mountain Warfare School is in fact just that, a school that you graduate from, and it’s entered into your service record book for all time. Plus I knew if I didn’t make it through the school I would not have a chance of going on the deployment to Norway, one of the highlight trips in a Marine’s career. He gave me a handful of pain pills and a pocket full of Band-Aids and sent me on my way like a little kid going back to school. About the only long-term effect of Bishop’s ski attack was having everybody stare at me when we went on liberty in Reno, Nevada, as I walked around with a bandage stuck to the side of my face. 

			After three weeks of joining a new world of field operations in preparation for our deployment to Norway in 1996, we flew home to Palm Beach County, turned in our mountain of mountain warfare gear, and I drove home to Gainesville a much better Marine than when I left. The following year, in January 1995, I would learn the real meaning of the word cold.

			I was first introduced to a whole different form of cold when we traveled to upstate New York for more cold-weather training as part of our preparation for Norway. We would spend a couple weeks at Fort Drum, New York, which is next to Watertown and about an hour from Syracuse. One of our fellow Marines, Joe Macantee, hailed from the Syracuse area and had been warning us just how cold it could get in the area during winter. 

			Fort Drum is a huge U.S. Army base with more than 100,000 acres and is home to the famed 10th Mountain Division that was formed near the present-day city of Vail, Colorado, during World War II. They were organized specifically to fight in mountainous terrain, which is why they started in Colorado. If you visit Vail today, right smack dab in the middle of town is a very large statue of a 10th Mountain soldier in full stride carrying cross-country skis on his shoulder. During their initial World War II training, the soldiers would sit around and dream of future days after the war and what a great location their training ground would be for a ski resort. In fact the soldiers who survived their brutal ground combat in World War II did return to their old stomping grounds and did just that, which led to the founding of the city of Vail. I’ve been to Vail, and plenty of people talk the city down as too commercial or touristy, but the people of Vail take their heritage and attachment to the 10th Mountain Division very seriously, as demonstrated by the large statue. Now when I say large, I mean large. The bronze casting is 12 feet tall and weighs in at 7,000 pounds. I can assure you the ritzy parts of South Florida (yes I’m talking to you Boca Raton and Palm Beach, Florida) wouldn’t dream of placing a 12-foot-tall monster right in the middle of everything. I was surprised at the gear the World War II soldier in the statue was carrying and wearing, as it was so similar to the cross-country gear we were using more than fifty years later.

			I’m not sure why the U.S. Army decided to relocate the 10th Mountain Division to upstate New York. I just assumed there would be more mountains than there were in Vail. After all the word mountain is obviously prominently displayed when talking about the 10th Mountain Division. So I was very surprised when we flew to Syracuse and were on final approach to the airport only to look down at terrain that was as flat as a pool table. The entire freezing time we spent at Fort Drum I don’t think I ever climbed a hill that was more than 30 feet tall, and none of us can figure out why the 10th Mountain is here—but then again we never discovered the hows and whys of all sorts of things the U.S. Army did.

			As I wrote previously, the Marine Corps’ Mountain Warfare School in California was staffed with excellent instructors. At Fort Drum our instructors consisted entirely of a small unit within the 25th Marine Regiment, a collection of Reserve units situated throughout the New England area. The 25th Marines had an Arctic Warfare Cadre that traveled around the country training Marines in extreme cold weather techniques and tactics. Also attached to the unit were a few exchange NATO soldiers, mainly British Royal Marines and in our case Dutch Royal Marines, who are the oldest corps of Marines in the world, having been founded in 1665 more than a hundred years before the U.S. Marine Corps was founded in 1775. The British Royal Marines officially stood up in 1755, and of course neither organization will waste any time reminding any American Marine that they were around first and not us. It’s friendly ribbing and competition, but they are fierce fighters that are always on America’s side.

			For the millionth time 4th ANGLICO was reorganized to suit the situation we were facing on the ground, and we were divided into ten-man tent teams that would fill Korean War–era canvas tents that the Marine Corps still used. A tent team leader was selected for each ten-man tent who would interact with the Arctic Warfare Cadre staff regarding training or whatever was going to happen that day. While the Marine Corps is deadly serious about rank and issuing proper respect for any senior Marine, it is also very practical when it comes to field operations. In the movies or on television, it’s the easiest thing in the world to have some bumbling staff NCO or brand-new second lieutenant placed in charge of a small group of Marines only to screw everything up. I guess it makes good drama, but it’s taught generations of Americans that military leadership is frequently incompetent. During multiple cold-weather training deployments and trips to Norway including 150 miles inside the Arctic Circle, whichever Marine had the most experience in extreme cold weather was always the one who would be in charge. My tent team had our platoon commander, Major Fernandez; however, my old friend and comm shack partner Rick Taylor had more experience and was chosen as tent team leader even though he was a staff sergeant and Major Fernandez outranked the crap out of him. Major Fernandez loved it, as he wasn’t in charge of the training, wouldn’t have to be harassed with a dozen little football huddles each day, and could just sit back and learn like a young Marine who had just joined. 
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