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Boot Camp. Parris Island. God, how I had dreamed about that place! Everything I had read and heard about was true. But my romanticized visions of being molded into a United States Marine at the legendary Recruit Training Depot were about to be quickly and rudely transformed into something more closely akin to a nightmare….

 

Yes, Mikey, there really is a Drill Instructor who jumps aboard the bus to welcome your arrival. Only, his maniacal ranting and raving and the most god-awful foul-mouthed ear-bending cursing you never wanted to hear serve to quickly dispel my notion that this is going to even remotely resemble the adventure that I had envisioned. I think I really screwed up this time!

Hey, there really are yellow footprints on the pavement for us to line up on as we frantically scramble off the bus at the DI’s orders. After being unceremoniously shown how to attain something faintly resembling the military posture of attention, and several of the “herd” being reminded somewhat unkindly that the other foot is the left one, we are “marched” to a wooden building and issued field jackets because it is January and it is late at night or early morning and it is very cold. We don the field jackets over our civilian clothing and they become our security blankets, guarding us from the cold outside and somewhat less from the fear-induced lonely chill inside.

We are “herded” (the DI has given up trying to teach such hopeless worthless pieces of shit how to march this night) to another wooden building, a “holding pen” of sorts. It is crammed with metal-framed bunk beds, thin bare mattresses and pillows with neatly folded green woolen blankets at the foot of each. We are ordered to sleep. We try. We fail. We talk very little, but we think very much—confused, disoriented, regretful, self-pitying thoughts: What have I done? What have I gotten myself into? Oh shit! is repeated a thousand times in a thousand ways. No one escapes.

 

Daylight threatens and we are aroused in a surprisingly nonviolent manner by another DI who is not really a DI but at this point we think everyone is a DI. We trudge in mock unison to the shearing room where butchers posing as barbers cause the crowning vestige of our civilian identities to fall in pitiful heaps upon the floor. Blond, black, brunette, red, short, long, curly, straight—nothing matters. We are now all the same.

Another building and we are stripped of our civilian clothes, shoes, belts and all personal effects. We have nothing. We are nothing. We are issued olive-drab utility shirts and trousers, web belts and brass buckles, soft covers, black boots, socks and skivvies. We put them on. Now we are something: United States Marine Corps recruits—“boots.” We are reminded that we are still worthless pieces of shit who will probably never become real Marines, but even that is better than being nothing or being a civilian. We have been promoted.

The sun is getting high in the clear winter sky now and we have been led to a big tin building by an enraged sergeant who we are sure must be one of our bona fide DIs. He is too mean and nasty to be otherwise. It must be catching—everyone is being rude as they “issue” buckets, canteens, mess gear, shelter halves and poles, packs, webbed gear, helmets, punches, pokes, slaps and insults to us. We are soon consoled, however, because we are introduced to our “best friend” who will be with us during our trials and tribulations while on the Island—the M-14 rifle.

We shoulder our burdens and our best friend and double-time toward a large two-story barracks that will be our home until death, desertion, disgrace or graduation do us part.

We are on the second floor of the large white structure and we are standing at attention in front of our racks and we are very scared. Our DIs are introducing themselves to us. Sergeant Bottoms is the DI who escorted us from the tin building. He is young and mean looking and I don’t think I like him. Staff Sergeant Burns is slightly paunchy and a sadistical son of a bitch and I’m sure I don’t like him. Gunnery Sergeant Franz is our Senior Drill Instructor. He is short, built like a cannon ball, and looks somewhat like a bulldog (although most bulldogs I’ve seen seemed a lot less ferocious than Gunnery Sergeant Franz).

Our Senior DI has just demonstrated that he doesn’t take any insolence or other shit off of any maggot recruit—a point-of-fact driven home by the prostrate figure gasping for breath on the squadbay’s wooden deck. I am much too intimidated to form a quick opinion of Gunnery Sergeant Franz, as I strongly suspect he can read minds.

We have been instructed as to the proper way to address our Drill Instructors (“Sir, Private so-and-so requests permission to speak to the Drill Instructor, Sir!”); have learned never to refer to ourselves in the first-person (“I”), and never, never (Oh Jesus, save my young ass!) refer to our Drill Instructors as “you” (“You? You? Are you calling me a ‘ewe’, Private? With a yard of dick and a sack full of balls, how dare you call me a female sheep!”).

We have also learned that Marine Corps Drill Instructors are all hard of hearing (“Sir, yes Sir!” I can’t hear you. “Sir, yes Sir!” I still can’t hear you, ladies! “Sir, yes Sir!” Say it like you’ve got a set, you worthless cunts! “Sirrr, yesss Sirrr!!!”).

 

We are in a brick building filling out forms according to a corporal’s instructions when I see it. The clock on the wall. It is two o’clock in the afternoon of the first day. Oh god, this can’t be true! I’m sure I’ve been here almost forever, and it’s only two o’clock? The first day? Maybe I’m dreaming. That’s it. We must be filling out some final forms. Soon we’ll leave here and march to the parade grounds and pass-in-review and graduate. It can’t still be the first day—my entire eighteen years haven’t lasted this long. But it is. Two o’clock. The first day. Jesus, how time flies when you’re having fun.

 

“Sir, Private Helms requests permission to speak to the Drill Instructor, Sir.”

We are back in our barracks and standing at attention in front of our racks (as we must do at all times unless we have been otherwise instructed) and I am feeling sick and I am sure I am going to throw up.

“Speak!”

“Sir, Private Helms requests permission to make a head call, Sir.” (We have learned that Marines piss and shit and shave and brush their teeth in the “head,” not the bathroom.)

“What’s the matter, maggot, fixing to mess your drawers?”

“Sir, no Sir. The private is about to throw up, Sir.”

“You will not throw up on my beautiful clean deck, will you, Private?”

“Sir, no Sir!”

“Because if you do puke on my beautiful clean deck, you will take a spoon and eat it all up, won’t you, Private?”

“Sir, yes Sir!”

“And you will take a fork and eat up all the chunky pieces, won’t you, maggot?”

“Sir, yes Sir!”

“Go!”

“Aye, aye, Sir!”

I double-time down the squadbay and through the hatchway leading to the head. I race to a toilet as waves of salty spit well-up from my throat. I spit into the bowl a few times but don’t puke. The nausea subsides. I run back to my rack and assume my statue position.

Time passes. How much time is impossible to ascertain in our bewildered state. We continue to stand frozen before our racks, afraid to commit so much as a twitch lest we incur the wrath of our Drill Instructors. We have been commanded to stand still. We do. A flurry of incoherent thoughts bombards my consciousness: I am hungry I feel sick I am not really here I am tired I am dreaming I am in a world of shit I do not belong here I think I will tell my Drill Instructor that I have made a mistake and changed my mind and could I please go home now but I don’t want to die and that would be suicide this shit can’t be real I will wake up soon I can’t take this much longer maybe they will let me go home if I just explain that I think I want to change my mind no hard feelings but this isn’t quite what I expected the recruiter didn’t tell me this shit.

 

It is late in the afternoon and we are marching to chow, our first meal on the Island. At least I think it is our first meal but I can’t be sure because we have been here a long time and we should have eaten before but I don’t think we have so this must be our first meal. We “stand at rigid attention—asshole to bellybutton” in single-file waiting to enter the hatchway leading to the mess hall.

In turn we reach the serving counter, execute a left-face, grab a metal tray and lift it smartly upward so that we are staring at our tray as if it were a mirror. We sidestep along the chow line one pace at a time, ever-fighting the temptation to avert our eyes from our muddled reflection toward the myriad sights, sounds and smells our befuddled senses are now starting to detect.

The recruit to my right has dared to remove a hand from his tray to scratch his ear and Staff Sergeant Burns who must have eyes in the back of his head has snatched him out of line and flung him into a table and is proceeding to deride the poor unfortunate’s family heritage in a most vile and profane manner. I instantly become self-mesmerized by a tiny speck of dried food clinging to a section of my tray. Up and down the line other miscreants are falling prey to the Drill Instructors’ eagle-eyed vision and the mess hall has become a gymnasium as numerous recruits perform various punitive exercises under the guiding berating of a host of DIs. United States Marine Corps Drill Instructors are obviously oblivious to the fact that stress is detrimental to the digestive processes of the human body. But then, we are not human beings, we are mere recruits, boots, maggots, scumbags, lower than whale shit which lies on the bottom of the ocean.

As we reach the servers we lower our trays to receive our chow, being careful to keep our eyes locked straight ahead. The ones serving our chow are also recruits, but they are much different than we are. There is a certain “air” about them. They are “salty.” They are in the last stages of their training. Their metamorphosis is nearly complete. They will soon be real Marines. We feel like shit before their eyes and they know it and they love it. The bastards.

We proceed to our tables where we are commanded to sit in unison, bow our heads in unison and pray in unison. Finally, Gunnery Sergeant Franz barks the long-awaited order:

“Eat!”

With relish I gaze hungrily at the contents of my heavily laden tray. Oh, god! Liver and onions floating in a milky gravy. I think I am going to be sick again. I can’t possibly eat this shit! But I do, because I have been ordered to. I just hope I don’t have to eat it again later, off the squadbay deck….


Dear Mama,

I have arrived here at Parris Island, and it’s just about what I expected. They treat us pretty rough, but it’s all for our own good. I’ll just have to stick it out and do my best.

It has been the longest day that I can remember. It seemed like at least three weeks.

You ought to see my hair! I look like Yul Brynner! I’ve met a few guys and am getting along fine.

How is everybody doing? I hope y’all are doing fine. I don’t have much time but my return address is on the envelope. Tell everybody to write soon.

Love, Mike



I have hurriedly scribbled down this letter during what’s left of our “free time.” We are graciously allotted thirty minutes each night to sit on our inverted buckets and write home to family or friends. Of course, before we can attend to such correspondence, we must first shit shower shave brush our teeth scrub our web belts and soft covers shine our brass buckles polish our boots and—most importantly—clean and oil our best friend M-14 rifle. Then we can lounge upon our buckets and write to our heart’s content.

I really like the stationery. The Marine Corps has graciously provided us worthless shitbirds with matching writing paper and envelopes with the Iwo Jima flag-raising emblazoned on them. Despite the shock and rigors of the past hours, a faint glimmer of esprit de corps stirs somewhere deep within our gut as we gaze upon the immortalized image of real Marines from long ago. Maybe, just maybe, there is hope for us yet.

“Prepare to mount!”

Oh, shit! Staff Sergeant Burns and Sergeant Bottoms have come to tuck us in. We stand before our racks and “count off.” There are seventy-seven lowly maggot recruits on deck.

“Mount!”

One hundred fifty-four elbows and seventy-seven assholes swing madly into motion, scrambling frantically into seventy-seven racks and lie frozen at attention.

“Get out of them goddamn racks you goddamn shit maggots you’re too goddamn slow!”

One hundred fifty-four elbows and seventy-seven assholes levitate to instant attention before their racks.

“Mount!”

Another frenetic dive to our racks.

Another tirade of blasphemous oaths as Sergeant Bottoms this time beckons us to exit our racks.

After five or six tries we must have gotten it right, or maybe they have just given up on trying to teach us hopeless ones the proper manner of retiring for the night. At any rate, we have just finished singing the “Marine’s Hymn” and the Lord’s Prayer, still lying at attention.

“Goodnight, ladies!”

“Sir, goodnight, Sir!”

“I can’t hearrr youuu!”

“Sirrr, goodnight, Sirrr!!!”

“Sleep!”

Exhaustion prevails, mercifully ending the long day.
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Lights are flashing on and off, on and off, and muffled shouts pervade my dream. It is so pleasant to be snuggled in my bed against the night’s chill, and I am in that wonderful state of being just awake enough to realize how good it will feel to sink back into deep slumber. If those voices and lights will cease now, thank you, I will get on with my sleep.

I am suddenly falling in my dream, but that is okay because I have fallen many times before in my dreams but I never hit the ground because they say if you fall in your dream and hit the ground you will die but I always wake up first.

Oh god! I just landed very hard on my side on the ground, only it is not the ground but a wooden floor I feel beneath my shaken body. I am not dead but I think I wish I was as my eyes open to behold a horrible ogre in a Smokey-the-Bear hat staring down at me with murder in his eyes. Oh shit. Staff Sergeant Burns. Boot Camp.

“Get your goddamn scudsy ass off that deck you worthless shitmaggot!” (Staff Sergeant Burns has such a way with words!)

I fight from under the mattress and covers which accompanied me on my sky dive from the top berth and hurriedly come to attention before my rack which is now leaning at an odd angle against the rack next to it which is leaning against the next rack which is…

The squadbay is in shambles. Mattresses, pillows, blankets, foot lockers, and buckets lay in disarray among overturned and tilting racks. All three of our DIs are in a rabid rage as they curse and scream and threaten and hurl garbage cans and shocked recruits down the center aisle.

“You worthless motherfuckers think you can sleep all goddamn day, don’t you?”

“Sir, no Sir!”

“Listen up, maggots. This is my Marine Corps, not your fucking mommy’s house, and you will sleep when I say sleep, and you will damn well get up when I say get up. Is that clear?”

“Sir, yes Sir!”

“I can’t hearrr youuu!”

“Sir, yes sirrr!!!”

“Sergeant Burns, Sergeant Bottoms, come here quickly!” says Gunnery Sergeant Franz, who is standing in front of a red-faced recruit with a bladder-induced erection protruding from the front opening of his skivvy drawers.

“We’ve got a goddamn faggot-maggot in our midst!”

Burns and Bottoms are on either side of the hapless recruit, their ugly faces inches from the private’s own scarlet profile. Gunnery Sergeant Franz maintains his frontal attack, his eyes glancing alternately from the recruit’s terror-stricken face to the source of his embarrassment and back again.

“I do believe this private is queer for my gear, don’t you, Sergeant Burns?”

“Sure looks that way, Gunny.”

“How about it, Private, you wanna butt-fuck your Senior Drill Instructor?”

“Sir, no Sir.”

“Then what-the-fuck is that one-eyed skivvy snake poking his puny head out of your drawers for, maggot?”

“Sir, the private doesn’t know, Sir.”

The poor recruit’s color has changed from deep red to pale white and tears have begun to creep down his freckled cheeks.

“Oh, so you don’t like me, do you, Private?” snarls Gunnery Sergeant Franz.

“Sir, yes Sir!”

“So! You are queer for me!”

“Sir, no Sir!”

“Then you hate me, don’t you, Private?”

“Sir, no Sir!”

“Well, make up your mind! Do you love me, Private?”

“Sir, yes Sir!”

“Oh, so you do want to butt-fuck me, don’t you, maggot?”

“Sir, yes…no…Sir, the private is confused, Sir.”

“Sergeant Burns, what are we going to do with this faggot-maggot and his skivvy snake?”

“I guess we better kill it before it tries to crawl up somebody’s ass, Gunny.”

“Let’s smash it to death,” offers Sergeant Bottoms.

“Good idea, Sergeant.”

“Hit the deck, fairy!”

The recruit slams belly-first onto the squadbay’s hard wooden deck.

“Get up! Get up!”

“Hit it!”

Down he goes again with a sickening thud.

“Get up, goddamn it, get up you’re too fucking slow!”

He struggles to his feet.

“Hit it!”

Another belly-buster.

“Reckon it’s dead yet, Gunny?”

“Looks like it is, Sergeant. Either dead or unconscious.”

Franz grabs the stunned recruit by the throat. “You fairy motherfucker, you keep that pitiful little worm inside your drawers or I’ll cut the son of a bitch off the next time. Is that clear, faggot?”

“Sir, yes Sir!” answers the bruised recruit, tears now flowing freely down his face.

God, I sure hope it’s true about them putting saltpeter in our chow….

 

It is midmorning and we have marched to a group of buildings where we are going to undergo our physical examinations. We are led into a long corridor and are told to strip to the waist by a tall skinny man in a blue sailor suit. We hang our skivvy shirts and utility jackets on numbered hooks and proceed single-file into a brightly lit room with cold white walls.

Jesus! On either side of a narrow aisle stand several evil-grinning hospital corpsmen armed with pistol-like pneumatic hypodermic weapons clenched in their fists. Gunnery Sergeant Franz, with hands on hips and an evil smirk on his bulldog kisser, stands at the far end as an encouragement for us not to flinch as we enter the gauntlet like cattle going to slaughter.

Now, I have never been one to be afraid of getting a shot, but this shit is a little much. Pow! Pow! Those damn things sound like air hammers at a construction site. Oh, shit. Both arms at once. Don’t flinch—Gunnery Sergeant Franz is just waiting for somebody to screw up, and it ain’t gonna be me. Damn, those things hurt. It feels like the needles are meeting somewhere near mid-thorax.

After about a dozen spearings of each arm, we move into a spacious room void of any furnishings. There are two yellow lines painted on the concrete deck and we stand in two columns on these lines facing each other across the room. We are told to strip naked. We place our remaining clothing in neat piles behind us, and again face each other. Weak smiles of embarrassment and a tinge of crimson appear on several faces. The smiles are quickly removed at the behest of our omnipresent Senior Drill Instructor. The color, in varying shades, remains.

Gunnery Sergeant Franz finds the unfortunate recruit with the hapless hard-on from this morning’s episode and informs him in no uncertain terms that he had better not start drooling at the sight of all the swinging dicks in the room (although most are nowhere near swinging from the combination of fear and embarrassment). Four more corpsmen appear in the room. Two of them are pushing carts with several boxes of various sizes on them. Another of the corpsmen informs us that we are first going to have a “short arm” inspection. At his command we are to reach down with our right hand and peel back the foreskin from our penis, if we are not circumcised. If we have been circumcised, we are to stand there with our peter in our palm anyway.

“Do it!”

Seventy-seven right hands grab seventy-seven penises and stretch them out and peel them back. Jesus, this is embarrassing, standing at attention with my dick in my hand!

The corpsmen make their way up and down the columns, stopping occasionally to lecture a recruit on the importance of proper hygiene, or to let one know that he must belong on the other side of the Island with the women recruits from the looks of that “ridiculous thing.” Gunnery Sergeant Franz warns the corpsmen to beware of the faggot-maggot and not turn their backs to him or they might get a pecker up their posterior.

“Jesus H. Christ—what is this!”

Gunnery Sergeant Franz and the other corpsmen rush over to where one of the pecker-checkers has found a black recruit with what looks like a thick coating of cream cheese covering the head of his penis.

“Goddamn, maggot! Didn’t your mama ever teach you how to bathe?” screams our enraged Senior DI. “Don’t they have soap where you come from, boy?”

“Sir, yes Sir!”

“You ever had contact with a bar of it, boy?”

“Sir, yes Sir!”

The corpsmen have joined in the verbal battering of the pathetic private, relentlessly pelting him from all sides with every conceivable four-letter word, phrase and oath they can muster. Gunnery Sergeant Franz grabs him by the back of the neck and flings him to the unyielding concrete deck with a resounding slap. He places a spit-polished boot on the quivering recruit’s neck.

“Get this filthy scumbag out of my sight and wash that goddamn cheese off that black worm before I stomp his goddamn worthless guts out!”

The trembling recruit, now a strange ashen-gray color, is led away by one of the corpsmen to learn a lesson in personal hygiene. We shudder at the thought.

We have been ordered to lean over and grab our ankles. The corpsmen are making their way behind the columns checking our rectums. Jesus, what a job they’ve got, shoving their fingers up dozens of assholes every day. They seem to be moving awfully fast—I sure hope they’re changing those rubber gloves after each stop. God, I haven’t shit in three days. I hope nothing weird happens. Oh, christ. It feels like he’s shoving his whole damn forearm up my ass! Damn, he must have big fingers.

I am standing shoulder-to-shoulder with five other recruits before a urinal trough trying my damndest to piss in a specimen bottle. The guys directly beside me have changed twice already. I know the ones lined up behind me must be getting a little impatient. If I don’t hurry up Gunnery Sergeant Franz will notice my line isn’t moving and I’m going to catch hell and that thought sure doesn’t help because now I don’t think I have to pee even worse than before!

Maybe I can get one of the guys beside me to give me a little of his, but I better not risk asking because that maniac is bound to catch me talking and then I’d probably wind up in the trough.

I’ll close my eyes and pretend I’m home alone in the bathroom and the door is closed and locked and nobody is around and boy I really have to go bad and won’t it feel good to finally pee and—shit! I can’t pretend good enough and the guys on both sides of me have changed again. I concentrate all my efforts and strain really hard—I’m grunting I’m straining so hard. My face must be red as a beet. Ah, yeahhh. Finally. It’s not much, but I sure as hell hope it’s enough, as hard as that stuff was to come by….


Dear Mama,

It’s my second day here and I’m so confused I don’t even know what day it is. It’s getting rougher all the time, but so far it’s been fair.

I’m so tired that I can hardly keep my eyes open, but don’t worry about me. When I get home I’m going to stretch out on the couch and not move for twenty days….

I sure am homesick. It seems like I’ve been gone a year.

We got our physicals today, and the shots really hurt now. I’m pooped! You wouldn’t believe how tough it is up here.

How is everybody? Say hello to everybody and tell them to write soon. Don’t send any packages, though.

Love, Mike



Free time over…Count off…Seventy-seven recruits on deck, Sir! Prepare to mount…Mount…Sing…Pray…Goodnight, ladies…Sir, goodnight, Sir! Sleep…Thank god.
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The bright beam from the flashlight I carry allows me to read the time from the clock above the squadbay hatchway. It is 2400 hours—midnight—and it is Saturday night. Or is it Sunday morning? Oh well, it doesn’t really matter, considering where I’m at.

I’m beginning my second hour of “fire watch” duty. Each night four lucky recruits spend two hours apiece patrolling the squadbay, head and hallway of our platoon area. We make sure that all recruits stay neatly tucked in their racks (lest some crazed idiot be foolish enough to attempt to go “over the hill”), see that no intruders invade our sacred platoon area, and of course (as befits the name) act as an early-warning device should these vintage World War Two–era barracks decide to burn down around us. We are to report any violation or unusual occurrence to the Duty Drill Instructor. Nothing out of the ordinary hardly ever happens, thank god, because who in the hell would want to wake up a sleeping monster?

I complete another tour down the length of the long squadbay, making sure I don’t shine the light directly in anyone’s eyes as I check to see if all the poor bastards are still here. They are. Shit, you’d really have to be crazy to try and escape from this asylum. First of all, the Island is just that—a real island, connected to the real world only by a heavily guarded causeway. Which leaves the prospective escapee a choice of dying, swimming or staying. If you die during training they’ll box you up and ship you home—no problem there. If you try swimming you’re going to die anyway, what with the treacherous currents, man-eating sharks, alligators and Drill Instructors surrounding the Island. That leaves staying. Not necessarily an easy choice, but the one of preference, nonetheless.

Saturday night. Man, if I was home right now me and my friends would be at the beach at the Hang Out trying to pick up girls. No you wouldn’t, stupid. It’s the middle of winter and the beach is deserted and the Hang Out is closed. Okay, I’d be cruising Panama City, down Harrison Avenue around the marina, then down Sixth Street and around Jimmy’s Drive-In trying to pick up girls. Yeah. And we’d stop at Jimmy’s and I’d order me one of those world-famous gigantic dinner-plate-size hamburgers and a large order of french fries and onion rings smothered in ketchup and a large cherry Coke or maybe a chicken box or maybe a shrimp box or maybe all of it…. Damn, I’m hungry. I can’t seem to get enough to eat up here. There’s always plenty of chow piled on my tray, but I’m still almost always hungry. I even ate my Chapstick the other night during free-time, and that’s no bullshit. Must be all the exercise we’re getting. There sure as hell is no shortage of that.

Saturday night. Damn. I’m homesick. I’ve been here for five days now, I think. Wow, only nine and a half more weeks to go. Might as well be years. This shit will never end. I’ll be here for ever. Maybe we’re all dead and this is really Hell and I’m here because of the wonderful life I led. Could be. This sure ain’t Heaven, and those DIs are mean devils. Hey, that’s kinda funny. I stifle a small chuckle.

Only five days. I wish I was home. Why the hell did I ever do a crazy thing like join the Marine Corps, anyway? I pass the light over the cold tile environ of the head. No privates seeking midnight relief. Sleep is too valuable a commodity here.

I slip quietly through the hatchway into the hallway, scanning the beam over the area. Equipment locker is secure. The DI’s office is secure. Through the closed hatch of the Duty Drill Instructor’s sleeping quarters I hear heavy snoring. Sounds like a goddamn grizzly. Must be Burns. Yeah, it’s Burns. I remember the son of a bitch tucking us in after about five thousand push-ups just to harass our young asses:

“Goodnight, pussies.”

“Sir, goodnight, Sir!”(Yeah, goodnight you sorry motherfucker. I hope you fucking die in your sleep.)

God, I wish I was out of this place. How did I ever get myself in this shit? You joined, stupid. Real smart move, Mikey. Well, there’s nothing I can do about it now. Only five days. Seems like years since I rode that Greyhound to the Montgomery Induction Center with Cantrell and McKeithen. Only one more hour and we’d be on a plane bound for Charleston, and then that First Sergeant comes walking up all somber-looking and asks which one of us is Helms, and I say “I am, Sir,” and he says “I’m sorry son, but your father just died,” and then I’m on another bus headed back home again and my buddies are off to Parris Island and I’ve got to go into that house and watch everybody cry and carry on and a week later I’m back in Montgomery alone heading for this place. Oh well, such is life.

I look at the clock again. It is now 2430 hours, or is that 0030 hours? No, it’s 2430. Thirty more minutes and then I can wake up my relief and then I can sleep. Boy, am I tired. They have really had us hopping the last few days. Aptitude tests and close-order drill and interviews and more tests and close-order drill and lectures and close-order drill and physical fitness and close-order drill and learning our Eleven General Orders and close-order drill and learning our chain of command and close-order drill and learning guard duty movements and procedures and close-order drill and disassembly and assembly of our best friend M-14 rifle and close-order drill and close-order drill and close-order drill.

Man, we’ve done so much close-order drill and manual-of-arms that I think we could do it in our sleep. It must be paying off, though. Our platoon is really shaping up. We’re going to be the best platoon in our series—maybe even on the whole damn Island.

It’s 0100 hours. Finally. Time to wake up the next firewatch. I gently shake and whisper him awake. When he is dressed I pass him the flashlight and white helmet-liner the firewatch wears. I undress and slip beneath the warm woolen blanket and clean sheets of my rack. I have five beautiful hours to sleep because tomorrow—or rather, today—is Sunday, and reveille is an hour later than usual.

I close my eyes, and one more day is behind me….


Tuesday, January 31, 1967

Dear Mama,

Well, I’ve been here for a week now and am pretty well adjusted to the routine of our barrack’s life here. I sure miss home and can’t wait to get back. Military life isn’t really bad except it is boring and you don’t have enough time to do anything and you’re constantly being screamed at, etc. The days are growing shorter it seems, and the routine is getting more clear. I’ve been sort of sick since I got here, but now I’m beginning to feel better. I think it was the flu or a cold. My appetite has really picked up. At first I thought the food was terrible, but now it seems to be real good. But I’ve been constipated since I left home.

What’s happening on the local and national scenes? I heard something about some astronauts. What happened?

We had to do a lot of punishment exercises today because a lot of people were goofing off. That’s pretty rough. I didn’t get a letter tonight. I sure wish y’all would write more often. Letters and chow are all I have to look forward to these days.

Say hello to everyone for me.

Love, Mike
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I am standing beside the hatchway of our Drill Instructors’ office and I am in a true world of shit. I finally screwed up, and how! This evening at chow I got caught talking in the chow line with Dan Coker, a buddy of mine from South Carolina, and now we are going to pay for it but good. It was just a quick whispered exchange about how hungry we both always are, but ol’ Eagle-ears Burns heard us. I swear, that bastard could hear a gnat fart in a tornado. And of course, with my luck it had to be Burns who has the duty tonight. If it was Sergeant Bottoms or even Gunnery Sergeant Franz we might have a slight chance of surviving what’s coming, but with Attila the Hun pulling the strings the situation is definitely in doubt. Oh well, no sense putting off the inevitable.

We stand at attention with our left shoulders next to the bulkhead just before the closed hatch wherein waits the monster. In true recruit-reporting form I raise my right arm high above my head and sharply strike the bulkhead three times with my open palm…. No response. A faint glimmer of hope cautiously stirs within me. Maybe he’s forgotten he told us to report and he’s busy elsewhere during our free time or maybe he had a heart attack and died or…

Coker swallows nervously behind me. I knock again.

“Who’s that woodpecker pecking at my hatch?”

Shit! He’s here and still alive.

“Sir, Private Helms reporting to the Drill Instructor as ordered, Sir!”

“Sir, Private Coker reporting to the Drill Instructor as ordered, Sir!” parrots Coker.

“Enter!”

We march into the lion’s den, execute a smart left-face and snap to rigid attention before the desk. Burns puts down his paperwork and sneers at us from his swivel chair.

“So, you peckerheads think you can wag your raggedy-ass tongues in my chow line, do you?”

“Sir, no Sir!” we shout in duet.

“What’s so goddamn important that you two maggots had to disrupt my chow time for?”

“Sir, the privates were talking about how hungry they were, Sir,” I volunteer, rather weakly.

“Hungry? Hungry? You shitheads only eat for one reason, and that’s to resupply your worthless asses with more energy, is that right privates?”

“Sir, yes Sir!”

“Well, if you’ve got enough energy left to grab-ass in my chow line, then you must not be getting enough exercise, right privates?” An evil leer gleams from his beady eyes now.

“Sir, yes Sir!” Oh shit, here we go.

Burns leads us into the hallway to the equipment locker. He takes out two bottles of ammonia and hands one to each of us. We are instructed to stand on opposite ends of the hallway and to pour the ammonia onto the wooden deck at our feet.

We do. The puddles spread quickly around us, and the sharp vapors instantly permeate our eyes, nose and mouth.

“Bends and thrusts, privates. Two hundred of them. And since you shitbirds like to talk so much, you will count-off every one of them. Is that clear!”

“Sir, yes Sir!”

“Begin!”

“One-two-three, one Sir! One-two-three, two Sir! One-two-three, three Sir!”

Ah, bends and thrusts. A most effective four-count exercise. Count “one” and bend your knees and come to a squatting position with palms flat on the deck. Count “two” and thrust your legs out behind you and assume a push-up position. Count “three” and quickly pull both legs back under you, again assuming a squatting position. Count “four” and spring back to attention at the original standing position. Add a puddle of ammonia and you truly have a most delightful way to spend one’s free time!

Damn, this ammonia has really got my attention. The coaches used to use this shit on us when we’d get knocked groggy playing football. This much would wake up the dead. I can’t breathe, shit, but I can’t stop and I’ve got to keep counting. My face and neck and eyes and throat are burning like hell. God, I’m gonna die. I can barely see now for all the tears but I can’t wipe my eyes because the shit is all over my hands and my sleeves are soaked. Jesus, I can’t breathe. Shit…don’t panic…think!

After about thirty or forty repetitions I finally figure out that if I inhale after shouting “Sir” at the end of each count with my head tilted back, I can gulp enough air to survive this ordeal. My panic has turned to anger and my thoughts zero in on my hatred for Burns. If I ever get just half a chance I’m gonna kill that son of a bitch. Motherfucker. My dreams of revenge keep me going.

We are somewhere near halfway through our second hundred when Burns stops us and orders us to hit the showers. Do I detect a hint of humanity in the heinous bastard? Hell no. He probably just couldn’t come up with a reasonable explanation as to how two recruits died of ammonia poisoning.

 

Another haircut this morning. That’s our second one in two weeks—definitely a record for me. Just when I had enough to almost pinch—zip. No heaps of hair cascading to the deck this time; just a sprinkling of minute bristles dusting around our shoulders. Sandpaper scalp once again.

 

Back to the dispensary for more shots. Damn, just when the soreness from the first barrage was starting to subside. Ouch. Hey, not too bad. Only four this time.

They’ve given us a small paper cup with a funny-looking pill in it. They tell us it’s for “cat fever” (whatever the hell that is). The corpsman says it is not mandatory that we take the pill, but if we catch the fever we will be set back a week in training. No further encouragement to partake is needed.

 

Time seems to be passing rather quickly now. The shock and confusion of the first few days has eased, and we stay so busy with classes and lectures and training films and drilling that the sun no longer appears to stand still.

Tonight in our squadbay Gunnery Sergeant Franz set up a projector and we watched a film of actual combat footage of Marines in Vietnam. One sequence showed some Marines on patrol when one tripped a booby-trap wounding several men. Another showed a Marine throwing a hand grenade into a bunker and then two more Marines rushing up and firing their rifles into the bunker after the explosion. But everybody’s favorite part of the film was when a Marine platoon received fire from a tree line on their flank. They turned and got on-line, and charged through the ambush, firing their weapons and hurling grenades and epithets at the retreating VC. God, that was exciting. We all cheered and screamed encouragement and wished like hell that we were there with them. Most of us soon will be. Our Senior DI told us that within three or four months probably ninety percent of us will be in Vietnam as grunts. Man, I can’t wait. That’s what I joined the Marines for—to fight.

Gunnery Sergeant Franz also informed us that his own orders for Vietnam have come through, and that he will be leaving us in a few weeks. He said he thought we were going to make damn fine Marines, and that he would be proud to serve with us over there. Damn, the bastard almost made us start crying from pride and esprit de corps. He’s not too bad after all. Of course, that means we’ll be getting another DI to take his place. Christ, I sure as hell hope that Burns doesn’t take over as Senior DI. That would be too fucking much. Maybe the gods will have mercy on us and send us a new Senior Drill Instructor instead of promoting Burns. I sure as shit hope so….


Tuesday, February 14, 1967

Dear Mama,

Today marks my third week here. But I still have six or seven more to go, so they say. I didn’t even realize it was Valentine’s Day until I got the valentines. Thanks a lot. I wish I had one to send to y’all, but I guess y’all understand that that’s not possible.

A guy got some valentine candy from his mother tonight. We could have a piece if we would do one hundred bends and thrusts, and that’s a hard exercise to do. As hungry as I am, I didn’t take one, but some fools did.

Did I tell you that I’ve gained six pounds already? Well, I have. Tonight for chow we had T-bone steaks!

Yesterday we started hand-to-hand combat. We learned how to fall properly. Today we learned one of our throwing movements. Nobody better try picking on me when I get home. I’m the meanest Marine alive! Ha! Ha!

The pocket calendar is perfect. Now I can mark off the days until I leave this hell-hole. And thanks for the stamps, too.

I’ve gotta go again. Thanks for everything, and tell everybody I said hello and to write.

Love, Mike
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