DEMINIMIS NON CURAT REX.

By Gerard J. St. John


There was plenty of “down time” in the Marine Corps, even on Camp Pendleton’s artillery range.  Wooden boxes containing more than one hundred rounds of 106-millimeter ammunition were unloaded from the trucks.  The boxes were opened.  Each shell was about three feet long and nearly eight inches in diameter, packed in a cardboard cylinder, and crated two to a box.  But it would be a long wait for the range officer to signal that we could bring the company’s contingent of fifteen ontos up to the firing line.  
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An ontos was a small, lightly-armored tank with six long gun barrels extending forward like stovepipes,  three on each side of the turret.  Each of the gun barrels was a 106 mm. recoilless rifle, balanced precariously on a yoke that was fixed to the hull of the track-driven vehicle.  With its six long barrels jutting forward, an ontos looked for all the world like an earthbound dragonfly.  Until Alpha Company finished its firing exercises and moved its vehicles away from the firing line, the officers and men of Bravo Company could only sit and wait in the barren, dusty staging area, a mile or so east of Cone Hill.


First Lieutenant Dick Peterson and the company’s First Sergeant were sitting on the back of a jeep, engrossed in a paperback book.  “It’s about increasing your word power and your vocabulary,” said Pete, enthusiastically.  “But you wouldn’t be interested, with your GCT,” he added.  Pete enjoyed needling people.  “GCT” was short for General Comprehension Test, the military equivalent of I.Q.  My score of 150 was pretty high.  Even though five other members of my Officers Candidate platoon had that same score, we later learned that precious few Marines reached that level.  It was a score that immediately caught the attention of unit commanders and, at the same time, created petulant distrust in one’s immediate superiors, particularly the executive officers – the officers who were second in command.  Pete was the executive officer of Bravo Company of the First Antitank Battalion, First Marine Division.


Slowly, a small smile appeared on Pete’s face and grew wider as he and the First Sergeant exchanged comments.  “Hey Gerry,” Pete said, “how about this one, l-a-b-y-r-i-n-t-h?”  “What does that mean?”  “No sweat, Pete,” I responded, “That means a winding, twisting passageway, like a subway.  You know, like Francis Thompson’s poem, The Hound of Heaven, ‘I fled Him down the labyrinthine ways of my own mind.’” Pete turned to the First Sergeant and they stared at each other blankly.  Every so often, you just have to live up to the expectations of others.


The following year, during the summer of 1962, thousands of miles to the west of Camp Pendleton, there was still plenty of down time but now it was aboard a troopship, the USS Talladega, in the South China Sea.  Troopships carried a full compliment of naval personnel who handled all of the activities necessary for the operation of the vessel.  Combat troopships were essentially cargo vessels but they came in a few different configurations.  When a ship was intended for cargo purposes, it bore the designation “AKA,” identifying it as an attack cargo ship.  The Talladega was an APA, an attack personnel transport ship.  Three of its five cargo holds were divided into four or five separate levels.  A series of steeply sloped steel stepladders provided access to the troop compartments.  Each compartment was fitted out with steel bunks, fixed vertically about thirty inches apart.  Altogether, the APA accommodated more than one thousand Marines and their gear.  


While at sea, there was not much for the Marines to do besides maintain their gear and stay out of the way of the ship’s personnel.  During the normal working hours, the troops were confined to their compartments, with the exception of a few short exercise periods on deck.  The holds were notoriously crowded, hot, and malodorous.  If just one man became seasick, the stench would trigger a chain reaction among dozens of his buddies.  And it would be days before the sickening odor could be cleared from the hold.  In the early evening, restrictions on movement were relaxed and it gave the men a chance to get out of their unpleasant accommodations. Most of the Marines would gather on the main deck, lounging against the hatches or the gunwales and enjoying the breeze as the ship plodded along at a steady eighteen to twenty knots.
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As officers, we had better accommodations.  Each bunk had an extra foot or so of space, each officer had a wall locker, and we were located up in the superstructure of the ship.  Also, we ate in the wardroom with the ship’s officers.  It was like a floating officers club, with chinaware, crystal and service by stewards.  Most of the stewards had been recruited by the navy from the Philippines specifically for that duty -- a practice that had only recently been discontinued.  Just forward of the wardroom was a walkway on the outside of the superstructure overlooking the forward deck.  There was always a breeze on that walkway.  Standing at the railing, you could watch flying fish break out of the water, arc forward for a few yards, wings beating wildly, and then plunge back down into the sea.  Or, you could watch the large undulating swells of that immense body of water, which is pretty much the nautical equivalent of watching clouds change shape as they move across the sky.  In the early evening, the Marines on deck below would invariably start singing -- usually a gospel hymn, “Do Lord,” “Down By The Riverside” or any one of a dozen others.  The men all seemed to know the words.  Their churches back home must have used a common hymn book.  Eventually the sailors would join in the song.  The voices blended extremely well.  These concerts added to the enjoyment of the walkway by the wardroom.  But one afternoon, I sensed someone standing next to me.


Leaning forward against the rail and looking straight out to the horizon was Denny King, also a First Lieutenant but still the junior officer of the company.  Denny was quiet and pretty much of a loner.  Then again, a lot of us were loners.  It was probably a prerequisite for the job.  But Denny also had a highly developed knack for irritating people.  He would say the wrong thing at the wrong time and in the wrong way.  And when that happened, it usually appeared that Denny had no idea that he was grating on someone’s nerves.  That made it worse.  Over an extended period of close contact with Lieutenant King, we came to expect irritation and pretty soon we began to anticipate the irritation and experience it even before it occurred.  On this particular day, Denny said nothing for a few minutes but just gazed into the distance.  However, the small book in his hand and the glint in his eyes were sure-fire signals that something was about to happen.


“Omar Khayya’m,” King announced.  O’my God, I thought to myself.  “Omar has it all,” Denny exclaimed, “His choice of words and his style of expression are without equal.”  Obviously, he was about to read a few dozen examples aloud.  This could ruin even the most enjoyable place on the ship.  Something had to be done.  During my college days, Jean Shepherd had often commented on Omar during Shepherd’s Sunday night radio shows broadcast on WOR from New York.  It was mainly due to Shepherd’s comments that I had purchased copy of Khayya’m in a bookstore in Santa Ana, just north of the El Toro Air Station.  I was much impressed by the introductory comment about Omar’s translator.  Until that time, I never gave any thought to the difficulties involved in translating poetic works but that introduction spelled out the translation difficulties very clearly.  Interestingly, Omar’s translator had the same last name as one of my favorite singers, Ella Fitzgerald, a word association that made his name unforgettable.  It was a little bit of learning, and that is always a dangerous thing, but hopefully it would be enough for Lieutenant King.


Still looking out over the bow of the Talladega and without shifting my gaze, I said, “It is a very well written book but you have to bear in mind that it was written in a foreign language; and that a different language never matches up word for word with its literal translation, particularly in the translation of poetry.  In Omar’s case, one wonders just how much of the work is attributable to Omar and how much is attributable to the translator, a man named Fitzgerald.”  Denny’s expression never changed.  But he turned his back to me and, holding the book at waist level, hurriedly thumbed to the introduction.  After a few minutes, he snapped the book shut and walked away without further comment.


Knowing Denny King, I was not at all surprised when, a few days later, he sauntered up to me at the railing on the same walkway.   This time he had a different book, a small green one.  “People don’t understand money,” he said, waving the book in the air.  “They think that it is just a medium of exchange,” he continued.  His new found interest had obviously been prompted by the small book on the economics of money.  More important, it was obvious that he was just gearing up to repeat to me all that he had read up to that point.  Something had to be done to cut him off and thereby preserve my breezy vantage point on the ship.  Hopefully, the small green book was the full extent of his knowledge of the subject.  “You are right,” I responded, “money also serves as a storehouse of value and as a measure of value.”  I was no authority on the economics of money but I think that was a correct statement.  It also virtually exhausted my own knowledge of the subject.  Mentioning that I majored in economics in college, I pointed out that the more advanced texts on economic theory were even more fascinating.  It worked.  Denny chose not to test the relatively shallow depth of my knowledge.  Instead, he tucked the book under his arm and ambled down the walkway back to the wardroom, leaving me to continue my observation of the flying fish.


Hardly had King turned the corner when I was struck by the irony of the circumstance that, with all this time available to more than a thousand men at sea, the only one to take advantage of it was the dumbest SOB on board.  Almost immediately, I followed that thought to its logical conclusion.  In the summer of 1962, I was not familiar with the word “oxymoron.”  Nonetheless, I felt like one.
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