A WHITE TOP WARRIOR
By Gerard J. St. John


The morning was cold, and dark, and dreary.  The rain was a light drizzle, almost a spray, but it was persistent.  As I turned into the southbound lanes of Interstate-95 preparing myself for the 140-mile drive to Arlington National Cemetery, the rain and the intermittent flicking of the windshield wipers brought to mind an old memory from the time when I first met Bill Waters.

It was September 1959, and we were part of the Marine Corps’ 25th Officer Candidates Course, in Quantico, Virginia.  Forty-five of us were designated as the second platoon of Charlie Company.  We had no prior contact with each other.  We came from all parts of the country; and none of us knew what to expect in the days to come.  Some men from the western states were not used to the high humidity that enveloped them in Quantico.  Nostalgically, they said that back home in California and Texas the weather is pretty hot, but it is a “dry heat,” and you really don’t mind it.  Bill Waters chimed in, “I am from Colorado, and back there it gets pretty cold up in the mountains, but it’s a dry cold, and you really don’t mind it.”  I could not resist the temptation.  I said, “Back in Philadelphia, we get a lot of rain but it is a dry rain, and you really don’t mind it.”  Bill Waters anticipated the punch line, and broke into laughter before I spoke the words.  That sense of humor carried us through the officers program and beyond.

For a randomly-selected group, we got along very well.  In fact, at the end of the program we were designated the “honor platoon.”  After being commissioned Second Lieutenants, we went our separate ways.  More than forty years later, with the advent of the Internet, we re-connected with each other at occasional reunions in Quantico.  For our 50th anniversary, Bill Waters volunteered to coordinate a visit to HMX-1, a helicopter squadron based at Quantico.  Part of the mission of HMX-1 is to provide helicopter transportation to the President of the United States.  These are special helicopters, painted Marine Corps green in the body, and the top part painted white.  They are known as “White Tops.”  At one point in his career, Bill had been assigned to HMX-1, where he transported Presidents Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon – albeit not at the same time.  Bill was hoping that he could get us a tour of the White Tops.  It did not work out.  We were given an outstanding display and demonstration of the other helicopters, but when it came to the White Tops we settled for a video presentation.  Bill was disappointed, but he understood the security concerns involved.

Meanwhile, I continued south on I-95 despite the rain and the darkness.  I left Philadelphia extra early because I remembered the difficulty we had two years ago at Jim Tully’s burial.  Bill Waters drove that time.  He told Charley Smith and me that he knew his way around Arlington.  He knew where all of the gates were located, and how to get to them.  He knew that indeed.  The problem was that all of those gates were locked.  We barely made it to Jim’s burial.  While we were there, Bill told us of his plans to be buried in Arlington.  I told him that I would come down for the ceremony if I was still alive and able to travel.  Now, I was still alive and I knew how to get to Arlington’s main gate; but Bill’s burial was not scheduled to start at the main gate.  It would start at the Ft. Myers Memorial Chapel.  A Google search of Ft. Myers gave me a route to the chapel – but it was the only route I had.  I had two hours to spare when I stopped at a rest area near the Washington beltway.  Unfortunately, the beltway was jammed with traffic.  Nearly two hours ticked away by the time that I reached Ft. Myers.  By that time the rain had stopped.
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Outlined against the gray rain clouds and morning sky were two platoons of Marines and a squad from the band, standing in formation in front of the chapel door.  They were wearing raincoats.  Inside the chapel, a dozen or so family members sat in the pews on the right front.  On the left were scattered groups of two or three people, some of them wearing Marine Corps dress blues.  The chaplain was speaking, and nearing the end of his remarks.  When he concluded, the organ struck up two choruses of “Eternal Father,” and then the flag-draped casket was rolled down the center aisle and we were on our way out to join the honor guard.  The band and the two platoons of Marines led the way, followed by the horse-drawn caisson, followed by six or seven cars.  Mine was the third car in the line.

The cortege moved slowly through the gate and wound east down Porter Drive near the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, and then further downhill where the road becomes Bradley Drive.  A Marine guard was stationed at each crossing to stop cross-traffic.  The cortege stopped on Bradley Drive about forty yards before the Columbarium, a large group of concrete structures designed to hold thousands of funeral urns.  Pallbearers from the honor guard lifted the casket on their shoulders and marched left, to the center of a large open field.  For a moment, I felt sorry for the members of the honor guard who had to march through that soggy grass and mud wearing their spit-shined dress shoes.  This certainly had not been a dry rain.  My sympathy evaporated when I realized that I would have to follow in their footsteps.  As we walked across that grassy quagmire, I was struck by the irony that Bill’s nickname is “Muddy.”

The band and the honor guard took up formation in the open area between the casket and the Columbarium.  Seven riflemen positioned themselves about 100 yards beyond the casket.  There were seats for Beth Waters and some of the immediate family.  The rest of us gathered close by for the final blessing.  The riflemen snapped off a 21-gun salute (three volleys of seven rifles each).  As usual, it sounded as though there were three single shots.  One of the buglers from the band played Taps.  
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There was a flag-folding ceremony and the folded flag was presented to Beth Waters by the Lieutenant Colonel in charge of the burial unit.  Also, a Colonel and a Sergeant-major offered their condolences to the Waters family.  At that point, the honor guard made a left-face, and marched back to Bradley Drive. 
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Family and friends remained gathered around the casket, consoling one another.  Two friends placed their wing medals on the casket.  At about this time, we heard the unmistakable staccato sound of helicopters in the distance.  The sound grew louder, and everyone looked up.  Flying from the direction of the White House, and skirting the southeast corner of the cemetery were three White Top helicopters.  The White Top fly-over was the final salute.
Semper Fi, Bill!
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