LOCAL COLOR.

By Gerard J. St. John


Quantico, Virginia is located about 35 miles south of Washington, D.C., near the place where the Occoquan Creek empties into the Potomac River.  That is hardly a precise location because, as we would later learn, virtually every creek within a ten-mile radius of that place is called Occoquan.  Describing Quantico in terms of a creek and a river is also deceptive.  Most people who visit Quantico never see either the creek or the river.  Although Quantico is now commonly reached by Interstate 95, in September 1959 we traveled south from Washington on U.S. Route 1, turned left at the town of Triangle and followed the sign for the Marine Corps Base.   Along that tree-lined, two lane road, Leo Carlin thought that the air was getting noticeably thinner.  It was becoming difficult to breathe properly.  Reporting to active duty in the Marine Corps is known sometimes to have that effect on the respiratory system.


 Approximately three miles from Route 1, we arrived at the town of Quantico, which much to our surprise was located inside the gates of the Marine Corps Base.  It was a small town, consisting of just a few blocks.  But we did not get to see much of it.  We joined a group of young men waiting at the steps of the train station where a slender Marine Captain, dressed impeccably in a sharp-creased uniform, stood with apparent indifference to the growing anxiety of his gathering brood.  We felt better when the military version of a bus, a “cattle car,” pulled up to the area and gave us a place to sit and compare notes.  The atmosphere was congenial but apprehensive.  A noticeable exception was the New York ex-policeman with the   protruding ears, who expressed impatience to “get the show on the road.”  He was plainly older than the rest of us.  His hair was turning gray and someone said that he was 25 years old.  We wondered to ourselves how Jim Tully would hold up under the stress of the difficult weeks to come.


When the cattle car was nearly full, we drove about a mile or so to the area called “TNT”, the home of the Training and Test Regiment, which includes the Officers Candidate School.  The name of the area is really “T&T” but first impressions are lasting -- and we heard “TNT.”  We passed a number of brick barracks buildings and saw other officer candidates who had arrived earlier.  They were now getting settled in those buildings.  At one point, Leo twisted to one side and exclaimed, “There’s Collymore!”  Ed Collymore ran track for Villanova.  We had seen him win the 600-yard indoors, running against Jim Gavaghan earlier in the year at the IC4A’s in Madison Square Garden in New York City.  In April, he ran the anchor leg for Villanova’s victorious mile relay team in the Penn Relays.  Now he was in a column of twos, entering one of the barracks.  “Thank God,” I thought, “the last thing that we need is to have a world class sprinter in our unit to make us look even slower than we are.” 


The cattle car left us off at a large assembly hall that had desks and tables spread throughout in a series of processing work stations.  The candidates broke into about seven different lines and moved from station to station until all of the processing was completed.  There were personnel records, medical records, scholastic records, basic military forms and the like.  If one line backed up, the candidates would be shunted to a shorter line at another station processing the same records.  There were about five basic levels of processing.  Leo and I tried to stay in the same lines so that we would be more likely to be assigned to the same place but we had no idea as to how the ultimate assignments would be made.  If we were directed to different lines, we tried to regroup after completing that station.  As we completed the last station, there was a small group who had already completed their processing standing beyond the tables.  A sergeant came in the door, counted off 12 men and instructed them to follow him.  That left four still waiting, and Leo and I joined that group.  Within a few minutes, we were instructed to follow a short, stocky sergeant to a nearby barracks building.


Leo and I congratulated each other on having successfully worked the system so as to be in the same unit.  We were also glad to see that some of the people that we met when we arrived were also in our group.  In particular, there was Wayne Smith, the cheerful Oklahoman, and the “old man”, Tully.  We were learning that it did not take long to establish common bonds with new acquaintances.  


The sergeant told us that we were now assigned to the second platoon of C Company, which in the military, is known as “Charlie” Company.  We were given blankets and sheets, and told to pick out any empty bunk for the time being.  Permanent bunk assignments would be made the following day.  By that time, we were ready to go to the mess hall for dinner.  When we returned to the barracks, we had a chance to straighten up the bunks.  The long open barracks room was called the “squadbay.”  The center aisle was flanked on each side by double bunks.  Leo and I took one at the far end of the squadbay. Leo took the top and I took the bottom.  Then, we looked across the aisle.  Straightening his bunk, directly across from ours, was Ed Collymore.


In the weeks that followed, the bond between the members of the second platoon grew increasingly stronger.  In part, it was because we faced a common enemy.  The personification of the common enemy was the short, stocky Sergeant Franklin Alender.  Typically, Alender would confront an individual candidate, jut his jaw within an inch or two of the man’s face, and then would scream questions, instructions or insults.  On one occasion, he confronted a candidate from the first platoon named Blum.  Standing directly in front of Blum:

“Candidate Blum, how old are you?”

“Sir, 25, sir.”

“Twenty five years?”

“Sir, yes sir.”

“Gawd!  How did you get so god-damned ugly in just 25 years?”

An Alender trademark was the prolific use of the word “fuck.”   It was almost an art form.  Rarely was it left out of a sentence or an exclamation, and often was used as sort of a phonetic punctuation.  For example, he referred to Sid Mook as “Sidney fucking Mook,” in a matter-of-fact manner, just as though it was Sid’s middle name.  And he announced one man’s physical aptitude score as “twentyfuckingeight,” leaving no doubt in anyone’s mind that this was an unacceptably low score. (By comparison, Sid Mook scored 550.)


Now, Sgt. Alender was standing on top of a table at one end of the squadbay.  The platoon gathered around the table so that he could see everyone as he spoke.  The training was about to become more physical.  The staff would not tolerate weakness.  Alender reveled in his toughness.  Recalling his exploits as a high school track star in Kentucky, Alender boasted that he would personally run into the ground anyone in the platoon who faltered.  “Fuck you!”  The voice came from the middle of the assembled group.  “Who said that?” demanded Alender.  No one answered.  Alender looked around the room at the candidates, most of whom were looking at each other wondering if they had really heard correctly, and wondering who among them had had the temerity to upstage the little tyrant.  Alender began to comment about the lack of courage to step forward, when the voice rang out again.  The first time, I knew that the voice had originated just behind my right ear.  To be certain of that, I was looking out the side of my eye when Jim Tully said it the second time.  After a short hesitation, and a warning about what he would do if he caught the culprit, Alender dismissed the platoon and strode out of the squadbay.  He never gave any indication that he knew who made the remark.  But he had access to everyone’s records.  He knew that Tully was a former enlisted man who saw combat with the First Marines in Korea before returning to New York and attending college.  He knew.


As much as we were apprehensive about our arrival at Quantico, even more we looked forward to getting off the base, if only for a day.  After a few weeks, we were given that opportunity.  At about noon that Sunday, I straightened my tie, snapped shut the combination lock on the locker door and went up the squadbay, which was now arranged in alphabetical order, to see if Leo was ready to go.  We didn’t have enough time to go to Washington.   We would most likely go to one of the nearby towns, probably either Triangle or Dumfries.   Leo was almost ready when he was called to the office by Sergeant Alender.  Leo was trying to teach Alender to play the ukulele.  Alender wanted to learn in the worst way.  But it was a losing effort.  When Leo came back, I was talking to Ed Collymore who now had the bunk next to Leo and who was also getting ready to go off base.  Leo had hardly returned when we heard Alender’s gravel voice: “Collymore!  Get in here!”


The broad smile disappeared from Ed’s face.  He pivoted and double timed down the hall.  There were the three mandatory knocks on the door and the loud “Sir, Candidate Collymore reporting, sir.”  Then came Alender’s equally loud voice, “Get in here, Collymore!”  Leo and I glanced at each other, wondering why the sudden interest in Collymore.  We decided to wait around and find out.  It did not take long.


In a few minutes, Colly came slowly down the hall.  His entire demeanor had changed.  There was no smile.  “What happened?” we said.  “Did he cancel your liberty?  Did he chew you out for something?”  “No,” said Colly.  “He was actually very nice.  But he warned me that this is the South; that things are different here; and that it would be dangerous for me to go outside the gates.”  “He didn’t say that I couldn’t go, but he warned me not to go out,” Colly said.  We knew that Alender must have been serious.  Months later, we would see what Sgt. Alender meant: the separate entrances to restaurants marked “colored”; and the separate rest rooms and drinking fountains.  And this was just a thirty minute drive from the White House.  In Philadelphia, we had racial tensions but never anything like this.


So it happened that on a sunny, Sunday afternoon in October 1959, three officer candidates from Philadelphia passed the day walking through Quantico, inside the gates of the Marine Corps Base, joking about better days ahead and Philadelphia Big Five basketball.  Interestingly, that afternoon stroll was orchestrated in large measure by a Marine whose basic sympathies closely coincided with those of the surrounding townsfolk.  The bond among Marines is even stronger than those who saw us that afternoon might have suspected.
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