TWILIGHT TIMES.

By Gerard J. St. John


The long, lonesome wail of a train in the night invariably takes me back to Marine Corps Base, Quantico, Virginia.  “Lights out” at ten o’clock struck most of us as a bit early.  But we didn’t complain.  We welcomed the end of our first day in the United States Marine Corps’ twenty-fifth Officer Candidates Course.  For a few hours, at least, we would not have to fear incurring the wrath of our drill instructors.  We took advantage of it.  Not really tired, we lay under the covers on our thin, hard mattresses on the rigid steel bunks.  No one made a sound.  In the darkness, we were all awake, staring up at the ceiling or, as in my case, at the springs of the bunk above.  Silently, we reflected on the events of the day; leaving our homes and families, traveling to Quantico, and getting acquainted with what would be our new lives for the next three or four years.  Then, in the distance, came the lonesome wail of a train, probably the overnight run from Washington to Florida.  We imagined ourselves riding away on that train, some of us in the dining car, some in the parlor car, and some even riding the rails.  The railroad tracks ran right through the base at Quantico.  The wail of that train ran right through our souls.


Eventually, sleep came.  It was the fitful, apprehensive sleep that one experiences in unfamiliar surroundings.  We awoke with a crash to the clatter of a Coke bottle being swung vigorously around the inside of the corrugated metal trash can in the center of the squadbay.  The Coke bottle was held by a tall, dark, square-jawed Marine who looked like he had just stepped out of a recruiting poster.  He wore a Marine tropical shirt with military creases.  The olive sergeant stripes on his sleeves had two “rocker” stripes on the bottom and crossed rifles in the center indicating the rank of gunnery sergeant.  I was astonished at the deafening racket that he created with just an easy motion of his arm inside the GI can.  


Gunny Robert L. DeBruhl was joined by Sergeant Franklin P. Alender, and also by a captain who stood in the doorway watching.  DeBruhl was the Platoon Sergeant for the Second Platoon and Alender was the Sergeant Instructor.  “Atten’hut!  Get out of the rack!" screamed Alender, strutting down toward the far end of the squadbay.  “Stand at attention,” commanded DeBruhl.  It suddenly occurred to me that it might be best to do what they said – and fast.  I whipped off the blanket and leaped out of the bunk, just barely ahead of Leo Carlin who jumped out of the top bunk and landed squarely on my head.  “Too slow,” shouted Alender, seeming not to notice the tangle of bodies at my end of the squadbay.  “Get back in the rack!”  Almost immediately, he bellowed, “Outta the rack!”  This time, Leo and I opted for opposite sides of the bunk, which worked much better.  After about five sequences of into-the-rack, out-of-the-rack, the three Marines wheeled around, snapped off the light and left the barracks as quickly as they had appeared.  We waited apprehensively, anticipating their return.  However, the rest of the night was uneventful.


The next few days at Marine Corps Schools were primarily administrative, although many of the officer candidates – Leo, in particular – found the barbershop to be traumatic.  Leo looked like he had been scalped.  The few short strands of red hair that survived the experience served only to highlight the baldness.  For a very long time, Leo gazed forlornly into the mirror, shaking his head and muttering, “And it’s my birthday.”  One of my ex-Marine friends had advised me to get a short crew cut a day or two before reporting for duty and I followed his advice.  When it came my turn, the barber made a few cursory waves of the clippers over the top of my head and then pushed me out of the chair so that he could have fun cutting off all of the long hair of one of the other candidates, perhaps one with a high pompadour and long sideburns.  Barbers were not the only ones who had fun at our expense.  At the inoculation station each candidate received three mandatory shots.  The three corpsmen assigned to that duty vied with each other in their elaborate flourishes.  Like bullfighters whirling their capes, they wielded their hypodermics so that all three needles struck the arm simultaneously, and to the accompaniment of three part harmony.


We made several trips to the supply shack.  We were issued green dress uniforms, utility uniforms, shoes, boots, and other items of clothing.  On the second trip, we received backpacks, canteens, ponchos, tent halves, and the other field gear that Marines refer to collectively as “782 Gear.”  At the arsenal we were issued rifles, M-1, Garand Rifle, one each.  And there were the introductory lectures, such as the one on the Uniform Code of Military Justice in which we were told that any misstatement in the hundreds of forms that we were filling out could result in our being sent to the brig in Portsmouth for a minimum of about 50 years.  That lecture frightened Leo into admitting the serious problem that he had with his spine.  These tasks consumed almost all of what we now call the “normal business hours,” but when we returned from evening chow, the sergeants were waiting.


It was announced that there would be a clean sweepdown to get the squadbay squared away before permanent bunk assignments were made.  For purposes of the sweepdown, we were hastily divided into three groups and one person from each group was designated as the squad leader.  Then, Sergeant Alender called out two more names and said that they would be the platoon leader and the platoon guide.  Leo was designated as one of the squad leaders.  The platoon leader was Marvin Goembel, whom I had not noticed in the twenty four hours that I had been a member of the platoon.  Goembel was a slender, thin-faced young man, whose eyes darted furtively around the room, betraying an apprehension of imminent doom.  Alender announced that the platoon had two hours to get the squadbay “ship shape,” and suggested that Goembel get together with the guide and the squad leaders and “get moving.”  With that, the sergeants left the squadbay.  Our newly appointed leaders huddled by the door at the far end of the building.  After a few minutes, the huddle ended and Leo walked back to our squad.  We were to clean one end of the room.  The other two squads would clean the remainder.  It would be a “best efforts” endeavor.  What followed was a disaster.


At the end of the second hour, Marvin Goembel knocked on the staff office door and announced that the squadbay was ready for inspection.  Sergeant Alender, along with Gunny DeBruhl, entered the squadbay and, with all of the candidates standing at attention beside our bunks, Alender zeroed in immediately on the windows that no one had thought to touch.  From there he went to a radiator, stooped down and picked up a piece of shoelace that was wedged in the back part of it.  “Goembel, what in the screaming shit is this?” he demanded.  Goembel became even more pale.  His worst fears were happening -- and there was nothing he could do about it.  Gunny DeBruhl walked down to the three unassigned wall lockers near my area and opened one of them.  A jumble of empty cardboard milk cartons fell out of the locker and onto the floor.  The next locker had a bucket and a few other items of junk.  DeBruhl glared at Goembel and ordered him to get the platoon back to work immediately, otherwise, he could pack his bags for the trip to Parris Island.  We gathered our composure and resumed the sweepdown, not knowing where to start or when to stop.  It was slowly dawning on us that things might go better if the leader would specify what was expected of each unit and then spot checked to see that each task was done.  It was an especially difficult lesson for the people in charge, both in terms of damage to their self-confidence and loss of prestige.


The psychological side of the program took hold almost immediately.  When addressing any officer, any NCO, any member of the staff – in other words, just about anyone except another officer candidate – the first word out of our mouths was “sir” and every response would end with “sir.”  When reporting to the platoon office, we were required to knock three times on the heavy wooden door before identifying ourselves and requesting permission to enter.  We soon learned that it was easier on the knuckles to kick the door three times in sequence with each knocking motion of our hands.  Also, we committed to memory the response that was to be given without hesitation in the very likely event that we were asked what is the Marine Corps.  The response?  “Sir, the Marine Corps is one hundred eighty four years of walking, talking, crawling, hell, death and destruction, the most belligerent, aggressive, and ruthless fighting force the world has ever known, sir!”


The physical aspect of our training increased later in the week.  We were taken for what our company commander, Captain Mike White, called a “bird walk” over the hill trail.  The trail began behind the obstacle course and, after about a quarter mile through the woods, it meandered over three steep hills as it traversed three ridges before leveling off at an open meadow that we would later use for many training exercises.  It was about a mile and one-half from the barracks to that point and, when combined with a level return route, it made a good three mile exercise course.  Next Monday the entire battalion would make a forced march over the hill trail and, the word had it that the “weak sisters” would not survive.  Leo would not participate in the march.  He was assigned to “light duty” while his medical records were being reviewed to determine the extent of his spinal problem.  Leo and Mel Loftus would be on the sidelines, along with my old high school friend, Harry Devlin, who was in the Third Platoon and also on light duty.


Monday was a hot, sunny day.  With a full pack on your back, you worked up a good sweat on those hills.  By the same token, no one who ran track or played an aerobic sport such as soccer or basketball would have any difficulty on the hill trail.  Yet, on the very first hill, Jerry Rollins tripped and came tumbling back down past me.  When he got up, he limped off the trail, back in the direction of the starting point.  On the second hill, we began to pass stragglers from Alpha and Bravo Companies, which had started their marches earlier in the day.  At one point, I passed one of the Alpha Company candidates whom I met the prior weekend.  He was a baseball player and a surfer from the San Jose area.  He was sitting on a boulder by the side of the road.  His helmet was off and his shirt was soaked with sweat.  I offered to give him a hand with his pack and his rifle but he waved me on, saying that he was exhausted from the heat and the humidity.  There was no strength left in his legs.  When we reached the meadow, we waited a while for our stragglers to catch up, and then the platoon marched back to the squadbay.


It was late in the afternoon when we flopped on our bunks waiting for word of how our company and our platoon did as compared with Alpha and Bravo Companies.  We were particularly interested in Bravo Company because we knew that there had been a concerted effort upon our arrival to get all of the football players into the same platoon.  The word filtered to us slowly. The “jock platoon” did not make it intact.  Points were deducted if a candidate did not complete the march but no points were deducted for those who were on light duty or for those who suffered an injury that prevented them from finishing.  We knew that Jerry Rollins fell out of the march on the first hill but we later saw him standing by the dispensary jeep, on crutches.  Thank God for those crutches.  Rollins was being treated as an injury.  He would not count as a fall-out.  Time wore on.  The staff was trying to sort out the names and make sure that no one had fallen in with the wrong platoon.  A rumor was beginning to circulate that our platoon had one member fall out of the march.  No one had seen Marvin Goembel.  Someone said he passed Marv on one of the hills and that he was having difficulty.  His bunk was empty.  Some of the men began to grumble.  A few of us went down the hall near the staff office and others went out by the front door to see if he was in that area.  He was not there.   


It was dark when a jeep pulled up on the company street.  Sergeant Alender burst in and announced, “They’ve found Goembel.”  He was on the third hill and was exhausted but he refused to stop.  He pushed himself beyond the point of exhaustion.  He collapsed and fell down into a ravine.  The search parties did not find him.  When he regained consciousness, it was dark.  He made his way back to the medical station.  A few minutes later, another vehicle pulled up outside.  The far door opened and Marv slowly walked in, silhouetted against the light bulb over the doorway, still dazed and glazed with sweat and dirt.  There was a hushed silence.  And then forty-four Marine officer candidates stood up and applauded.  The applause continued for about five minutes and then everyone gathered around, patted Goembel on the back and congratulated him on a great effort.  Marv wasn’t an athlete, and he couldn’t conduct a sweepdown worth a damn, but he gave it everything he had – and that was more than enough for the second platoon.


Over the next few weeks, we had the evenings to ourselves.  Most of it was spent cleaning and preparing for the next day’s activities.  Rifles were cleaned nightly, using a liquid bore cleaner that caused the top layer of skin on our hands to peel.  The bore cleaning was followed by a wire bore brush and then a light coat of oil which was removed by a dry patch on the cleaning rod.  The cleaning rod was disassembled and stored, along with the rest of the cleaning gear, in the stock of the rifle.  I was amazed how quickly we became familiar with the rifle and learned to disassemble and reassemble the weapon.  “Fieldstripping” they called it.  

One night when Charlie Smith was in charge of the platoon, he was angry at someone in the second squad and he turned off all of the lights in the squadbay at the stroke of ten.  It didn’t bother him a bit that I had fieldstripped my rifle and that it was on the deck by my bunk in about twenty pieces.  I could not help smiling when, on the way back to his bunk, he slammed his big toe into my footlocker, which was jutting out into the center aisle.  A few of the Marines in the second squad laughed as Charlie yelped with pain.  “It serves you right for turning out the light,” I muttered.  Then, I surprised myself by reassembling the rifle in the pitch dark in about ninety seconds.  We were learning.


Much of our evening time was spent shining shoes and polishing brass.  The Marine Corps treats shoe shining as an art form.  For most of us, it was our first encounter with a “spit shine,” using a damp rag, very little polish and a tight, circular motion until the polish came to a high gloss.  We were assured that the effect would be even better when we purchased shell cordovan shoes because the hardness of the leather would support a very high polish.  The boots and field shoes were the big surprise.  The leather was scuffed and unfinished.  We were told that it was done deliberately because a dull surface would not reflect sunlight and give away our position in combat.  Despite that stated purpose, we were instructed to polish the boots just as if they were dress shoes.  It was an impossible task.  The scuffed surface absorbed polish without any noticeable shine.  Spit shine techniques were useless on the scuffed surface of the leather.  Brushing the polish made it a little darker and more uniform – but no shine.  I was putting the tenth coat of polish on my boots when Craig Toensing walked up to me and said, “You’re wasting your time.  Let me show you.”  He took one of the little glass milk containers that they gave you with your coffee in those days, turned it upside down, dipped the open end in water and rubbed the glass on my boot.  It was like magic.  The boot instantly became as shiny as patent leather – and without any effort.  Within an hour, everyone in the squadbay had a little glass bottle in his footlocker.  As a practical matter, it became a part of our 782 gear.


Military manuals on physical conditioning tell you that, on the average, it takes about eight weeks to get a unit in good physical shape.  That seems about right, although most of us did not notice the change.  We had no dramatic cases but we saw a few in Alpha and Bravo Companies when they marched through our area.  Len Slusher and Jack Clancy, who would later be my classmates in Officers Basic School, both looked like they were wearing Turkish pantaloons with large amounts of material bunched at the waist and a balloon-like expanse of cloth around the hips.  Both of them lost eight or more inches in the waist.  The change in the Second Platoon of Charlie Company was much more subtle.


The first clear sign of superior physical fitness came  at about the  beginning of November.  By that time, we knew the physical limitations of our drill instructors.  Gunny DeBruhl made no secret of his bum knee.  The prevailing rumor was that it had been shattered by a grenade in Korea.  To our surprise, it also became apparent that Sergeant Alender had a problem with his feet.  He could run about 200 yards, and then he would stop.  Lieutenant Turchinski was built like a runner, tall and slender, but he was rarely around when the going was rough.  When we made forced marches over the hill trail, we usually did it on our own, without our drill instructors.  DeBruhl and Alender would ride out to the training area in a jeep and meet us at the end of the march.  Those difficulties may have been why Captain Snyder, a short, wiry aviator, frequently took command of our platoon.  Snyder’s diminutive stature, high-pitched nasally voice, and difficulty pronouncing the letters L and R earned him the nickname “Elmer Fudd,” the foil of the Bugs Bunny cartoons.  On this particular November morning, Captain Snyder was marching the platoon from a football game back to the T&T area when he was annoyed by our talking in the ranks.


“Well,” Captain Snyder said, “you candidates must be well ‘wested f’wom sitting all morning.  Did I hear someone say you want to ‘wun?”  With that, he gave the command for double time, and we shifted into the easy jog that everyone called the “Quantico shuffle.”  After about a mile, Captain Snyder called back over his shoulder, “I guess you must ‘wike to ‘wun.”  “Run!” the platoon responded in unison.  About five minutes later, Snyder asked whether anyone wanted to stop.  “Run!” responded the platoon.  We were used to counting cadence in four rhythmic beats as we shuffled from place to place.  Now the platoon picked up the beat with three silent counts, and on every fourth beat there was a low, guttural growl, “RUN - - - RUN - - - RUN - - - RUN!”  Captain Snyder was sweating profusely.  There was still half a mile to go before we reached the barracks.  We began to lengthen our stride ever so slightly, narrowing the space between Snyder and the rectangular formation of forty-four Marines.  “RUN!” the growl was getting louder.  “Run the sonofabitch down,” someone called out, jokingly.  “Quick time, March!” called Snyder, breathing heavily as he gave the order to resume the normal walking pace.  At the barracks, Captain Snyder quickly dismissed the platoon with a comment that we now knew what we could expect if we crossed him.  We knew all right.  And we knew that he would not try to test us physically again.


Captain Snyder tried a different tack on the occasion of our first night assault exercise.  A field kitchen was set up in the meadow at the end of the hill trail so that we would not have to return to the T&T area mess hall for chow that evening.  After we completed our evening meal, there would be nearly two hours of daylight before it would be dark enough for the field exercise.  In the interim, Captain Snyder took charge of the entire company and conducted a competition among the three platoons singing patriotic songs.  This was right down our alley.  We were known to the staff as the “songbirds” because we always sang when we marched, on work parties, and during our free time.  The competition gave us an opportunity to enjoy ourselves and, at the same time, to poke fun at our nemesis, Elmer Fudd.  Eventually, the sun went down and the squad leaders were summoned to a pre-assault meeting.


The plan was simple.  A long strip of white tape marked our route.  We would follow a guide along the tape to the base of a hill.  Another piece of tape would mark our attack position.  The first squad would move up to that position and the rest of us would stay behind.  A hand and arm signal would start the first squad up toward their objective at the top of the hill.  When they were discovered by the defenders, they were to fire their rifles and attack at full speed.  After the first squad, the second squad and then the third would repeat the process.  We were disappointed by the extent of the control over our movement.  Each of us grasped the entrenching tool of the man in front as we walked along the white tape.  Feeling like a grade school class on a field trip, we took our positions behind the second squad which, in turn was behind the first squad.  In a few minutes, we watched the first squad start up the hill into the cloak of darkness.  We held our breath, not wanting to give away the presence of the advancing first squad.


A rifle shot rang in the dark, accompanied simultaneously by a bright flash of light.  Then, two . . . three . . . four more shots.  “Charge!” screamed the squad leader, as the squad began to fire their rifles.  An aerial flare went off above the advancing line, lighting up the entire hillside with an eerie, mercury-vapor brightness.  From our vantage point at the base of the hill, the advancing line of attackers was silhouetted against the flare.  Directly in front of me, I saw one of the advancing Marines stumble on the uneven ground.  As he lost his balance, he swung his right arm and his rifle fell to the ground.  When he picked it up, he almost fell as he tried to catch up with the attacking line.  According to “the book,” we were supposed to close one eye when confronted at night with a bright light so that we would not lose our night vision in both eyes.  Most of us remembered that instruction only after we had intently watched the parachute flare slowly burn out and fall to the ground.  As we waited for the second squad to begin its attack, we realized just how dark it was.  We could not see a thing.  By the time that a second flare burst over the second squad, any semblance of night vision was completely gone.  Now it was our turn.


In the pitch blackness, we were reassured of our position by the familiar stretch of white tape.  The hand and arm signal to advance was relayed down the line by each man poking the Marine next to him.  We advanced to about the same point as the first squad when the rifle fire started.  By this time, we knew that the flare was coming and we waited for the intense light before running up the rugged hill.  At one point, I started to stumble on the uneven terrain when I remembered what had happened to the Marine in the first squad.  Quickly, I shortened my stride and avoided the hole in the ground in front of me.  From that point on, it was an easy jog to the top of the hill, all the while firing the clip of blanks in my rifle.  At the top of the hill, there was utter confusion as the last flare burnt out.  Again there was pitch blackness but this time with about forty four officer candidates and five or six staff officers and NCOs milling around.  A flashlight soon appeared and people began to gather around it.  


As I looked closely, I could see that the light was held aloft by Lieutenant Turchinski who was directing the beam down toward the notes that he held in his left hand.  He was starting his critique of the exercise and the men were gathering closer around him.  Not really interested in what Turchinski had to say, I stayed to the outside of the group, enjoying the freedom of the darkness.  At first, I barely heard the monotone voice of Bill Harrison but it became more audible as he moved from the center of the group out past the place where I was standing.  “Excuse me ... excuse me,” droned the deadpan voice.  Even the call of nature could not inject any urgency into Harrison’s matter-of-fact drone.  After he brushed by me in the darkness, the droning stopped and the only sound was Turchinski’s critique in the distance.  


Suddenly, about thirty feet to the rear of where I was standing came Captain Snyder’s unmistakable high-pitched voice, “Good Chu’wyst, Candidate!!  What are you doing?”  Turchinski’s critique stopped.  We all turned our heads in the direction of the screech, trying to see through the darkness.  “Sir, I am urinating, sir,” came Harrison’s low key reply.  “On my boots??” demanded Elmer Fudd.  Turchinski’s light swung in that general direction and we could see the two figures standing a pace or so apart, one appearing quite incredulous and the other highly indignant.  “Fill ‘em up, Bill,” someone called out from the platoon.  Make no mistake about it; we were in exceptionally high spirits on our return to the barracks that night, singing with great enthusiasm what had become our theme songs, “I Want a Beer” and “Show Me the Way To Go Home.”


Before our next night exercise, field jackets were issued to all hands.  The fitting process was consistent with the rest of our experience at Quantico.  Sergeant Higbee stood in the center of the supply room and, as we filed by him, we called out our size, small, medium or large.  Higbee then threw an olive drab canvas garment at each man with the instructions to “see if it fits.”  I was glad to see that mine was well worn and bleached by the sun, the “salty” look that is favored by Marines.  No one wanted a field jacket with a brand new appearance, like it just came off the factory shelf.  After determining that it fit reasonably well, I went back outside with the rest of the platoon.  It was only then that I noticed the name tag of the previous owner, “J. Burgoyne.”  Jim Burgoyne and I knew each other from St. Joe’s College and would later cross paths at the Naval Base in Coronado, California, and again on a dusty road near Santa Cruz on the Island of Mindoro in the Philippines.  On this particular day in Quantico, Virginia, I took it as a good sign that I had inherited Jim’s field jacket.  But I completely missed the fact that we had not been issued jacket liners.  The significance of that omission was brought home soon enough.


Quantico is not a cold weather location.  Snow is rare that far south.  The temperature rarely gets down to the freezing point, much less below it.  But it does get into the forties, and sometimes lower at night.  We found out just how cold that can be when we went into a defensive perimeter one fall evening.  Talk of your cold.  After sitting stark still in a foxhole for about two hours with only a thin jacket for protection and the temperature sinking below the forties, your teeth start to chatter uncontrollably.  I made an excuse to go back to the center of the perimeter where the platoon headquarters were located.  About ten other Marines had the same idea.  They were jogging back and forth in a tight circle, trying to keep warm.  I fell in behind Ed Collymore.  After a few minutes, the increased blood circulation dissipated the cold.  But it was barely ten o’clock.  We could not keep jogging all night.  As usual, Jim Tully came up with the answer.  He announced to our platoon leader that he would take a combat patrol around the perimeter to scout the position.  The platoon leader was not inclined to challenge Tully who had been an enlisted man with the First Marines in Korea.


After a few hundred yards through the dense woods, we all felt better.  Our blood circulation returned to normal.  Now it was even enjoyable to slip through the woods in the bright moonlight.  Better yet, we saw them before they saw us.  As soon as we saw distant shadows moving in the moonlight, we knew that it was the “aggressors,” the enemy that was intending to test our defensive position.  We quickly determined their line of approach and four men set up an ambush position while the rest of us moved quietly downhill and behind the approaching enemy.  As they came closer, we could see that it was Gunny DeBruhl and Sergeants Alender and Higbee and one other staff NCO.  Just as they stopped to make their plan of attack, the ambush unit opened up with rifle fire from the right.  The staff turned and ran back the way they had come – which was right where we were now waiting.  We opened fire when they were about twenty yards away.  It was a complete surprise.  Alender, who had been running directly at us but looking in the opposite direction, now spun his head in our direction and then back, and tried to make a ninety degree turn to the right, all at the same time.  Instead, he hit a fallen tree at full speed.  It may have been the first time that an Officer Candidate platoon won the night defensive exercise, capturing their staff NCOs in the process.  We were glad that the staff did not appear to be too upset with the result.  In fact, some of them seemed to take pride that we had shown such aggressiveness.  On the other hand, we later learned that the company commander discovered Lieutenant Turchinski taking a nap on the opposite side of the area.  We hoped that our impromptu patrol would not be connected with that discovery.


After the defensive perimeter exercise, our nighttimes returned to normalcy.  One aspect of the normal routine was the daily cleaning chores including the passageways, the latrines and the staff offices.  Each of us knew that we had to do our part.  There was no sense in trying to get out of a dirty job.  Your time would come.  Still, I was surprised when Jim Tully volunteered that “Saint and I will clean the staff office.”  It was decidedly un-Tully-like to volunteer for anything.  On the other hand, it was not that big a deal.  It was essentially a small group of offices with desks near the door, a filing area to the left of the door and a small office for the platoon leader or the duty NCO.  It was located just to the right of the main door, which was at the crossbar of the H-shaped building.  There was also an interior window that gave the staff a line of sight along the passageway to the main entrance area.  The job was basically light dusting of the entire office.  We had hardly begun when Tully said, “OK, let’s see what’s in the files.”  He did not have to explain himself.  I was already into one of the two main file cabinets.


Tully and I had the same priorities.  We wanted to know what was going to happen, i.e., what were the plans for the platoon.  It helped to know in advance when an exercise was planned or when an inspection would be held.  Second, we wanted to see our own files to find out what was being said about us.  Last, if we had the time, we would see how the staff viewed some of the other members of the platoon – but that was more in the nature of idle curiosity unless we could use it to help the person involved.  Tully’s file cabinet had the material on future plans for the platoon.  I had the personnel files.  Quickly, I found Tully’s file, put a piece of paper as a marker for the place where it should be returned, and flipped the folder onto the desk beside him.  Then, I looked for my own file.


We had recently completed a Confidence Course exercise that we had been told was highly important.  The Marine Corps was using it as a means of highlighting its combat readiness.  Hanson Baldwin, the military writer for The Washington Post, had recently written an article critical of the United States military but noted the possible exception of the Marine Corps.   Baldwin had been invited to observe the Officer Candidates going through the Confidence Course.  Likely as not, the invitation had been extended by President Eisenhower’s press secretary, James Haggerty, whose son was a member of the First Platoon, Charlie Company.  You can bet that the staff officers and NCO’s of Charlie Company thought that the Confidence Course was important.


The Confidence Course consisted of a series of four or five combat situations, each involving tasks to be completed by units of about a dozen men.  The men were drawn from different platoons so that they could not train in advance to act as a unit.  Members of the staff were assigned as judges at each of the locations.  On the day of our exercise, it was pouring rain.  We were drenched.  Baldwin attended but he never stepped out of his limousine.  He did open the window a crack but we could not tell whether that was to get a better view or to let the smoke out of the car.  Personally, it was a good day/bad day experience.  

One of our problems was set on an area about the size of a small basketball court.  There were two telephone poles, one on each side of the area at about mid-court, with concertina barbed wire stacked about five feet high from pole to pole.  We were given several lengths of six-inch wide boards, about fifty feet of heavy rope, and were told that it was our task to move a 55 gallon drum and all our men across the barbed wire in thirty minutes without touching the wire.  Anyone who touched the wire would be deemed “killed” and could not provide further assistance.  Objects that touched the wire were deemed “destroyed” and could not be used again.  I attempted to throw the rope up over a rod connected to the tops of the two poles but I misjudged the weight of the rope and it fell back down onto the barbed wire.  That meant that we no longer could use the rope.  That was a serious set-back to our efforts.  However, we still managed to succeed in our task.  To my great relief, only one of the staff sergeants had given me a low mark for that exercise.  That was more than balanced by the fact that all of the others, including a tough old gunny from Alpha Company, rated my performance as “outstanding.”


Perhaps the most important from a personal standpoint were the marks registered by Sergeant Alender.  At each of the locations where he officiated, he recorded “outstanding” beside my name.  “You don’t have any problem with him, Saint,” said Jim Tully who was reading over my shoulder.  Tully was right.  The drill instructors had a great deal of discretion in the processing of officer candidates.  In addition to grading, they could also make life miserable and, in effect, force a candidate to drop out of the program.  And to say that Alender and I didn’t hit it off would be putting it mildly.  But no D.I. in his right mind is going to put an outstanding grade in an official file and then try to force that person out of the program unless there is a very good reason on the record for such a change in view.


It is hard to remember what aspect of commotion we sensed first; whether it was the screech of tires on the company street or the sudden opening of the main doors of the barracks or the main lights going on in the lobby and in the office area.  But those things were immediately followed by Sergeants Alender and DeBruhl, Captain White and another officer bustling into the company office, an unprecedented occurrence at 8:30 in the evening.  Tully and I glanced at each other and simultaneously issued a sigh of relief.  Fifteen minutes earlier and we would still have been in the office when this entourage arrived.  It turned out that Lieutenant Turchinski had been relieved of his command and Captain White wanted Turchinski’s replacement, Captain Cronk, to take over immediately.  Cronk was a good looking man who had spent several years on public relations duty.  He would leave us alone in the field.  However, Captain White had recognized the physical limitations of the staff.  An additional drill instructor, Corporal Robert DesRoches (“Deh Roach”), was assigned to the Second Platoon.  It was apparent from his gaunt build and the parachute medal that he wore that Corporal DesRoches was a runner and that he would be right at home in the field.  There was no question about it.  DesRoches was there to push us for the remainder of the program.


The final event of the Officer Candidates Course was the Battalion Field Day, a full day of competition that would determine which unit would be designated the Honor Platoon at the commissioning ceremony.  Upon awakening that day, I thought that I was coming down with the flu.  My stomach was uneasy.  But personal discomfort is soon forgotten in the rush of competition and I felt increasingly stronger as the day progressed.  Craig Toensing was placed in charge of the Second Platoon that day.  By noon, we were running neck and neck with the Third Platoon of Charlie Company for the field day honors.  Whichever one of us had the fastest time in the three-mile forced march that afternoon would be the Battalion Honor Platoon.


One member of the Third Platoon was a college cross-country champion and would likely have the fastest individual time.  However, the rules of the competition required that the entire platoon had to reach the end of the march within three minutes of the first man.  Additional minutes would be tacked on to the official time of any platoon whose members did not finish within the allotted three minutes.  Knowing that the Third Platoon was in the squadbay above us, we began talking aloud about substituting empty cardboard milk cartons for the heavy 782 gear in our packs.  Several of us ran over to the dumpster by the mess hall and came back with armloads of empty milk cartons which we promptly put into the unused lockers in the squadbay.  We then did our best to square the corners of our packs so that they looked as though they contained milk cartons.  It is unlikely that any of this had any effect on the psychological outlook of the Third Platoon, but it did assure that we looked our best and it took our minds off the march.  Tactically, Craig Toensing decided that we would stick close together over the hill trail and then Collymore and I would run out front.  Colly would take the lead.  I would maintain eye contact with both Colly and with the platoon so that I could judge when the platoon was within three minutes of Colly’s position.  At my signal, Colly would cross the finish line and the rest of the platoon would double time to the end of the march.


It was a good plan.  But it did not take into account that Colly had a bad case of diarrhea.  As we ran along at an easy jog and he would suddenly stop and say, “Keep going, I’ll be back in a minute.”  With that, Collymore would run off the road and into the woods.  A short time later, he would be back, looking much relieved.  After a while, we both began to worry that when we should be crossing the finish line, he would be indisposed and I would be doubled up laughing.  In the end, I went ahead to the finish line and Colly gave the signals to me and to the platoon.  At that point, Colly sprinted the remainder of the distance in a display of coordination and world class speed that drew gasps of awe from the staff members who supervised the finish line.  We made it easily within the required three minutes.  We were the Honor Platoon.  Our elation lasted all the way back to the barracks where we learned for the first time that Leo had been dropped from the program due to the aberration in his spine.  He had been moved across the street to the Schools Demonstration Troops’ barracks.  It was a sour ending to an otherwise great day.


The following week was the commissioning ceremony.  We ordered and received our new officers uniforms, including shell cordovan dress shoes, dress blues, whites, and an engraved Mamaluke sword in addition to the usual garb.  Also, we signed notes for the repayment of the loans that were taken from the Bank of Quantico to pay for the full complement of uniforms.  Commissioning day began with a parade and review in which the Honor Platoon had a special place.  Afterward, the officers who had chosen the air wing would report to Pensacola for flight training.  The rest of us would report to Officers Basic School at Quantico.  The commissioning ceremony took place in the theater.  It was an unexceptional event.  Immediately after Colonel Wilson gave the order that we were dismissed, Tully turned to me with his two gold bars and said, “Here Saint, pin these damned things on my collar and let’s get out of here.”   


Outside, Corporal DesRoches sought out every member of the platoon and cranked off a smart salute, collecting in return the traditional silver dollar given by a newly commissioned officer upon his first salute.  In our case, the tradition was extended by two as we also tendered silver dollars to Gunny DeBruhl and Sergeant Alender.  One era ended and a new one began.


These Quantico reminiscences have focused mainly on things that occurred in the evening hours.  That may be because our daylight hours were fully planned and there was less time available for innovation.  It certainly does not mean that the daylight times were any less interesting.  Nor does it mean that this effort has captured all of the interesting times, day or night.  


Several years after the Quantico experience, I had the opportunity to discuss it with our former company commander Mike White when we were stationed together at Camp Courtney on Okinawa.  I was glad that he remembered me but I was surprised at his view of the overall situation.  For him it was a personal challenge; his chances for promotion to major would be affected by the performance of “C” Company.  As White saw it, one of his platoon leaders was inexperienced, a brand new Second Lieutenant, just out of Basic School.  The leader of the second platoon was incompetent; and was replaced by a reservist who was out of shape and not fit for command.   The senior NCO of that platoon was disabled and should not have been on active duty, particularly when the junior NCO had a physical disability.  Then, Major White chuckled and said to one of the other officers standing with us, “But they were the Honor Platoon.”  
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