“Respectfully Submitted”

It was a clear, sunny August morning in Virginia when he knocked on our door.  There he stood in a khaki-colored shirt with razor-sharp creases.  The creases were no less sharp and perfect in the bright blue pants with the brilliant re “blood stripe” running down the outer seams.  If anyone needed to see a reflection but lacked a mirror, all he needed to do was look into the dazzling “spit-polished” shine of the staff sergeant’s shoes. 
With his knock, he announced he was there to take me from the safe home of my youth and deliver me to a harsh new place. This was to be the day that I was to begin the transformation from recent high school graduate into a “lean, green fighting machine.”  It was my first day of active duty as a United States Marine. 

My first stop was at the induction center in Richmond.  There, along with dozens of other young men, I was poked, probed, prodded, and examined by military doctors to make certain that there was no physical reason evident to keep me from being one of the few—one of the proud.  Hours later, I and the few others who were to become members of Uncle Sam’s Misguided Children (USMC) were taken to Byrd International Airport to be flown to Charleston, South Carolina.  There we would wait for a bus to transport us to our final destination: Parris Island Recruit Training Depot. 

We arrived at about 3 AM. An ominous shadow filled the front of the bus.  In his own polite way, he invited us to depart from the bus and stand on the yellow footsteps on the sidewalk.  It is impossible to impart in written word the ear-shattering volume this single individual was able to achieve.  Nor is it proper to print the “colorful metaphors” that he used to inform us that we were no longer in mama’s house.  I did not know it was possible to string together that many four-letter invectives in such a short space of time.  Though I had heard most of the words he used prior to this event, I had never heard them strung together in such a creative way. 

Over the course of the next three months, I would learn to march, accurately fire and care for the M-16 rifle, and show proper military courtesy.  I would endure days filled with fatigue, enduring physical training and the boredom that every member of the Armed Forces experiences in the “hurry up and wait” of military life.  The days were marked by sixteen hours of non-stop activity and eight hours of death-like slumber.  Even though it has been over thirty-five years since my stay at Parris Island, there are still times when I wake up in a cold sweat from dreaming that I have done something wrong and the senior drill instructor is screaming in my face about it.
There are those who decry military training as being harsh and dehumanizing.  We are a people who have so emphasized individual rights that we have difficulty grasping the concept of responsibility to and for others.  However, in combat situations each person’s life is literally dependent on those around him or her.  In a firefight with hot lead and sharp shrapnel flying, each person had better be thinking as part of a team.  Each member of that combat must be able and willing to put aside the natural tendency toward self-preservation and be willing to sacrifice for the good of the team.

The harshness of the “boot camp” discipline is also designed to instill instant obedience to orders.  Again, this is essential in combat situations.  Leisurely and spirited debate of ideas in academic surroundings or in cozy family rooms can be encouraged and enjoyed.  However, on the battlefield a leader cannot take the time to debate an order until a consensus of opinion is reached.  Everyone will be either dead or prisoners of war if that is done.

I am not trying to suggest that those responsible for training our military personnel should be allowed unquestioned liberty to do whatever they please. Nor am I a hawkish proponent of war.  Every war ever fought represents a failure on the part of “civilized” man to act in a civilized way.  Every war has two sides that lost.  Yet, there are times that we will have to fight if we want to survive and continue to enjoy our freedom.  We cannot be properly prepared to do this with military training that seeks to glorify the individual while removing all stress from the experience. 

Respectfully Submitted,
Former Marine Sergeant, J. Keith Reynolds

