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Have you ever heard the term military healing? We know we need cops; we just need the
whole cop thing to be healed so police keep us safe and not hurt or kill anybody, unless
they absolutely have to to keep us safe, having tried their best to keep the person they‟re
policing safe. Many people are right now trying to define what that police healing would
look and sound like on the streets. But what about the military? Can you be opposed to
war but still support the institution that carries it out? If you hold your humanity close,
put that before your own sweet self, and by humanity I mean not the group but that
higher part in you that does not act like an animal, is never a beast, you just want to end
war and not prepare for it, but let‟s be real about this: if we didn‟t have a strong defense
our humanity would be in danger of being wiped out. Okay, so how to be a beast and at
the same time wear your humanity, if not on your sleeve, then at least in the restraint of
your hands and in the feel of your heart?
I think I can answer that. The book I‟m introducing is a genuine book of healing,
military healing. Reading it, you‟d understand the military would be reluctant to want
you to.
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All to do with an interview.
Round to the streets,
it‟s easy for me
I‟m a poet.
Throw me aside, will yah?

Please describe who or what influenced your decision to join the
Army.
My dad. He joined the army during the Korean War, at 16, lying about his age, but while
on the way on the troop ship, the war ended. He still did a tour in Korea, in that uneasy
peace, as an antiaircraft gunner, looking over his shoulder at any gathering of dark
clouds and threat of thunder. Our major point of connection as I grew up were his army
stories, full of the spice of his buddies and their combined antics against authority, his
little ammo box of ribbons and rank he kept in his closet, of which I slowly, over the
years of my childhood, got sewed or pinned on my kid clothes, and watching war
pictures, of which The Green Berets passed all the trivial parts of me and went rap dab
into my little boy‟s longing to be the ace in the hole of adult endeavor, to be doing as a
man what, it seemed to me, dreams were made of. We saw it in a drive-in, just me and
my dad, and after it finished I told him that‟s what I wanted to be when I grew up, a
Green Beret. “You know boy, not just anyone can do that,” he said, looking down at me
sitting there, a wee boy of seven that was pigeon-toed and had asthma, who was still a
bit tongue-tied. “Only the very best can make it.”
I remember that moment, a defining one of the put, pull myself together of seven years
and on, and I knew in my little boy‟s soaring mind that one day, I‟d be a Green Beret. I
just had to go in the army first, and that proved to be quite a thing in itself, one hell of a
rodeo ride and parachute drop to my dream. By the time I got out, the army had done
more than just wipe the wet behind my ears. In a pair of night vision goggles, through
the screen of stars and stripes, it'd given me a glimpse of the world. Ever seen it?
Jump to the future, when I‟ve left the army and am an ex-Green Beret going to college at
the University of Houston. On campus one day I ran into a buddy I was in the Q course
with, the school to become a Green Beret. He took me to the Veteran‟s Affairs Office and
introduced me to its head, a former Vietnam vet Green Beret, but not just any SFer. Let
me explain. Before I went SF (special forces), by this time a sergeant, I read the book
The Green Berets. While the movie is basically a PR production in favor of the Vietnam
War, the book was written by a man who went through Airborne School and the Q
course (as a civilian) and was deployed to Vietnam with SF personnel, and so he got that
first person view. He had to classify his book as fiction because much of the material in
it was classified at the time, and it bears mentioning that the army bent over backwards
to help in the making of the movie but under the condition Robin Moore, the author of
the book, had no part in it. It‟s a book of stories of SF in Vietnam, many different stories,
and of all of them, there was one that stood out in my mind the most, when an A team‟s
base camp was overrun, and they had to retreat inside a bunker who‟s only entrance was
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a heavy wooden door, one unlike any other and one they‟d had specially made for such a
need. The team could hear the enemy first trying to shoot then blow up the door, for
some hours, but it was too thick, could faintly hear them cussing behind it like the Big
Bad Wolf being cheated out his prey, but rescue came before the wolf could blow the
door down. What I chewed on in my imagination was how those men behind that door
felt as the Devil pounded on it, sure to eventually come in.
Now, few know the world is conscious of us crawling upon it, and I use that image
because we are not yet walking upright in our dealings with it, meaning both the world
of ourselves and the earth itself. It‟s not conscious as a human being or a thinking
animal is, but it‟s much more conscious than a plant, in that it‟s aware the world is more
than just its dream. In this book, among other things, I‟d like to give you some heartfelt
notion that the world is a living being that will wink at you if you are following some line
in it that enables you to see deeply enough when you look out upon it following whatever
line it is you‟re staking your life on, and for me, becoming and being a Green Beret was
such a line, although it‟s not the only line I‟ve followed (am following) with such an
intensity. I walked into that Veteran‟s Affairs Office, and the world winked at me, twice,
along that Green Beret line that is.
The head of the office had been in that bunker behind that door, and I got to hear the
whole story, firsthand, got to hear what it felt like, like death was massaging the heart of
each man, who just sat there, wincing at every pound on that door, not saying a word,
the sweat pouring off of them a damnable result of being so close to the fires of hell. I sat
down and just listened, all ears, as, from my boyhood, I‟ve loved to hear people tell
stories, and when you do, the world tells you more and more poignantly. You can sit
there and close your eyes and imagine everything. The living consciousness telling you
the story is a better app than any other medium, most especially if it‟s a personal story,
and you can hook into that consciousness, ride its underneath the water waves, but you
have to know how to listen.
In our ensuing conversation, I told him I‟d been, briefly, on a Green Light Team, a line
in SF it has no business crossing. More on that later. Anyway, he‟d also been on a
tactical nuclear weapons team, one that had gotten captured in a harbor in Greece when
they‟d come up from underwater planting the bomb and were surrounded by the Greek
Navy. There was nothing they could to.
You‟d probably chalk these winks up to coincidence, but after reading this whole book,
you can still do that if you want to, but you‟d be like unto a religious or science
fundamentalist who can‟t see the nose on their face, or, more how it is in the essence of
the thing, cuts their nose off to spite their face. Now just listen will you? My
consciousness is telling my story. Can you feel it?

Introduction
This rather unorthodox book was born while filling out an interview form about my time
in the U.S. Army on the website Together We Served / Army. They‟re called your service
reflections on the site, and every month TWS selects a veteran‟s reflections and sends it
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out to many thousands of site members in the form of a newsletter called Voices. I had
been a member of the site since 2016, but had not written my reflections. I had,
however, written a short synopsis of my time in the army (part of which is the intro to
this book on my blog Harm‟s End), and I‟d asked a couple of times that it be published
in their main monthly newsletter Dispatches. That was a no go, and I was urged (by
email) at the time and every so often from then on to fill out the interview form, what
they urge all members to do until they do so and not only me. During the lockdown, I
got another email from them urging me again, and a year or so back I‟d really narrowed
down my email preferences, but somehow I hadn‟t clicked the service reflections
reminder box. I looked at that, how that got through, and I decided to fill out the form.
Lockdown is (was) a time of reflection, isn‟t (wasn‟t) it?
I began, and I just got taken away by the story, it being my favorite subject: me, myself,
and I. Don‟t get all high and mighty. Whatever you say, you talk about yourself more
than anything else, even when you‟re talking about your favorite interests. My muse
suggested I ask about rights, and so I emailed TWS asking who had the rights to the
story. No one answered my email, and so I emailed again saying no problem I‟d just
delete it, what I‟d done with a couple of other beginnings of my reflections, but I got an
email from the chief administrator who told me she was the person who chose what
veteran‟s reflections got published in Voices. She urged me to continue saying, “I have
read the beginning of your Reflections, is [sic] touches heart and soul, and the poem you
wrote, I have no words to explain how this touched my soul.” I should mention I was
told I owned the rights to the story. I had also asked and was given permission to post
my reflections on my sites, told they were mine and I could post them where I wanted. I
continued writing, at this point answering the second interview question, and it got
longer and longer, longer than I thought their Voices newsletter could handle, and so I
emailed Kim, the chief admin, and explained it was just coming and coming, and she
told me not to worry about the length. I should mention that no promise had been made
in regards to my story being published in their newsletter, just a strong suggestion of
that.
I finished question two and then the other questions, making it a rather lopsided piece
of work, as the answers to the other questions are much, much shorter, although I‟ve
made a whole of the whole thing, a rather nice account actually. When I didn‟t hear
anything from Kim, and I was still wondering if it would be published in Voices despite
its length, I emailed her and got this reply: “Donny, you have done an amazing sharing
of your soul, never doubt. I ask for patience, then all the world will hear.” Then the
editing began, what I wasn‟t included in, and instead of giving examples of Kim
changing what I said into what she wanted me to say, let me just say she did that in
places it wasn‟t necessary, as well as did editing where it was needed to clarify
something I said. I just wanted her to let me do that, or at least let me see the edits
before the story went out. She replied she wouldn‟t edit the poetry, but said nothing
about letting me see the work before. I waited a week or so and then Voices was
published for June, and it wasn‟t my reflections. The next day I emailed again asking to
see the work before it went out, whenever it was going to, saying too much and over
explaining as I always do. She replied, “I love what you have added to your Reflections,
the only issue is that it is too long for me to be able to use if for Voices, sadly. I dont'
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[sic] know if you want to write a separate Reflections that is shorter that I can use, if you
wish.” Obviously something had changed, and so I emailed asking what had, but so far
no response, and up to this point she‟d reply to an email the very next day.
Of course I‟m not going to cut the heart out of the story, delete the great majority of it, so
it can be published in Voices, which Kim probably knows, and so I‟m posting it here
where mostly likely it will remain unread, where I end up having to post most everything
I write: You Are the World Unread Media. Anyway, I have to say that if it weren‟t for
TWS I would not have written this story. They provided the format and urged me to
write it and kept urging me until I did, even though that wasn‟t really personal. It did,
however, get personal in the end. All I can say about that right now is having a large
audience to write to, even if it were only make believe, sure helped to bring out my best
and keep me going. If somebody does us a perceived wrong, or even a blatant one, that
doesn‟t mean everything good thing they did with us or for us is like it never happened,
you know?
South India, June 12, 2020

Whether you were in the service for several years or as a career,
please describe the direction or path you took. What was your reason
for leaving?
The Soldier
I was in the army for four years, four months, having extended my initial three-year
enlistment so to go Special Forces, become that Green Beret of my boyhood dream.
When I‟d enlisted, SF was open to direct enlistment, but my eyesight was not 20/20,
and so I couldn‟t do that, and so I enlisted for the Rangers instead, thinking, as a lot of
people do, that one was basically the same as the other, which is like equating the
zealotry of the Spartans with the debonair of the Athenians. The Rangers are not
unconventional in the least. In fact, they are conventional to the nth degree, take the
whole infantry kit and caboodle and make of every single thing a religious ritual, a holy
sacrament, minus the rectitude: “Rangers eat their dead! Nuke „em till they glow!
Napalm the children!” were common yells in training that didn‟t mean what they said, of
course not, but did mean Rangers value being mean and ornery. That‟s not a bad thing if
it suits you, but I‟m getting ahead of myself.

5

basic training photo

Basic and Infantry School
I went through OSUT. (one station unit training, basic training and infantry school
combined) at Ft. Benning, GA, at Harmony Church, where, incidentally, Ranger School
is. The old, prefabricated WW2 barracks, with their heavily worn avenues and training
areas, gave to the bugle of Reveille and Taps such a force, as if the army was not only
this collection of individuals but a spirit unto itself, sounded the depths of its long
tradition, echoed its agonies and defeats. Full of myself one night early on, I made the
gross mistake of going and telling our class leader, a fellow recruit who slept in the NCO
room at the end of the bay in the barracks, a man of 32 quite a bit older than all us kids,
that two guys were fighting upstairs. I didn‟t do that in secret but yelled it at his door,
thinking that we‟d all get in trouble if the ruckus got to the ears of the drill sergeant, and
the whole downstairs was noisily rushing upstairs to watch the fight. I fancied myself a
leader, that was the problem, but I knew, as everyone else did, that the class leader
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didn‟t want anyone in trouble, nor could punish anyone, and so it seemed to me I was
just showing my leadership potential by telling him about the fight. That‟s not at all how
it played out. It turned out to be a play fight, and it turned out I was made a scapegoat
afterwards for being a snitch. It was simply awful. My best buddy, though, James
Dudridge, a funny looking redhead who looked like Poindexter whom everyone had
laughed at at the reception station when he said he‟d enlisted for the Rangers, remained
by my side, one of the bravest acts of kindness anyone has ever given me, although that
wasn‟t easy for him at first. Beggs, the unofficial class leader, a big guy with beady eyes
behind his glasses, who was always showing off this or that, whose dad was a Colonel in
the Reserves, one of the two in the fight, lead the charge against me. As things
developed, he put a role-play on it: M.A.S.H., and he was Hawkeye and I was Major
Burns. Almost everyone in the platoon was in on it, minus a few who just kept silent and
watched. To list the things done to me I‟ll just capture by showing the shaving cream
they filled my pillow and head with while I was sleeping one night. That was so strange;
it found its way into the dream I was having. It all came to a head one night in the cattle
car coming back from a training area. The abuse reached a climax that night, was
unbelievable in its intensity; that was all you could hear, the taunting of me. It had gone
far beyond my infraction; it was simply playing out a common human phenomenon: the
persecution of the scapegoat, a very unfortunate need of human groups at this stage in
our humanity. There is, however, another more pressing and nobler need, that of the
hero, and one stood up that night, one of the silent watchers, who stood between me and
everyone else and said that it didn‟t matter what I‟d done, no one deserved such
treatment, and he was not going to let it happen anymore, and then another stood up,
and together, they stood everyone down. It was wonderful. After we got back the drill
sergeant, Platoon Sergeant Keys, locked our heels by our bedsides and paced up and
down the barracks telling us of the need for brotherly love, that we had to love one
another, and that was an order. He was a Vietnam vet, like most of the senior NCOs of
those days (1979), and a professing Christian, the latter coming as a result of the former
he explained to us that night. He must‟ve gotten told about things, but I didn‟t tell him.
At any rate, the scapegoating stopped, and it was such a relief. When the scores got back
at the end of OSUT, I was in fourth place in the platoon, having maxed the Infantry
Qualification Test, gotten only one no go in the 12 weeks of training, and scored high on
my PT test. I was eligible to compete for honor graduate, but no one recommended that,
and I didn‟t either, was happy to get my weekend pass that I‟d earned with my scores.
Everyone, however, was so surprised, and that was some justice. SFC Keyes was
honored as the drill sergeant of the year during our graduation ceremony, what wasn‟t a
surprise, although no one expected it, since he was as close to being perfect as anyone of
us had ever seen, but he wasn‟t airborne, the only flaw we saw, and when we asked him
why, he said he never saw any reason to jump out of a perfectly good aircraft. None of us
had an answer to that.

Airborne School
The only things I‟ll say about airborne school, where I went to next, also in Ft. Benning,
other than that it was a cakewalk, is about that justice and the honor grad thing. About
halfway through, Beggs, a person also headed for the Airborne Rangers, visited my
roommate, and he was out of sorts, weakly and vulnerable, and he was explaining how
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he‟d gotten his father to help him get an inability to adapt discharge. When I saw he
couldn‟t handle it, the army, I wanted to rub his nose in it, but Beggs gave me a kindly
look, not an apologetic one, but a kind one nonetheless, and I just let it go and said
nothing, and I‟ve always been glad I didn‟t pounce on him in that moment of his defeat.
Jump school operated on the gig system, and the more gigs you got the more pushups
you did, and if you didn‟t get a gig, you got to wear a white helmet and compete for
honor grad. When you got a gig you lost the helmet, and it was so funny watching the
white helmets slowly disappear as we marched and ran here and there. I went through
the whole thing without one gig, but somehow, that wasn‟t noticed, and I didn‟t say
anything, because the white helmets got a lot of unwanted attention from the Black
Hats, what the instructors were called, and I was very wary of unwanted attention.

Jump School photo

R.I.P.
The Ranger Battalion came next, 1st Battalion 75th Infantry at Hunter Army Airfield in
Savanna, GA, or I should say R.I.P was next, the Ranger Indoctrination Program, and it
was there my drive died. Although the surface problem was the 5 mile run in 35
minutes, and I couldn‟t run fast for very long to save my life, due to the pigeon-toes and
fitful lungs, although I‟d outgrown the asthma by that time, what really made me quit, as
opposed to being disqualified on account of that required run, and maybe I‟d have
pulled it out in the end, as is my pattern, start near last and finish near the front, was a
fear of what I cannot name, only say it‟s plagued me all my life, what I sit facing today,
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square in the face, what I‟m learning is really my friend and has been all along. It‟s the
fear of what is bigger than my little world, of an intensity of living well beyond my
comfort range, of having to swim and swim hard, as opposed to just walking pretty as
you please on dry land, and I‟ve not described it as it is unto itself, not given you its
name, but I‟ve painted serial pictures. The Rangers, I realized with some trepidation,
were the big boys, and I was still too much of a little boy to put my whole heart into it,
and I just up and quit. The Commandant, a senior NCO and Vietnam Ranger vet, who
had the most telling scar right down his face, tried to get me to keep trying, as, other
than in running, I wasn‟t getting any no goes. He told me I‟d regret it, and regret it I
have, all of my life since. You don‟t quit anything you start he advised me, and that‟s
some very good advice. In many dreams over the years I‟ve been back in R.I.P. or am on
the way to it, and here just recently I graduated it, but only in dream, although that does
mean something real in itself, as dreams use your past to show you about your now, but
I‟ll tell you about dreams later. Sometimes, though, probably all the time if we know
how to make the best use of it, a crushing defeat can lead us to win the war over our
weakness, in the roundabout, rhythm way the world runs us all around. You‟d be
interested to know that James Dudridge became a Ranger, worked in the Battalion
Headquarters I heard from former Rangers who were in the Q course with me. So did
those two fellows who were heroes for me on that cattle car that night.

The 24th Infantry Division
I went where all the Ranger rejects go, to the 24th Mechanized Infantry Division at Ft.
Steward, GA. Demoralized, I hated the army and everything about it, and being around
a bunch of non-motivated legs (non-airborne personnel) made the situation so much
worse, and although they had enough airborne wings on O.D. green fatigues in any given
company, due to the number of Ranger washouts, to raise the morale, those silver wings
upon their chests were just reminders of their failure, as mine were, and when you add
all that to the overall morale of the army itself in those days, not too long after the defeat
in Vietnam, you get a unit assignment you only want out of. I heard somewhere about a
horse cavalry unit at Ft. Hood, TX, my home state, and I determined to find my way into
it, impossible as that sounds being a private in the army with no one to pull strings for
you, other than God I might say, and if that word grates on you, well, I understand, as,
on one level, this is a story of the G word grating on me too, and I just off it. You want to
see how the story ends? I can tell you that it‟s not: “We apologize for the inconvenience.”
Things happened very quickly after I made that „get back on the horse‟, determination,
here literal, like it was destiny or something, like there was a guiding hand upon my life,
and I picked up the Army Times one day and in the ad section found out about a thing
called a stateside swap, where you could swap duty stations with someone of your rank
and MOS (military occupational specialty) if you were stateside. I found a match,
contacted him, got it all approved, and he got it all approved on his end, and off I was to
Ft. Hood. What are the odds?
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The Horse Platoon
I was assigned to the 2nd of the 7th (Custer‟s regiment) 1st Cavalry Division, and upon inprocessing, I went to take a test ride at the Horse Platoon, located in a large barn not far
from the entrance to the fort that had the huge black and yellow patch of the division on
it, which people, the way soldiers joke about their unit, especially leg units, said
represented the horse you never road and the bridge you never crossed, but I road that
horse and crossed that bridge, thank you. I passed that riding test, got a letter of
acceptance from them, and took it to my new CO (commanding officer). It took some
days for the decision to be made. Being an airborne soldier made me more valuable I
was told, and I prepared myself for disappointment, but this officer stepped in and
made sure I got to go. I don‟t remember his name, only his smile as he signed the orders,
and him saying something about how it was good somebody got to do what their heart
desired. He probably wanted to be in the Rangers or SF. The Horse Platoon, a special
duty assignment, was what‟s called in the army paradise duty, if you like horses that is,
and I‟d been around them all my life, had my own when I was boy, Dolly, a Welsh pony.
That, however, didn‟t ensure I had good riding manners, since I rode her Indian style,
bareback with only a rope bridle, since we didn‟t have money for horse tack, and so,
after a couple of shows (we did cavalry demonstrations at rodeos and rode in town
parades) and a long ride of some couple hundred miles or so, across a stretch of Central
Texas, it was said I rode a horse like a sack of potatoes, and I was put on the wagon, as a
swamper, where they put newbies that didn‟t seem to be working out. A swamper is the
assistant to the muleskinner, and our unit had an old Studebaker army escort wagon
pulled by two mules, Red and Sally. I was really struggling to make it with them, I mean
the platoon and the mules too. They don‟t even call you by name until you do, I mean
the platoon, as those mules never were anything other than stubborn. You‟re just
Newbie for some days or weeks, depending on how long it takes to work out, and if you
don‟t they never call you by name. You just leave. I was lucky. A sergeant took a liking to
me, on account of my airborne wings, but maybe it had something to do too with how
hard I was trying as well. Anyway, he had wings on his chest also, had spent some time
in Special Forces he told me, and the way my face lit up must‟ve warmed his heart
towards me even more, because he invited me home (off base) for dinner to see his
picture in his green beret. It was hanging on his living room wall portrait-size like it
really meant something to him. Standing by his picture he explained how he‟d broken
his tailbone on a parachute jump in the Q course and lost his airborne status because of
the injury. I told him of my own aspirations of going SF. After that I sort of became the
platoon‟s little brother, although Fitzgerald, the muleskinner, just saw this fresh-faced
kid who had to be trained. A swamper does the dirty work of the upkeep of the mules
and wagon and sits besides the muleskinner and has the all-important job of managing
the handbrake, what would become, for a brief take my breath away moment, my
fruitless handle on life, but that‟s getting ahead of myself. Soon Fitzgerald left, and I
became the muleskinner, after some debate as to whether I was strong enough for the
task. A muleskinner needs to have the ornery, brawny qualities you think of when you
hear that word. I determined to prove I could do it. I‟d been raised partly on a family
farm, and we were dirt poor and didn‟t have a lot of modern conveniences, as I‟ve
mentioned, and no one did around there. Some of the old people still drove wagons
pulled by mules on the dirt road we lived on, lined on both sides by East Texas forest
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and Southern poverty, and I‟d ridden on wagons often, took the reins a time or two too,
so it wasn‟t something new. I not only lived up to the task, I came into myself on that
wagon. I was such a kid, still innocent of the world‟s glare, and they all took the greatest
pleasure in telling me to kiss my mules, which I‟d do on command, put Red‟s big, ugly,
hairy mouth right on mine and just kiss away. Me too Sally said. I got visited by the
command sergeant major of the division a couple of times, by other notables too, and I‟d
show them what it was muleskinners do.
We went to Washington D.C. and rode in the inaugural parade of Reagan in 1980, were
invited to his ball, where our CO, Captain Butler, got drunk and pulled out his saber and
waved it around, got an article 15 because of it and other indiscretions, conduct
unbecoming, when we got back and relieved of his command, after an investigation of
course. The saber episode was only the half of it. He took his mistress with him, in the 1 st
Cavalry Division Association‟s RV, stayed with her there in it while in Washington, and
totaled it in a wreck with her there in it on the way back to Texas. Neither was hurt, but
his secret was out. For his part, he said everybody made it sound like they were „doing it‟
on the dashboard, said it with such contempt for everybody, said it like no one had stood
on his side, said it hurt, what was underneath the contempt. For my part, I‟d had to
juggle both his wife and baby and his mistress on my wagon, separately and secretly of
course, it being the passenger carrier, and the guy was not the most likable human being
to begin with, a by the book, blue blood type of officer, and I was not, nor was anyone
else, sorry to see him go. It‟s not fair of fate, though, to show him the drunken fool he
was at that ball, or just as some two-timing husband. When he was in the saddle, he was
such a figure of respect, a real cavalry officer, and, whether you liked him or not, you
had to give him that. What I most remember about that evening at the ball, other than
waiting for the President to show up, and he never did, was talking to Iron Eyes Cody,
the actor that did the Crying Indian commercial, an icon of my childhood. He was
dressed as in the commercial, and he was drunk, and he kept pointing to his cheek and
saying, “It was the tear, it was the tear.” We would‟ve made a both sides now, all
American picture standing there together, me in my horse cavalry blues complete with
saber, and he in his Indian buckskin and feathers, but the photographers were busy
elsewhere. There were important people everywhere. I remember someone saying
George Bush Jr., the vice president‟s son, had just come in, and that he was drunk as
usual, but I paid that no mind. Who the hell was he?
Upon returning to Ft. Hood, the Horse Platoon got rather reorganized, and, because I‟d
spent my time in D.C. on duty helping the horseshoer to re-shoe all our horses with
spiked shoes, on account of the possibility of icy roads, while most everyone else was off
partying, and because I‟d had a brush with death and impressed everyone with the way I
did that (more on that later), I was offered the position of a regular rider and told I could
stay as long as I liked, didn‟t have to leave after the year of duty was up, if that is, my
home unit would consent to that. I‟d been there nine months by then. I, however, had
other aspirations. I‟d seen some paratroopers jumping somewhere on Ft. Hood, and I
went and found them. They were a Pathfinder detachment assigned to the 6 th Air
Combat Cavalry Brigade, only a handful of men, no officer in charge, just a senior NCO
roosting towards retirement, SFC Clonts. I asked him for a job, eager to get back into the
airborne, back on the road to SF. That was still my dream, it having gotten a kick start
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again by those two lovely lady mules. He liked my swagger, the way I wore my duty
uniform, which was O.D. green fatigues topped with a black Stetson cowboy hat,
bottomed by black leather riding boots girdled with spurs that, yes, went jingle jangle as
I walked, and he laughed and said he‟d give me a job. I took his letter of acceptance to
my home unit, had no trouble getting permission to leave. I was so confidant and
earnest. No one could tell me no. I was a PFC. What‟s that about clout?

The Pathfinder Section
I never got to go to Pathfinder school. The waiting list was too long. And there was
everyone else in the section ahead of me, minus three senior NCOs, who all wore the
badge on their uniform, a torch with a wing on it. Two E-5s, not pathfinder qualified,
were in charge of us privates, SGT Xiot, a full-blooded Dakota Sioux, who was married
to the airborne, stated it as his religion on his dog tags, and SSG Perdices, a half Puerto
Rican from the 82nd Airborne, the all American Division, who was married and had a
baby and lived in post quarters. I spent a lot of time around SGT Xiot, who‟d been in the
509th Airborne while it was still stationed in Italy. Italy kicked it out you know. He told
the wildest stories about the 509th, and you could see why it got kicked out. When I
asked him about life on the reservation, though, something I wanted to know about,
since he was the first person I‟d known from one, and, Billy Jack being my favorite
movie as a young teen (this movie led me to becoming a Green Beret), I wanted to know
about snake dances, visions, and old medicine men, he‟d just tell me I‟d seen too many
movies and wouldn‟t say much about it. A heavy drinker off duty, he‟d often stand in the
3rd floor window of his room in the barracks, hang on it like it was the door of a bird, and
yell the jump commands. Once he actually jumped. Maybe he only got minor injuries
because he was so drunk. Other times, when he wasn‟t drinking, he was a warm and
gentle old soul that gave you bits of wisdom in funny stories, why I liked to hang around
him so much, and why I didn‟t mind it when I had to put him to bed a time or two after
walking him to his room, his arm over my shoulder, my arm around his waist, from the
little on-post bar across the field from our barracks. He transferred out just a couple of
months after my arrival, leaving a little hole in my life. SGT Perdices got SGT Xiot‟s job,
put in charge of us privates, and I was also good buddies with him, going over to this
house for dinner often, but, as we were close in age and only one stripe away from each
other in rank (I became an E-4 in the meantime), we didn‟t do too well he as my leader
and me his subordinate. It never squashed our relationship though. I was sorry to see
him go too. You just can‟t get attached in the army, or you can, but you suffer some
when they go. What it must be like to lose a buddy in combat. For respect here for
people who have, I‟ll say no more.
Basically all we did was jump, did very little pathfinding for the brigade, and that
consisted of making LZs (landing zones) for the choppers, or just landing one wherever
you could, as the brigade was a helicopter unit. We helped with the testing of the Cobra
pilots once, the part of their test where they had to land and land nav somewhere
(navigate with map and compass), and, once, we were the bad guys in the brigade‟s
evasion and escape training for the E-4s and below, captured whomever, put them face
down in the dirt with their hands tied behind their backs, with that white ribbon the
army uses for this and not and not with rope, because to have rope would‟ve made this
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official, and you got the feel it certainly wasn‟t. SFC Godfrey, a wacked out Vietnam vet,
took the team leaders, tied them to a chair, and electrocuted them with what we privates
got electrocuted with by him back at garrison, a wind up field telephone, and it put out
quite a shock. He, Clonts and Finch would laugh like the dickens. We‟d give a sheepish
grin. Out here in the woods in the dark, however, with more than one of the kids lying
there crying, it was downright disturbing. He even faked a German accent. One girl got
her tits and vagina shocked, screamed exactly the type of scream you scream when all
you can do is scream, since they got you where you can‟t do anything else to try and stop
them from doing to you their ill‟s will, they being in this case us, the group I was a part
of. For my part, I was told to interrogate the kids laying down, ask their names, jobs and
such, and I went to a couple and did that, but after going to one boy, who cried and
begged me not to hurt him, I couldn‟t play the game anymore and just told him it wasn‟t
real, would all be over soon, and then I went and soothed as many as I could. I was sure
there would come a court marshal out of it, but it no one ever talked about it afterwards,
not even us. But I‟m making my NCOs out to be bad guys, and they weren‟t bad. They
were just screwed up. We privates were like their little brothers. It was just they were the
type of big brothers who liked to tease and test these pests who followed them around all
the time, and there was no supervising parental-type authority making sure it didn‟t get
too dangerous. It happened that on several occasions, they‟d be playing Spades in the
office, Clonts drunk, and he‟d bet SFC Finch that he could spot us better, and Clonts
would call a chopper and some chutes, and off we‟d go on a jump. To spot means to put
jumpers out of the aircraft at just the right second so as to hit the target area on a DZ
(drop zone). When you add wind and such to it, it‟s a science really. Clonts was good at
it, but so was Finch. It was a constant competition, and they just kept going higher and
higher, we the hapless, helpless pawns in their game, all the way to a mile high.
That happened when the whole brigade was on a month-long bivouac at Camp Swift,
TX, looking every bit like something out of M.A.S.H., and we were doing a parachute
demonstration for the brigade and some visiting brass. It took the Huey some time to
get the altitude, it having to circle up and up, long slow circles that you hardly noticed as
circles. You just knew you were climbing. On a Huey you just sit in the open door with
your legs dangling down, four people on each side if I remember correctly. I was sitting
next to Finch, the jumpmaster, and I‟d be the first jumper out. I was always the first one
in the stick because I didn‟t hesitate. Whenever I got the tap on the butt, or, in this case,
the finger pointing “go!”, go I did, wild-eyed with the wonder of the way the world spins
as you come out of the aircraft and count the seconds until your chute opens, which, if it
isn‟t four, you‟re supposed to pull your reserve. I got to seven once, had my hand on the
handle of the reserve, but my tangled chute untangled itself and opened, much to my
relief, but that‟s another story. I did kiss the ground when I landed I must say. Back up
here at 6,000 ft., when I was waiting for Finch to tell me to go, he pulled out the
inspection ticket on my chute. It was long expired. His gotcha grin as he gave me the go
will always be mixed in my memory with the sudden jolt of fear my stomach gave me as
I scooted my butt off the bird, but I didn‟t hesitate. Don‟t get down on Finch. He was as
complicated as we all are: kind and thoughtful here and downright devilish there. He‟d
taken a shine to me, and I went to his trailer house off base a time or two and had dinner
with his wife and kids, and so this little trick he played with my fear of death didn‟t come
from ill will. Now, the chute was not a paraglider, but a Dash One Bravo parachute,
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basically a T-10 with a large section of the back missing so to be able to navigate it some
with the two toggle knobs on the suspension lines. You pulled the knobs to steer, using
the wind. You had to know its direction and speed in order to fly to the target. In one
demonstration back at garrison, some months after the mile high flight, in a practice for
a demonstration actually, although there were still some soldiers watching in the
bleachers in front of the orange triangle on the ground (or was it a rectangle?), the
target, I landed right on the target, standing up, what you‟re not supposed to do, and I
gave a bow to the small crowd. But back up here at a mile high, my skills were not honed
yet, and I all I could think about was getting to the ground, and I had both toggle knobs
pulled down to my ankles so to hasten my decent. I couldn‟t see the ground at all
though, as we were above the clouds, what looked like a fairy blanket, or the ground of
an alien world. Watching my body disappear as I went through them I shall never forget
it was so very strange and surreal, first my boots, then my legs, and then all of me.
Coming out of the bottom I reached up and touched that billowy, mystical roof, but my
hand just went right through it. But then I looked down at the little squares and other
shapes of different shades of brown and green that was the floor of the world, and it was
a sight to behold, but it was so far below still, and below was home, not up here. I
grabbed the knobs again and bore down on them, but upon reaching the ground and
doing a PLF (parachute landing fall), the little roll you do so as not to break something,
why you‟re not supposed to do a standing landing, so as to not break your legs, I wanted
back up there in that other worldly quiet. Go figure.
One more jump story before I go on to the soldier of the year: it was after Xiot and
Perdices had transferred out and the day before another parachute demonstration for
some brass or such on Ft. Hood, and we were doing a practice jump, the wind quite high
for a jump, above the limit. Clonts was spotting and let us out quite a distance from the
DZ, which meant we had to fly to it, and, so practiced we all were at it, we kept relatively
close to one another in a sort of zigzagging line in the air heading for the DZ. It became
apparent we might hit the power lines on the edge of the DZ. I, by this time an AJ
(acting sergeant), yelled to the boys to hang tight, but one boy said, “Fuck this!” and
toggled on off in another direction. Our laugher was more to ease our nerves than laugh
at him. We had to pick our feet up as we went over the lines, but we didn‟t hit them, as I
didn‟t think we would, but it was a close call. We landed on the road the lines lined, right
in front of a general‟s jeep, which had to stop abruptly to avoid hitting us. He was so
surprised, said he didn‟t know there was airborne on Ft. Hood, and who the hell was our
jumpmaster by the way? The young man who toggled off, I didn‟t dress down. He was
embarrassed enough, and Clonts got an ass chewing from the CO over the escapade, and
things got a little safer after that, thank the world.

Soldier of the Year
I was Clonts‟ pick, his boy, his protégé, as he claimed to have been an honor guard at
President Kennedy‟s funeral, and he was going to be my mentor, but he‟d end up telling
me when it was all over, and I‟d won the soldier competition, that I wasn‟t as good as he
was. After Perdices left, he chose me out of the handful of privates to become the leader
of them so he and the other senior NCOs could continue to be free to play cards and
such, having, as they told us repeatedly, put their time in, and now it was our turn. Often
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they‟d just hold an unarmed L.A.W. (light antitank weapon) out the door of the office, or
some other training device, and tell me to come get it and train the men. All you‟d see
was the weapon and an arm. I got sent to PNOC (Primary Noncommissioned Officer‟s
Course) in North Ft. Hood, and I put on this attitude of being what Clonts told me he
was when he was a younger enlisted: the perfect soldier, gung ho as all get out. You hear
it all the time, but it‟s true: it is mostly attitude. You put one on; it‟s not what you‟re
inherently wearing in most cases. I graduated honor grad, not distinguished honor grad
it was pointed out to me by an instructor who‟d tried but failed to break my attitude, but
honor grad nonetheless. That set the stage for further competitions. Command Sergeant
Major Bethay got wind of my performance in PNOC, the brigade sergeant major, who
coveted the soldier of the year award like a dragon gold, and the brigade had won more
than any other unit on Ft. Hood, due partly to the fact it was a brigade not a division, but
due also to his coveting that prize. He was a 30 year man, petitioning the army at that
time to let him stay in longer, and I know it‟s one of the most sensitive issues of our age,
but he was an African American, like Platoon Sergeant Keyes was, and when we get over
being overly sensitive, someone needs to write a book about the power and the grace of
Black NCOs, not of course every one, but those outstanding that we just might find at
the very backbone of the army. Clonts took up the challenge to get me fit for the soldier
boards, grooming me, grilling me on the many army manuals I had to study from, me
memorizing as much as I could, him coming into my room before a soldier board and
dressing me like one does their child, so there would not be one wrinkle in my uniform
or spot on my boots. I got all the way to the Ft. Hood post board for soldier of the
quarter and lost. He wouldn‟t look at me. But, we picked up and started again, at
Bethay‟s insistence, and I got back to the post board for soldier of the quarter and won.
That meant I was to compete for soldier of the year of III Corps and Ft. Hood,
representing about 75,000 soldiers. Bethay had me practice every single weekday
afternoon after the 4:30 ceasefire, I mean when the duty day was done, with the
command sergeant major of each battalion, who only wanted to get home to their
families I might pipe in. They shot questions at me, and I‟d answer, and they‟d correct
everything, not only my wrong answers, but my posture, my pronunciation, my eye
contact, and my attitude. Oddly, what I most remember about those afternoons was a
conversation with one of the sergeant majors, a Japanese American. He‟d been a small
boy in the city of Nagasaki when it was nuked, and he described to me, briefly, what it
was like. He said he thought the world was coming to an end. Finally the day came, and
I had to compete against the other three soldiers of the quarter, against one whom I‟d
lost to, and I had to face a board of all the command sergeant majors of the major units
on Ft. Hood, a total of five if I remember correctly. I walked in there like I owned the
place, and never in my life since have I felt such a command of myself, of my world, of
destiny itself. I looked at each one of them already the soldier of the year. In answering
the last question, what I wanted out of becoming the soldier of the year, I told them I
had one aim, to go SF, and when asked about the trip to wherever it was I‟d win, and my
year of being that soldier, with my own parking place at the PX, this special privilege
and that, I told them that didn‟t matter. I‟d give it up. The sergeant major of the
Hospital Group, an SF Vietnam vet, which was apparent by the SF patch on his right
shoulder, looked like he wanted to stand up and applaud. The sergeant major of the
1stCav, whom I knew, looked at me as though I was making good on the promise he saw
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in me working with that wagon and those mules. The sergeant major of Ft. Hood said,
“Every dog has his day, and this is just Duke‟s day,” and it certainly was.
It hits the nail on the head of the confusion and conflict concerning the human
condition, but it‟s the snake that bit you that you didn‟t see: our senses put us at the
center of the world, and our dreams seat us there, but we are not that center to every
other creature; they are. I narrate this. Pardon my innocence, ignorance, of the central
place of all the other soldiers I just glide by. For what it‟s worth, my reign of soldier of
the year was only for a few months, on account of it getting cut short when I went SF,
but during those months, I was royalty. For every important affair on post, I had a place
at the table, reserved with a place card bearing my name, next to some officer usually of
field grade, once or twice next to Lieutenant General Cavazos, commander of III Corps
and of the fort, who is known for being the first Mexican American general, but back
then he was just a good general. Sometimes I sat next to the visiting dignitary, which in
one instance was the Secretary of Defense, Casper Weinberger, a name drop here to give
you the sense of just how important the soldier of the year was to the fort: its
representative soldier. I usually chatted some with whomever, and in most instances the
talk was about my future, and I‟d get advice about it. It wasn‟t long before someone
mentioned West Point, which would mean I‟d have to give up my dream, but a chance at
West Point was nothing to sneeze at. I was told that I could go to USMAPs if I wanted,
West Point prep, and if I passed, I‟d get an appointment to the Point. Reluctantly, I went
to see the West Point recruiting officer, or liaison, I don‟t remember his official title, and
to my relief he said I‟d be two months too old for West Point by the time I got out of the
year of preparatory school, and so it was a no go. I must confess I was relieved.
Becoming soldier of the year didn‟t qualify me for SF, however; I still had to qualify just
like everyone else, take a swim test, PT test, a medical exam, and get letters from my
chain of command recommending me. There wasn‟t a problem now with my 20/30
vision as there was when I enlisted. To weed as many people out as possible, because so
many fail the Q course, why it was opened to direct enlistment to begin with, the
standards are higher if you go that route. As I was getting my SF packet together and
basking in being for a brief moment a center of the world in other people‟s eyes too, at
least of the post I was hitched to, Ft. Hood, I got my hard stripe (sergeant E-5), getting a
time in service waver because I hadn‟t been in the army long enough. I was soldier of the
year of 1981, but the year of my reign was 1982, also the year I abdicated my crown,
obeyed my nature‟s insistent rhythm, its ebb and flow, and started at the bottom of the
heap once again. “You? You think you‟re going SF?” and he laughed in my face. We were
two hundred men lined up shoulder to shoulder in a long curved line SF instructors
were going up and down and stopping here and there to make a closer inspection. I was
the skinniest of the whole bunch. “Yes sergeant!” I got mad, real mad, and remembered
his mocking laugh every time I thought about quitting.

The World Made Bare Positively
A military responsibility
or will,
it‟s an oath.
Special forces doesn‟t know itself.
16

It means can.
It‟s beyond the normal limits,
conventional lines.
Hold special forces down
and not study its difference.
How specific are they?
You can see two lines cross,
everywhere local,
and his purpose:
a man‟s lightning bolt.
They gather in arms.
It‟s holographic;
one part carries the whole.
They steamship,
visit reveille,
test mountain.
They will not explain where they‟re at.
They‟re all over the place.
Can you see them?
How do we bring them around to us?
No one else can do it.
They are a military tank.
They go up in smoke
when they meet hell.
So future battle.
Can you count on them?
He ain‟t heavy he‟s my brother
a model for a special forces soldier.
They list this in long wars.
Whoever they‟ve been assigned to help
is the brother they carry.
They‟re expensive.
Of all the men that come,
only a few make the grade.
They have to be accounted for.
They‟re liable to go rogue on their own.
They‟re independent,
hold their individuality in their hands
the precious thing between them and the world.
Will they ever come out of dawn?
In humanity‟s military task,
I never thought you put it inside yah,
even our lovely world.
And it speaks to us:
I am completely open;
I am completely free,
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a harbinger
of that person that carries the whole earth
in the labor of the heart.
He sees the whole as his own.
It‟s where special forces finds itself
and inhabits person.
Can we see this now?
We have one more ritual.
I‟m just called the bare minimum
details.
It‟s a service board
held on tomorrow.
Greater than countries sees it rise.
It‟s not a world order.
It‟s our humanity applied human-wide.
Americans still,
or Russians or Greeks,
we are loyal to our humanity.
And special forces is special forces
in the fullness of its role.
You ever witnessed my employees?
They know the world is real.
I am the earth and all that‟s in it.
We need positive.
I am sorry
to speak to you in this poet.
He‟s heart piles.
He came to visit reality figures.
Owes the whole world with his view.
So we ask who,
who will stand up to this task?
Better get goin‟.
We are so far from won it‟s not even funny.
So get moving.
It‟s your world.
Got that Colombian war gang this week.
Show them special forces stars.
It‟s great will yah?
I was in class 6-82 WETSU! ( June 1982, we eat this shit up), the last hard class of the Q
course, the Special Forces Qualification Course, that last hard class an inside joke, but
still, it wasn‟t easy. Before we went to Camp Mackall, NC, where I‟d stood and gotten
laughed at above, they filled us into an auditorium at Bragg, at the John F. Kennedy
Special Warfare Center, and the first thing we were told became a frame for me of the
course, and I looked back at it when it appeared I might fail, what it was designed to do:
“Look at the man to your left and right. When you finish the course they won‟t be there.”
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I can‟t tell you the special feeling that had come over me there at the special warfare
center; I was finally fulfilling my dream. How quickly that feeling left on entering Camp
Mackall. It was replaced by an acute awareness of my physical shortcomings and a
feeling of impending doom: that coming, inevitable, disgraceful moment I‟d do the
duffel bag drag back to Bragg. Everyday there would be several men standing near the
HQ building with their bags waiting for the bus, trying not to make eye contact with
even themselves, each one thinking: “Come on bus.” Not wanting to be soon standing
there among them, I did what any self-respecting soldier would do: I dug in. It was my
mom that gave me the advice that worked. There was this Ma Bell phone right between
two of the barracks, available to use without getting permission. I understand now that
it was a grace given to us, but back then it was just a phone between the buildings. In a
call on it to my mom to tell her I wouldn‟t last long, she told me to not even think about
completing the course and just concentrate on making it through each day. I‟d heard
that day by day thing a thousand times, but this time it clicked, and it‟s funny how a
cliché can do that, but you‟ve got to figure that‟s how they become clichés. That became
my attitude: just make it through this day. Something else helped me a lot that‟s also
become a cliché, but back then it was just the current number one song: “The Eye of the
Tiger”. I sung it in my head when I faced obstacle Alpha One Sierra, whatever it was in
front of me an opponent to my passing the course, not each time, but it was always close
in my mind. I really don‟t think anyone fully appreciates the power of music, but if you
can climb onto its wings, give it the wherewithal of your figure of self in that moment of
need, it‟ll help take you the distance.

Phase I
I don‟t think it was on the first day, but soon after arriving we were all filed into the
classroom, a huge building roofed but not walled, consisting of long rows of tables with
metal chairs parked at them and a big stage at the front, and it had to be big to hold the
man who came to give us our orientation, the CO of the camp, the stuff of legends,
Medal of Honor winner Major Howard. He took the mic and frankly told us that he
could kill half of us sons of bitches before the other half even knew what was going on.
We just ate it up. He then told us a story of Vietnam, where he‟d gotten a battlefield
commission and the aforementioned medal, not a story of his heroics but of the ARVN
sergeant that had saved his life by sacrificing his life for the then sergeant Howard,
knocking him out with his fist and putting him in an extraction harness so to be exfilled
as the VC were coming up at them from all sides. There was only room for one in the
harness. The way he described coming to as he was being lifted out of harm‟s way by the
chopper, seeing the VC converge on his friend, not only showed it still haunted him, but
also showed he wanted us to be haunted by it, so we would respect whomever we were
sent to train and fight alongside. Major Howard was not a thoughtless man. Then he left
the stage, left the everyday doings to the cadre.
The Q course was divided into 3 phases, and this present one I‟m describing at Camp
Mackall was Phase I, which was sort of like a basic training of SF, also called the
elimination phase. It lasted a few weeks, how many exactly I don‟t remember. Most who
failed or quit the course did so there. I don‟t know if I can properly give you the right
picture of Camp Mackall there were so many dimensions to it. When you went into its
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gates an SF candidate, you quickly got turned upside down, I mean psychologically,
emotionally, and physically. They turned the tables on you. The first thing I‟d mention
in that regard was the loud speaker playing, not 24/7, but enough you just wanted it to
stop, such things as George C. Scott‟s version of Patton‟s famous speech, over and over
again. It‟s funny the only part I have in my memory after all these years is, “When you
put your hand into a bunch of goo that a moment before was your best friend's face….”
Barry Sadler‟s “Ballet of the Green Berets” also got the constant loop, but for me it
wasn‟t the tiger‟s eye. I don‟t remember the other stuff played on that loud speaker in
the mind games of Camp Mackall, but I can tell you it figured on you, that pile of goo,
crowded in there on your thinking like it was supposed to do. Next on the list I‟d put the
M16 as your wife thing. You had to have it on your person at all times, eating, shitting,
and sleeping too. Word spread rapidly among us to tie a short piece of parachute cord to
you and your weapon, so that when you got up from doing whatever, it‟ll just naturally
follow you. That was called a dummy cord. That was very good advice. At night an
instructor would crawl through the window dressed in black like a ninja, or Charlie VC,
and try to take whoever‟s weapon wasn‟t in their sleeping bag with them. If he got your
weapon you failed the course, or at least that‟s what we were told. I woke up one night to
a scuffle between an instructor and a candidate. Very quickly the instructor slipped back
out the window so as not to be seen by the whole barracks. The man kept his weapon.
Last but not least was the middle of the night PT, which did weird things to your sense
of night and day, what we did on account of the hot sun that had a habit of making men
pass out, as this was summer in a southern state. There was no singing or lights of any
kind, just the sound of feet shuffling and the occasional “60!!!” a man at the back would
holler so someone else would take it from him. Each column had a 60 caliber machine
gun it had to run with, in addition to each man running with his M16, which got
exchanged for a 60 in the rounds of a run. Each man had to run with it some. As it
happened, all the 60‟s would be at the very back of the formation soon after a run began,
the 60 carriers straggling behind trying to keep up. You know that scene in the movie
Platoon where the „good‟ sergeant has his hands in the air, the only thing he can do to
protest being betrayed by the „bad‟ sergeant and being left behind to die? Put a 60 in
those raised hands and you have the image I‟m invoking, exaggerated so you can see it.
Try as I might, I could not run more than a few steps with one, and so, in that group
phenomenon of everybody agreeing on something that no one in the group ever
mentions, the 60 soon got stopped being passed to me. I thanked my lucky stars, and
you know, I really did have a couple.

Survival
Our first real challenge was survival training, what greatly enhanced the upside down
thing: take away a person‟s food for a few days, and you don‟t watch the stars come out;
you watch the animal. Let me relate the experience. 100 men, or there about, sat in a
dead silence on two sets of bleachers in the forest not far from the compound of Camp
Mackall. The men, which included myself, were half of the class. The other half was
spending the week on land navigation. We were split in two because we were such a
large class. On a large wooden platform that contained now empty animal cages of
various sizes, an instructor, an SF Vietnam vet, the rule and not the exception for
instructors, was telling us how to cut the throat of a sentry so he wouldn‟t make a sound.
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He made this stabbing and cutting motion with a large survival knife. In the largest cage
was this goat, the last animal left other than the chickens and rabbits, one of each for
each of us, still sitting in cages stacked beside the bleachers, what we were to kill, gut,
and skin or pluck barehanded once killing class was over, as our test over what we‟d
learned. You ever see 100 men in the midst of being pushed to their limits and no longer
in the midst of normal social limits…. Let‟s just say that the urban legend of the Green
Beret required to bite the head off a chicken to become one has some basis in reality. But
back to that goat. That goat had stood in its cage and watched several animals killed
either by hand or with that knife, not only rabbits and chickens but also snakes and
other small animals the sergeant in charge of the animals, who was rumored to be a
crazed Vietnam vet who lived in the forest and never left it, had caught for the class. If
you‟d seen him kill and gnaw on the snakes you‟d believe the story. Anyway, it took two
men to drag that goat out of its cage. Don‟t tell me goats are too stupid to know. They
finally got it to center stage and to the waiting instructor. He demonstrated once again,
using hand motions and not actually doing it yet, how you stab it through the throat
behind the windpipe and then cut outwards, severing both the windpipe and main
artery, so it couldn‟t make a sound. Meanwhile, we were all sitting there in a waiting
silence. When he stabbed the goat in the neck, it screamed like a woman out of her head,
and it was so unexpected, so very startling. I shall never forget that piercing sound. Eerie
it was under those circumstances. The instructor ended up cutting its head off to shut it
up, whereupon it danced a second and then collapsed, blood gushing from its neck. You
could‟ve heard an atom buzz. Some moments later we were handed our animals and cut
loose on them, and the killing spree filled with chickens squawking and rabbits
screaming shattered the unnatural silence. After the melee we were handed handfuls of
rice and told to cook the animals over open fires and in our metal canteen cups, along
with the rice, several men to a fire. As would become usual for the course, we weren‟t
given enough time, and so, if you wanted to eat that night, you had to eat your food half
raw. I, however, had just enough time to burn my rice and didn‟t go to the trouble of
scrubbing my canteen cup clean afterwards, leaving it black on bottom inside, what
would become an issue some days hence.
The next day we were taken on a round robin to view, behind a don‟t go there ribbon,
that all purpose white ribbon again, various makeshift instruments useful in survival
situations: animal traps such as the snare and figure four deadfall; baskets made of
vines and fish hooks made of wood; a small hut made of tree parts; and other things I
don‟t remember. There was no instruction, just a demonstration of how they worked,
from behind that ribbon, and that was it. After a strip search and A hole inspection back
at the compound, so we wouldn‟t bring money, we were taken by Deuce and Half to the
forest and dropped off one by one, each of us into our own private area, a circle of forest
that radiated out a hundred meters from center, the center being about 50 meters from
the road. Our instructions were that we could not leave our area or talk to a person in an
adjoining area (who‟s fool are you? halfway through, upon accidentally encountering the
guy in the area next to mine on our shared road, we crawled in the bushes and talked
about our favorite food for an hour), and we had to make the survival instruments we‟d
seen, but not practiced mind you, not even touched, and score at least 70% in doing so.
In addition, we had to keep a written journal, and I‟ve wished many times over the years
I‟d of kept mine. We wore our fatigues and utility belts (with harness) and were given
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our poncho, two canteens and a canteen cup, a knife, parachute cord, water purification
tablets, pen and notebook, and no ammo for our M-16s. Were we given means to light a
fire? I don‟t remember having a camp fire, and what a central thing to forget I know,
but, honestly, the only thing I remember about the „hearth‟ of my lonely, little camp was
its complete lack of any warmth or comfort, emotionally speaking. I got really depressed
after a couple of days in, having a putrid water supply and having eaten a badly pealed
pad of prickly pear cactus and gotten my mouth filled with its miniature spines, and it
was all I could do to make myself do the tasks. I just wanted to lay in my hunger and
misery. On the fifth day an instructor came and graded me, pouring water on the roof of
my hooch to make sure it didn‟t leak, but I‟d put my poncho under the tree branch roof,
as we were told to do in the grapevine before going out there, and so it didn‟t leak. I had
passed survival training. On getting into the back of the Deuce and a Half picking us
back up one by one, I was thrown a C ration, and I commenced to eat it, looking at the
other men eating theirs, no one saying a word, just munching down, one man holding
his hand over his food and actually I kid you not growling at everyone afraid someone
would steal it. We all have our limits. We were taken back to the HQ compound, to the
dining area and mess hall, and fed turkey and dressing, mashed potatoes, gravy and all
the trimmings. A semi truck trailer was parked alongside the dining area, full of pogey
bait (junk food), which, however, we had to buy. I do believe that was the most
memorable meal of my life. I saw a couple of guys go off behind somewhere and return
to get full plates, and when I asked one what they‟d done, he told me he‟d stuck his
fingers down his throat to throw up so he could eat more. Like I said, survival training
didn‟t make the stars come out.
Principles were in it though, the organic, bare bones walk with nature, just you and her,
the pressure of being tested by being taken to your limits, way out of your comfort zone,
and the making of mind, at least for a moment, master of your heart and body, or, if not
master, then at least de facto leader (a made up mind made you stay). It had to tell the
body and its stomach to shut up, tell its heart to stop beating for the company of others,
and tell, especially when the sun went down, the emotions and sensations to not be
afraid. None of them listened to my mind much, just kept right on protesting the
sudden, drastic change in my life-world, and the mind itself could entertain nothing
other than their protests, although it remained resolved to stay. Survival, I fell on its
name-thoughts, in this stretch of circle lay licking unreal wounds, depressed,
despondent, and completely out of gung ho. To know yourself really, as opposed to who
you think you are, go out alone in the woods for a week with no food or comfort items,
and don‟t just sit there but do work. I returned to the HQ compound with the
despondent attitude virus, and despite the awesome feast, could not shake it off. I
should‟ve been celebrating passing that course hurdle, or at least satisfied I had, but
instead I was droning, just going through the motions of go here go there, with no life in
my steps, no interest in the world in the dull of my eyes, but eyes there were that could
spot such a virus, and I found myself facing them. We went through two student
NCOICs (NCO in charge), first a first or master sergeant from the 82 Airborne, who
lasted a few days, and then a SFC from I don‟t remember where, who just wasn‟t there
after survival training, until finally someone lasted the distance, a SFC who was a former
instructor from Ranger School. I don‟t remember his name, but he was one of the most
capable leaders I‟ve ever known. He had a slight southern drawl and a low, cool way of
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talking that, even when it got loud, remained cool and calm, and I don‟t believe I‟ve ever
met anyone that on the spot could say just what was needed and only that, and say it like
there was some master script writer behind the scenes writing his lines. I‟m not
exaggerating. I can‟t remember the exact exchange, but it went something like,
“Sergeant what is your military problem! You are a sergeant aren‟t you?! What are you
showing all these privates, how to make yourself sick?! Clean that canteen cup and see
me in my room at 2100 hours!” It happened that we had to each do seven pull-ups to
enter the mess hall, each time we ate, and the bars were right outside the door, two sets,
and there would be either an instructor there or the student NCOIC making sure we did
them. This time they were also checking our canteen cups to make sure they were clean.
I was so embarrassed and went out of line to scrub my cup with sand and water to get
the burned grit out. As I did so, it was as though a hammer had hit my despondency
right on its ugly head, in that ass chewing in front of God and everybody, and it
shattered, the fortified illusion that it was, having really no basis in reality to begin with.
All color came back into the world for me, and I was once again in it a young man
fulfilling his dream. The class sergeant was not at all Ranger storm trooper when I went
to see him, after having once again scrubbed that cup, in the sand and in the darkness,
to make sure it would pass his inspection. He got up immediately and came close and
told me how sorry he was to have to embarrass me in front of everyone, but he‟d seen I
needed a wake-up call, and so he gave me one. His sudden kindness took me back, the
genuine look of goodwill in his eyes, and I walked away with his humanity washing away
all the bits of hurt pride that lingered in me still in that canteen cup of my image of self.

Land Navigation
Everybody came for horizons, but it all came down to a point of stake, a little metal pole
planted in the forest, but you‟ll see that later. When the second half got back from land
nav, I, along with everyone else, ran to see how many had passed, as the cadre had told
us from day one they‟d cooked up a new version of it, calling it extended land nav, and
boy was it a mother we were warned. “Yeah right,” people had said, “how hard could it
be?” We were so relieved to see about 2o some odd men standing in the standing area, a
large piece of square concrete in the compound we stood on in order to wait; I forget
what we called it exactly. It must not be that hard we all thought. “No, no,” word shot
through us, “those were the ones that passed!” I felt the news in my gut. “No, that can‟t
be,” I thought. “They can‟t fail that many. It must be a mistake.” And actually I think it
was, or not a mistake but a miscalculation. The 70 some odd men that failed were not
sent out immediately, as we were told would happen, and that was: if you failed land nav
you failed the course. For some reason I can only guess at, the people behind the Q
course, who were tinkering with it to the extent that each class was slightly different
from the last, decided to make land nav more thorough and challenging, but they were
not prepared for how many would fail, and so they decided to keep the guys around that
did to see how the other half of the class would perform, not wanting to continue with so
few candidates if the same large percentage failed. I should mention that even we
candidates felt the pressure of a constant and ever mounting problem in SF: people were
badly needed to fill A Teams, more Green Berets, but so few qualified out of the many
that tried. Hence they‟d opened SF to direct enlistment as I‟ve mentioned. I just read in
the Army Times, in an article from last year, 2019, where the SF brass had decided to
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not base the course on weeding out those who were unable to cut the grade but on a
more sustainable basis whereby people would be passed along, given a second chance
and so forth, and leaving it more to the responsibility of Group (the SF division) to fill in
the gaps of training candidates. The article stated that this was probably in anticipation
of allowing women into SF. In Phase II I‟d encounter the story, worn on some men‟s tshirts, of Kate Wilder. The t-shirts had her face in a rifle‟s crosshairs. When I heard her
story, I kept to myself my feelings on the matter, which was that she‟d passed the course
and earned her place, although she‟d been failed in the end on a technicality, but you
could see right through it as a grasping at straws to keep her out. As an officer, she‟d
gone through the officer‟s course, which was called the gentlemen‟s course because it
was said to be so easy in comparison to the Q course for enlisted. Be that as it may, that
incident, which happened in 1980, two years before, had caused the brass to put the
officers in with the enlisted, as a reaction to keeping women out, thinking that it would
then be too hard for a woman to make it. I realized even then that there would be some
women, admittedly some few, who could do it, because I was pulling through, not a heman by any means. Here‟s where I differ from the times on this issue, and by the times I
mean the zeitgeist, which has made us victims of reality as opposed to people facing it,
and which, in making the sexes equal, won‟t make allowances for the way we behave in
time, how we are, choosing to pretend we behave the way we should: you‟ve discovered
to let women in: not every woman, only those women not involved in any competition
for their male counterparts. This can be observed. You want to allow chaos? Just let
them in. And do not lower the standards to allow women in or in order to allow more
people to pass so to stoke up numbers. You might as well just bring SF down to the level
of the conventional army if you are primarily looking for bodies to fill uniforms. You can
only have as many SF soldiers as the world gives you, and by that I mean that any given
society only has so many people that are SF material, and if those numbers don‟t match
need, the source of the problem is in the society: it‟s not able to produce enough boys
and girls that cut the grade. In America, especially in the past 20 years, childhood has
more and more moved away from the outdoors in an attempt to keep kids safe and out
of harm‟s way, moved kids more indoors, and when children do go outdoors, it‟s in a
protected bubble. No value at all now is placed on the presence of risk and danger,
mitigated or not, as if those things are not an inherent part of life. I‟d say that‟s the
problem with not having enough qualified SF candidates and would also be the spirit
behind the event of a country other than ours, America, landing first on Mars. We are no
longer raising a nation of explorers and testers of reality, but I‟ve gone far afield from
SF. Wisdom would tell us then, that the number of people that make it through a Q
course that has not lowered its standards to include the unfit is the number you need to
conduct SF operations in the world, because that‟s the number of ready individuals your
society has given you, which, if you can see it, matches perfectly with how many such
operations your country should be conducting in the world. If there aren‟t enough
personnel to fill more, then you‟ve reached a present limit. If you want to surpass that
limit, change childhood in society, but don‟t lower the standards of the Special Forces
Qualification Course.
While the other half began survival training, my half started land nav. I‟m not sure if the
guys in limbo, the ones in the other half who failed it, participated in survival or not, but
I do believe they did, just in case they would be given a second chance. Normally, the
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only way to get a second chance was to wait six months and start all over again, which
our student NCOIC had done, having to drop out of a previous class because of a messy
divorce, and then having to wait out his six months in the 82 Airborne, which, I
overheard him say one day, was like being in purgatory. So it wasn‟t like it was one shot
and one shot only. Anyway, we spent a couple of days in that big aforementioned
classroom learning to read a topographical map, come up with an 8 digit grid
coordinate, and do intersection and resection. Then we went to a huge field cut right out
of the forest, with roots sticking up and upturned trunks scattered here and there, the
land uneven as all get out, that had a row of tall poles on the far end, so far away they
looked like little sticks, but when you got up to them they looked like a race of frozen
giants standing abreast of one another. That‟s how my memory sees that field anyway;
there might‟ve been multiple rows, but what stands out in my mind is getting to that far
row and wondering over those tall poles, my imagination putting beingness on them.
We were to learn how to shoot and follow an azimuth, standard infantryman skills, only
here it was much longer and more precise shooting. The cadre were taking special care
in ensuring we learned what we were being taught, and we followed one azimuth we
shot after another, no doubt on account of how many failed the last time. After a day of
that we were moved to a small place in the forest, this time a more natural field, where
we were told to set up camp, which meant you and a buddy (not called brothers back
then) combining your canvas shelter halves and making a tent and digging a trench
completely around it so water wouldn‟t rush in, which few of us did until the first
downpour came, whereupon we were all out there digging, or most of us, in the rain,
what we‟d been told to dig in the first place. A couple had had the foresight to dig it
before the rain. That‟s the thing about SF: there usually wasn‟t someone standing over
you making you follow orders, and many things which didn‟t involve life or death or
weren‟t mission essential were left to your own discretion. Or you could say you were left
to your own folly, and that would work too. There we no instructors in this camp, and I
don‟t believe one even visited it, or at least wasn‟t seen doing so. It was our camp. From
there we went out to do the practice land nav course, which was simply finding the
stakes from the previous land nav courses, and you got points for each one you found,
but again, we weren‟t supervised, and there was no one making sure you went out to do
the practice, and so many just did a couple of days of that and spent the remainder of
the week kicking back at camp, miserable because of the incessant rain. I, on the other
hand, found the four stakes we had to find each day, for the five days we were out there
and also the night stakes, but that was only on one night. It was the weirdest thing,
coming upon almost everybody from camp sitting around a large campfire about a
hundred meters into the forest from camp. How in the world, I wondered, had
everybody, or near everybody, found it when we went out initially in all directions? It
must‟ve been our common connection, I figured, combined with the common fear we all
had of wandering around alone in the woods at night. That was when I first began to
strongly suspect some kind of inner connection between human beings, what I‟d explore
and experiment with while in university, but back to that night. I stopped a moment to
wonder at the spectacle, and then I trudged onwards into the darkness, ignoring the
very strong pull to sit at that fire with the rest of them. “Fly you fools!”, I wanted to
shout, “or you‟ll fail the test!” but a fool myself I felt for not joining them. Funny there
were fools on both sides of that forest.
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I should explain the system. The land nav course stretched over several square miles of
field, forest, and swamp, in an area not far from the HQ compound. Dirt roads ran here
and there. There were no houses or buildings of any type that I saw. Very thin, metal,
meter high stakes, as I‟ve mentioned, had been placed in exact locations, oftentimes very
taxing locations, spaced far apart, what we were to find and punch our ticket with, each
stake having its own number of small nails in its punch. You were given an 8 digit grid
coordinate and, using the map skills you learned, you had to plot a course to the stake,
which had to be a straight line, or as straight as it could be, and it was against the rules
to walk on the road or even follow them. That meant following an azimuth from that tree
ahead to another one, and so forth, until you reached your stake. Other rules were: you
couldn‟t be within sight of another candidate, unless you both were at the same stake at
the same time, whereupon you were supposed to silently punch your ticket and leave;
you had to wear your rucksack and of course carry your rifle, which we put under the
straps on the top of our rucksacks, with it sticking out on both sides catching every
branch that presented itself, and so you had to learn to swing sideways a lot; and you
could only use your flashlight if you were within ten meters of a stake, and when
someone asked how the hell we‟d know that if it were dark, he was told the rule again.
To make matters more difficult, we were given maps of the area that were made in the
1950s, and, as we were to find, in the 30 years hence, the world had rearranged itself,
and roads were there that shouldn‟t be, and roads weren‟t there that were supposed to
be, and some roads had moved many meters since then, and the same can be said for the
small waterways (walled by almost impenetrable foliage), called draws, that crisscrossed
everywhere. Scuttlebutt had it that it was on purpose, the outdated maps, because that‟s
what we‟d probably be given in whatever country we‟d get sent to, and we had to learn to
manage with what we got. Scuttlebutt also had a couple of sayings that everyone
repeated, most especially when we ran into one another, which was usually about 20
meters from a road we were following, they going in one direction and you the other, the
20 meters distance from the road so we couldn‟t be seen by the instructors, who, during
the actual test, drove around in jeeps so to catch us on the roads. The two most popular
were: “FTR!” (follow the road) and “If you ain‟t cheatin‟ you ain‟t tryin‟, and if you get
caught you ain‟t SF.”
The test at the end of the week of practice was 24 hours long, and you had to find five
stakes out of eight, and at least one had to be found at night. The stakes were spaced
apart to such a degree you had to really be cooking to find them in time, and you had all
these obstacles to negotiate, not the least of which was that damn outdated map.
Although during survival training I hadn‟t recalled to my living hands and beating heart
that I was no stranger to the forest, or even that I had some survival skills for that
matter, having learned the basics as an older teen, here during land nav I came back into
my woodsman‟s nature. Let me explain. As a little boy, from 9 to 11, I lived, as I said, on
a small family farm in the forest of East Texas. My dad was a welder and had to travel
almost a hundred miles each way to and from work, leaving home very early in the
morning and not coming home until late evening. Despite his schedule, although he was
off weekends, with the help of his brothers and father, we managed to clear a spot of
land on the edge of the forest and put a trailer house there. It was some distance from
the road and from any of our kinfolk, which meant we were isolated, and no one could
hear how wicked my stepmother, Ruth, was to me when no other adults were around,
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and I suffered unbelievable verbal and emotional abuse that could get physical if I got
too close to her, but I‟m not telling you because I want either your sympathy or you to
hate her; I‟m telling you because if it weren‟t for that, I would not have spent so much
time alone in the woods, what I had to do until my dad got home, because if I was
anywhere in earshot of her, she‟d shout her tirade at me from inside the trailer, and it
just made me feel so awful, made me cry. I guess I was born with a kick me sticker on
my back. At any rate, for two years I roamed those woods, alone or with my pony, and a
hurt little boy is so open to anything that brings solace and comfort, and those woods
brought those things to me, wind-haired and tree-bearded though they were, furry and
feathered and wild wearing tails. Is it acceptable nowadays to somewhat appreciate and
not only bemoan abuse? I mean, it made me good in the woods, and here in land nav,
that was beginning to show.
Three incidences that occurred, one during practice and the other two during the test,
will give you a good feel of that extended land nav, and by that I mean map it out with
your imagination. During our map and compass classes, we were told time and time
again to trust our compass over what our senses told us, and I remember thinking how
strange that sounded, and wondered over such an event. These are some of the areas of
reality that most intrigue me, when something strange is afoot between how we see the
world and how the world really is. I was in a section of forest that was not dense, high,
dry land where sparely scattered trees stood on the world unable yet to make a proper
forest of themselves. I came to a draw at the bottom of slight dip of land, and so I shot
and azimuth to make sure I had to go through it, took my ruck off, so I could drag it
along in behind me, and I began to crawl on my belly through the tangled thicket, the
quickest way through a draw. You couldn‟t just walk through one unless you had a
machete. After four or five meters of crawling, I came to the thin rivulet, no more than a
couple of feet wide and only inches deep, and you‟d wonder why the bushes and vines
were making such a fuss over it. Four or five meters more, in a straight line, and I was
on the other side of the draw. I stood up, put my ruck back on, and shot my azimuth. It
turned out I‟d entered the twilight zone of land nav, one of those weird world places
where things just don‟t stack up right. My compass told me to go straight back the way I
came, but that was impossible because I knew I hadn‟t turned around 180 degrees while
inside that draw. I stood there in disbelief for some seconds, the advice about trusting
your compass over your senses running through my head. I took the advice, and you
know what? It was right. I found the stake I was after just a half click away (500 meters),
right where my compass said it would be, but honest to God, something strange
happened there. The other story involves the misadventures of another candidate and
reveals yet another dimension to the Q course, one that would reach epic proportions
during Phase III: trying to fool SF. We were cut loose for the test altogether at the same
time, having been held in a wavy, swaying line standing abreast of one another waiting
for the clock to strike the hour the test was to begin; I forget which hour, but I think it
was early morning. We took off in our fast, rucksack march pace, the Olympic Walk,
each man going his own way to the coordinates he‟d been given. I looked at the man on
my right, already 30 or 40meters away, and just as I did a bolt of lightning hit so close to
him I couldn‟t see if he‟d been hit by it or not, as we were at that dangerous world place
where there is no count between the sound of thunder and the strike of lightning. I
figured he hadn‟t been hit and continued on because I didn‟t see any smoke or sign the
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lightning had hit anything, tree or human being. After the test, the cadre were asking if
anyone had seen so and so, because he was missing, and my heart jumped up in my
throat because it was the man I‟d seen. I didn‟t want to tell them I‟d seen him get hit by
lightning, because I hadn‟t helped him, too wrapped up in the pressure of passing that
test in that world-electrifying moment, but I went to an instructor and told him what I‟d
seen, and they went out there thinking to find a body but didn‟t find anything, or so I
was told. Soon after, he showed up, and I don‟t remember the story he gave to the cadre,
or his fate in the course, but the true story is that he left the test and met his wife in a
hotel room. I was so relieved, and yes, so was he.
To relate the third incident I have to return briefly to R.I.P. and the 1st Ranger Battalion.
We were on a 5 mile ruck run, which meant full gear complete with weapon, rucksack
and steel pot with chin strap fastened, what you just hated, that strap. I think we were a
mile or so into it, and people were dropping out, and I thought to myself, and you must
understand that in the army you use the F and S words in every sentence, “Fuck this
shit.” I dropped back and began to walk. The next thing I knew, someone was slapping
me in the back of my head. Even with the steel pot on, the blows hurt. I turned to see
what the hell, and there was an assistant R.I.P. instructor raining me with blows and
telling me he was going to drag me into the bushes on the side of the road and beat the
shit out of me if I didn‟t pick it up, just a scare tactic I know, but at the time it sure
scared me, and the only way to get away from him was to run, and run I did, catching
back up with the formation and completing the run. We got back to the training area
and were all laid out on the ground exhausted, trying to recover our breath, though still
in formation of course, and I heard an instructor yell, “Ranger Duke, where‟s Ranger
Duke at?” I groaned and stood up, at parade rest, how you had to stand when talking to
a Ranger NCO. It was him, the one that slapped me in the head, the huge mulatto guy
that‟d just joined our class as an assistant instructor. When he saw me stand up he
growled, and I growled back, as was expected of me, how Rangers show affection with
one another, and that was his way of showing me he cared, something I didn‟t
appreciate at the time. Imagine my surprise when I saw him in my class an SF
candidate. It‟s the usual thing for Rangers to eventually go SF, though not all do of
course, and here he was doing that, now a staff sergeant I do believe. I spent the whole
time in Phase I dodging him, among everything else I had to worry about, but if he did
recognize me, he didn‟t let on. I have to stop here and point out something weird about
the world again. The more you avoid something or someone, the more intimately close
you‟re going to have to face it or them sooner or later. That‟s not a world law, but it
happens often enough to be a very bad habit of this old world.
It happened that I had no trouble in finding the four stakes during the daytime portion
of the land nav test, and so all I needed to do was find one in the night, and I‟d pretty
much have Camp Mackall under my belt, as the rest was a cakewalk, or so thought I. I
had some hours to find it, but, try as I might, I could not find it. I came upon another
candidate looking for the same stake, and we couldn‟t even find it together, and then HE
walked up out of the darkness, that Ranger who slapped me in the head, the person I‟d
been trying to avoid the whole time. The world‟s bad habit you know. I put my hand on
the side of my face like you do when you don‟t want to be seen by someone looking in
your direction, someone who knows you, that ostrich hand signal. It didn‟t work. He
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gave me a sort of there you are look but, to his credit, said nothing. I let my guard down,
and we sat down to put our heads together on the map, and all three of us came up with
the same thing: that stake should be within ten meters of us. Not knowing what else to
do, we did a police call, that is, we got in a line abreast of one another and methodically
went over the place like we were looking for cigarette butts, but no luck. Time was
ticking away. What else could we do but sit down and wait for someone else to find it, if
anyone could? It was then we heard it, the unmistakable sound of someone opening a C
ration can with a P-38. It was coming from behind the draw to the side of us. There were
two other draws in the area, each on the map, but that draw wasn‟t. Being the slimmest,
I wiggled my way through the thicket and saw a sight for sore eyes and terribly ironic to
boot. The Saudi Arabian officer was sitting with his back against the stake eating peanut
butter pretty as you please. I yelled to the others the stake was here, and they crawled
through the draw. The stake was right in the middle of a small patch of ground that was
bordered on three sides by draws, forming a hidden triangle of land not on the map, why
we couldn‟t find it. Of all the foreign officers in our class, and there were several, he was
the one least commanding of respect, to put it nicely. He kept completely to himself and
was last in almost everything and didn‟t mind a bit. It was rumored that back home he
had privates carry his pack for him. Whatever he‟d been up to to that point, and
regardless of who had carried what for him, on this night he carried us, and we were so
glad to see him we rushed up to him all smiles and mouthing thank you. He just looked
at us like we were crazy. Now how did a man from the desert find that stake hidden so
well in the forest not even a Ranger and a woodsman could find it? Upon punching our
tickets we headed off loudly and joyfully out of the woods and onto the road that led
straight to the finish line, that Saudi Arabian officer remaining there eating his peanut
butter. We walked in the middle of the road abreast of one another full of mirth and
jolly, and I looked at us, looked at me with us, and that was the moment I knew I
belonged with the big boys, as I was one of them. But such moments, though
substantial, so touch your earth, are fleeting, and in our revelry we‟d forgotten where we
were. Then headlights hit us, and we heard instructors yelling to stay where we were,
and we all three scattered in different directions into the woods and the darkness,
uncaught, the wellbeing and adrenaline coursing through me the best of friends and
enough to make the world go around at least once.
It turned out our half of the class did almost the very opposite of the other half, and only
30 or so failed, which left a 100 or so of us remaining, but this number thing, don‟t
quote me on it. The guys from the other half hanging around, the ones who failed land
nav, who, I do believe, had had to continue training with adverse fate hanging over their
heads, joined the people who failed in our half and, together, as unfair as it was most of
us agreed (except SGT Green, who shall figure shortly), they did the duffle bag drag back
to Bragg.

Patrolling and Other Tiger Eyes
You only know passing sounds from your clothes, not the full fresh of being human, and
I‟d heard that patrolling was a show of force. Your weapons were the ability not to fall
asleep, to keep moving, and go through the motions of recon and ambush and be
convincing enough to make an instructor happy. It seems to me that sleep was not
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allowed during that whole week, but that can‟t be right. I‟m sure we were allowed some,
but it‟s going without sleep that I remember most. We roamed the woods in a long file,
with an instructor appearing unexpectedly here and there, just one at any given time.
When I wasn‟t fighting off sleep, there were moments I felt we were soldier-explorers
mapping out a new land, so in the woods we were, until we‟d come to a road or a cleared
field, danger areas we called them, and my fantasy would be spoiled. The only water we
drank was what the land gave us to, purified with tablets of course, and often, two men
would be sent out with everyone‟s canteens to do a fill up at a little stream, which, silverbacked and swishing, ran in wavy lines here and there, covering themselves with foliage
and hiding in draws when the mood hit them. Over time, the two canteens I had went
down to one, what was happening with most of us, and one night, at dark thirty, when
there was no moon and you had trouble seeing your hand in front of your face, the
instructor stopped us and told us how much he hated a thief, and how lowlife it was to
horde canteens to yourself. He told us he‟d march us in a circle until people threw all the
canteens they‟d stolen (when they‟d gone for a water run) into the center. It took over an
hour of walking around that circle before you began to hear the dull clank of a canteens
being thrown into the center, took him stopping us several times for more moral
encouragement to so throw them. We never knew who the thieves were, but after that, if
you gave two canteens to get filled, you got two back, small wonders but important ones,
as, with LURPs, (long range reconnaissance patrol meals), you used a lot of water.
Each of us had to be patrol leader and assistant patrol leader, fill each position once, and
your performance was graded by the instructor, and that was the only time you were,
and I questioned the wisdom of that at the time because even Mr. I‟ve-done-this-athousand-times-in-the-Ranger-battalion himself would tell you to get lost if you asked
him for help, and he wasn‟t under the gun. That was because of zombification, which set
in more and more as the week progressed, due to lack of sleep. You had to keep a
constant headcount, as each time you stopped the patrol, even for a few seconds, you
lost men, who‟d have to be gone back for, and you‟d either find them sawing logs lost to
the world or running back to the patrol wearing that surprised face you wear when you
wake up and find the world‟s left you behind. Once, a man fell asleep standing up, as
soon as we‟d stopped, waking up on hitting the ground, and waking up to round of
laughter that helped us all to stay awake. Another time we were stopped at a danger
area, waiting for the two men reconning it to return, and someone started snoring,
loudly, and we all started snickering. Sleep deprived you do that at the drop of a hat,
either that or grunt low and animal-like. It turned out to be the instructor. He‟d gotten
malaria in Vietnam, he told us, and it would still come upon him, at the oddest
moments, like it‟d done now, and every man was thinking the same thing, “Yeah right,”
but, true or not, he stopped being such a jerk when he found one of us asleep after that.
Hand to hand combat training we did at night too, like PT (physical training), on
account of the hot, southern, summer sun. There was a large area in the compound we
learned it in, called the pit, that had a ground covered in sawdust and a raised platform
in the center where the instructors gave demonstrations. We were paired off with
someone, and each pair had a small area to themselves. Now, blame it on Vietnam or the
killer instinct, but we weren‟t always looked after with our best interests at heart. The
punch line of some sick joke among the cadre I‟d imagine, I got thrown to the wolves
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one night, paired with the biggest guy in the class, a tall redhead that looked like he‟d
come, corn fed, from one of those NFL breeding farms in Iowa or somewhere. He was a
national guardsman and a fireman in civilian life. After we were given a demonstration
on how to land on the ground so we wouldn‟t break something, not a PLF but a way to
land flat on your back and slap your arms down hard hands spread palms down to take
as much of the blow as possible, and we‟d practiced that, we were shown a throw down
technique we were to perform on our partner. As my partner and I stood there facing
one another in the seconds before he was supposed to throw me, and you must
understand I couldn‟t see his face all that clearly in the darkness, didn‟t know what was
going on in those eyes of his, I told him that it was dark, and there was no reason to
stress ourselves, and we could just go through the motions, and no one would be the
wiser. Now, a growl is a growl is a growl, and he gave me one, and it was not an I-reallycare-about-you Ranger growl, or any kind of growl that a human does to sound like a
wild beast; this was the growl of a predator, one really high on the food chain, and it was
growling at me. I don‟t really remember what happened after that, anything at all of that
hand to hand session other than I had to really pay attention to landing on the ground
the way we‟d been shown. We tend to block out trauma. At any rate, I understood what
was up with Mr. Corn Fed the very next night, and counted my lucky stars, which, as you
might have seen, I do have, that I wasn‟t either killed or seriously wounded. We had just
finished the mother of all runs, where we ran for hours, or so it seemed, ran right up to
the gate and then were suddenly turned to run past it, running for several more hours
(actually I think it was only about an hour or so in total, but I‟m giving you the feel of it).
We were graded on runs too, and had to score at least a 70%, which meant we could
drop out of a certain number of them and still pass. I had that number down at the time,
but I‟ve forgotten it. Anyway, I dropped out of this one, along with more than half the
class, the largest number to drop out of any run. As was the procedure, the guys who
dropped out were put in a formation, and their names were recorded for the purposes of
scoring. I didn‟t sweat it because I wasn‟t in the red yet. We were all standing there
trying to get our breath back, and suddenly Mr. Redhead, who was in the drop out
formation, started hollering, “I‟m not a quitter!” running out of the ranks and waving his
arms into the air, just like people do when they go crazy in a cartoon. It so very eerie, the
sounds of the heavy breathing of a 100 men and his hollering, all eyes fixed on the
fireman running erratically here and there and then going for the fence, being
intercepted by an instructor as he began to climb it, the instructor trying to punch him
back to reality, the blows ricocheting off the very air of the scene, baking us all in a
momentary nightmare.
I don‟t exactly know if it goes here or not, or if we were bussed back to Camp Mackall at
some later point so we could negotiate it, but I‟ll place it here at the stuff of nightmares.
In one event in the famous, nefarious, SF Obstacle Course, I looked directly into the eye
of the tiger and came the closest I ever came to quitting the course. I think it was before
a buddy of mine broke his leg on The Dirty Name, an obstacle in the course, broke the
bone in two. I think it happened before the obstacle I‟m now looking at. If it had been
after I would‟ve had a harder time convincing myself to stare down the tiger, as the
broken leg news spread through us negotiating the course, fast and furious, like such
news would. Only later was I to find out it was my buddy, as he was a couple of obstacles
ahead of me on the course. He was a Black guy who‟d come from the Delta Selection
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Phase, having failed it, as nobody passes it the first time around (or so everyone said),
but he could tell the most interesting stories about it, why I liked to hang around him,
but I‟m getting off course. I think the Alpha One Sierra obstacle, my own personal
demon, was in the latter half of the course, but don‟t quote me on that either. I had been
really booking through the course, as, though skinny, I was wiry and agile. The obstacle
stopped me dead in my tracks. An instructor was there making sure everyone negotiated
it, as this one was special, would, I image, make more than one person panic. It was a
narrow tunnel underground that ran for about 10 or 15 meters or so, a round culvert, but
it might as well have been a mile. No way was I crawling into there. I could hardly ride in
an elevator without starting to panic. To make matters worse, it was full of men crawling
slowing through it, very slowly, which meant I‟d be trapped in front and behind too and
could only go as fast as the line went. I pleaded with the instructor to let me go around
past it, but he said I had to go through it, but, to his credit, he did give me a pep talk,
reminded me what I was there for, and told me I had to just do it. Meanwhile, men were
jumping into the hole that went down to the tunnel, a hole only about a meter deep, and
going out of it from a similar hole a ways ahead, passing me up. Finally I just closed my
eyes a moment and sung some snatch of “The Eye of the Tiger” in my head, and you
must understand I was eye to eye with a pressing background to almost every nightmare
I ever had, and I needed the spell that song gave. After that I opened my eyes and
jumped into the hole and entered the tunnel, my breathing already coming fast and
erratic. About halfway through I panicked, just completely lost it, went out of my head,
but just for a second or so, as, in the throes of panicking, I hit my head on the concrete
of the culvert, enough to see some stars, and that brought me back to myself, and I
crawled out of that tunnel a man who‟d met his greatest fear and had beat it, by hitting it
right on its head, but we‟d meet again in a different guise, and chalk that up to this wise
old world. You are, I‟m sure, wondering about the fireman and his rattle. He came back
about 2 days later, much to everyone‟s surprise, and ended up graduating the Q course.
He was not a quitter.

“Pick Up the Pace”
The last test was simple: do a parachute jump and walk the 12 miles back to the HQ
compound in two and a half hours with a 35 pound ruck, but boy what came out of that
squeeze. SGT Green, from the 1st Ranger Battalion, was going to break the record and do
it in under one hour, and he was going to do it with a ruck stuffed full of large rocks,
much heavier than you had to carry (each ruck was weighed before the jump). Now SGT
Green was a braggart, but he wasn‟t a bad guy, and I mean that, really, and up to this
point, he seemed capable of fulfilling all his boasts. Rumor had it that he‟d been the only
person ever to pass Delta Selection Phase the first time around, but he‟d been rejected
for failing his psychological examination. All Phase I he‟d showed himself a he-man, and
he was vocal about it. During PT he‟d often yell, “Smoke me! Smoke me!” or “More PT!,
More PT!” and we often have to do more because of him. But what made me hate him,
not with rancor or anything, because I also really liked his sense of humor, was what
he‟d yell on the runs and yell right at the point the run had gotten to the point I was in
oxygen debt up to my neck, and my sides felt like they were about to explode: “Pick up
the pace! Pick up the pace!” The instructor would get mad and do so. Well, I didn‟t see it
with my own eyes, but the picture everyone painted who did see it had so much of my
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pain on it, everybody‟s pain, that it was just like I saw it myself so much satisfaction it
gave my body to feel. I don‟t know how far it was into the ruck march, but SGT Green
began to lag, stopping and throwing out rocks right and left, and people were passing
him shouting, well you know it, “Pick up the pace!” He still finished ahead of me, did
not, though, break the record. I didn‟t have any trouble finishing well before the time
limit. Rucking, I could do that. I passed Major Howard bent over on the side of the road,
about a mile or so from the gates of HQ, and three candidate medics were offering their
assistance, but cautiously, like people approach a wounded animal that could kill them if
they got too close, and he was angrily waving everyone away from him. I didn‟t see the
results of that, as I didn‟t stop to rubberneck so intent I was on my own mile. I heard
during Phase II that he got promoted to Lieutenant Coronel and put in charge of the Q
course at a higher, and less of a hands on, level, but the old lion still had some fight left
in him. The hero of the day, however, I guess of that whole phase, wasn‟t anyone you‟d
suspect, wasn‟t even someone that felt he was a hero. This kid, someone who‟d enlisted
directly, broke his leg on the parachute jump and still did the march in time, although
he collapsed on crossing the finish line. He hadn‟t told anyone he was hurt during the
ruck, and on asking him why in the world he‟d punish himself like that, he answered
that there was no way he was going through Phase I a second time. It was a hairline
fracture, not a compound break, but still, could you do that?

Phase II
I was an 11B infantryman, which converted into light weapons in SF. The 11Cs converted
into heavy weapons, and some 11Bs decided to go that route, and boy was that a mistake.
I‟d heard in the scuttlebutt that heavy weapons was hard and light weapons easy, as they
were two separate classes in Phase II, but I don‟t think anyone was prepared for just
how much harder heavy weapons was, or, for that matter, how easy light weapons was.
Most of the heavy weapons guys failed, and all of our guys passed. Our class was called
the Santa Claus class, what SSG Apple, our main instructor, told us the first day in his
introductory speech, introducing himself by saying, “I wear white. I don‟t fight. I go
home to sleep with my wife at night.” That‟s another inside joke. The class, located on
Smoke Bomb Hill right next door to the SF armory, where all the weapons were stored,
consisted in learning to disassemble and reassemble a whole array of weapons, from
many countries, all 50 caliber and below. At the end of the class we went out to the
range for a week and fired them. We also cross-trained a week or two in heavy weapons.
I was stood up in front of both classes and congratulated for being the only one from
light weapons to pass that cross-training, with a go/no go, so honored because of that
kick me sticker on my back that the heavy weapons class, unbeknownst to me, had
interpreted to mean to do so, meaning kick me, and that my own class had interpreted
as just a birthmark, nothing to rub my nose in. It was the damndest thing. I‟d shared a
room briefly with a member of the heavy weapons class, a fellow SGT. He found me
weird, as, I didn‟t drink, fight, raise hell, or chase women, (but I‟d had a girlfriend when
in the Horse Platoon, Karen, and one when in the Pathfinders, Cheryl, both female
soldiers, and I‟m just saying). I liked to go to fine restaurants and go sightseeing, liked to
read, a lot, and liked to talk about things other than, “What‟s the score on that
landmine?” (To understand you‟d have to interpret landmine to mean anything to do
with sports, kicking ass, or body parts.) I also dipped Skoal, a type of chewing tobacco,
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which meant I was constantly spitting left and right, cussed like everyone else, a sailor,
and dressed more like a redneck than a bookworm, and so people had a hard time
figuring me out. That former roommate‟s name I don‟t remember, but he had very
distinct features: blond hair, a very well built body, naturally muscular, the kind of head
that made you think of a German storm trooper, not handsome but rather apish to tell
you the truth, and a rather cold, calculating intelligence to match. He came from the
82nd Airborne and wore a Ranger tab, which showed he had a lot of gung ho and
personal initiative. (The personhood of other people, it‟s a sacred thing, to tell you the
truth greater than the apes we are.) Anyway, he made me the standing joke of the heavy
weapons class, and almost the whole class took it up and would say the name Duke
anytime they needed to lift themselves up in their own eyes (with the exception of
outstanding individuals like Corporal Hand, my good buddy), what scapegoats are for,
and what can I say other than I hoped it helped some get through it, as it was a hard to
pass class. I didn‟t even know it was going on, only heard about it through an instructor
of heavy weapons when I‟d passed his class, who told me I‟d earned his respect. He‟s the
one who put me in front of the classes for the congrats. Later, a guy from my class came
and told me he passed too, but he wasn‟t upset no one knew. I think everybody feels
good when an underdog wins, except of course Mr. Storm Trooper and bullies like him,
as it says something essential about being human: faced with the certain death of every
member and always having to regroup and the enormous obstacles in front of us, not
different in kind than what we‟ve always faced, although much different in degree, the
human race is the underdog of fate, and damn near every last one of us roots to win.
I got only one no go in light weapons, and you might easily guess the weapon: the m-60
machine gun. The class was a cakewalk. We stayed in the HQ barracks, doing a run one
day and a ruck the next, as was SF custom, and we were off weekends. As was becoming
normal for me, I was made the barracks sergeant of my half of the 4th floor, the guy that
made sure the hallway, bathroom, and common areas got cleaned every morning, not
the most pleasant duty. I roomed with an E-4 from the 82nd, who was so humble when
he came and asked to room with me, wringing his hands in his attitude like a sergeant
was a god or something. I saw so much about the 82nd in that attitude. I had a POV
(privately owned vehicle), a 1977 red, Datsun station wagon, and he and I went to
Washington D.C. one weekend, spending the day at the Smithsonian but also visiting
the grave of John F. Kennedy, on which there is always a fresh green beret, on account
of him strongly supporting SF in its beginnings and authorizing the wearing of the green
beret, a right that had been denied by the army until he stepped in. We also ran past the
Russian Embassy, on the sidewalk in front of it and in front of the cameras at its gates,
something we just had to do, they being, after all, the Russians for God‟s sake. What a
rush it was to do that, exhilarating, like we were 007 spies or something. He and I had a
conflict that night, as he wanted to go clubbing, check out the D.C. scene, but I didn‟t
want to, had no desire to go out, unless it was to a nice restaurant. We finally went, to
some club people talked about, but my zero enthusiasm irritated him, and we didn‟t stay
long, but all I‟m showing you here is a common source of conflict between other soldiers
and I, what got me made fun of when it was between me and a smaller man than this
very fine human being E-4, and I‟m so sorry I‟ve forgotten his name, who didn‟t go back
and blab about it to anyone. Phase II would not be complete without telling you that the
movie First Blood came out then, and I went and saw it at a movie theater in Fayetteville
34

full of the 82nd Airborne, SF candidates and SFers (calling ourselves Green Berets was
considered Hollywood, and anything considered Hollywood was frowned upon), and
when the „good‟ cop said, as Rambo was being tortured by the bad one, “Wow, a Green
Beret, those guys are real bad asses,” the whole building erupted in gung ho. I‟d read the
book in the Pathfinders, and, incidentally, Rambo‟s a bad guy there, a crazed Vietnam
vet that terrorizes the town. It was something I read in preparation for SF, along with
The Green Berets, The Five Fingers and The Last of the Dog Teams. Of them all, the
book bearing our name is the most inspiring and best captures the spirit of SF. The
others are Hollywood, but the Fingers does hit the spot.

Phase III Robin Sage
In a large area of civilian countryside in America, farmers and other civilians have been
involved in a role play of grand proportions, what their fathers have done and by now
what their fathers‟ fathers did. They help train Special Forces in guerrilla warfare, what
Phase III is all about. There is something about this old world, something that can be
both sinister and fabulous, both, even at the same time. It points to a mystery no one
has yet solved to anyone‟s satisfaction, and that‟s who we are and what we‟re doing here,
and I mean behind the appearances, if, that is, you do suspect the world is deeper than
just this survival minute. How easily any role play that‟s performed to any degree of
seriousness gets more real as time progresses, that night in the Pathfinders our own SFC
Godfrey turning into the Gestapo just one among many countless examples worldwide,
or, for that matter, how easily we lose ourselves in a movie or a book, or even in a game.
That may point to the possibility that this whole wide world is one giant role play, and
our lives are bit character parts in it, as the poets have said, which would point to a
greater world, a greater us, but I‟ve gone far afield from the Robin Sage role play and
from where I was in it at the time, which wasn‟t with such large eyes. And so let me just
say, other than we shot blanks and used pyrotechnics, fireworks basically, and so people
weren‟t put in body bags, that it became a real guerrilla war, in the sense that people got
into character. At any rate, we got graded, or assessed, but the tests weren‟t the kind that
you could study for, as they were tests of field experience (if you weren‟t a direct
enlistee), general knowledge, character, initiative, attitude, self-confidence, fortitude,
reflexes, flexibility, adaptability, judgment, common sense, and, last but not least,
wisdom. It was here you were tested to see if you were fit for SF, not in the sense of
physical fitness, what had already been determined, but in the sense that you matched
SF, were not either a Hollywood wannabe or a psychopath, or too arrogant to be a team
player, as it was here you were put into a mock A team (Operational Detachment Alpha)
and had to perform within it as the specialist you were, and I was the light weapons
leader, and, wouldn‟t you know it, Mr. 82 Ranger Tab was the heavy weapons leader.
You‟d suspect it being done on purpose by the cadre, but it is another funny thing about
this old world: throwing together opposites. Are you waiting for the showdown?
An A team consisted of 12 people: two weapons leaders, one light one heavy, two
medics, although physician substitutes would be the better term, two engineers, also
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called demolition experts, two communication experts, an intelligence sergeant, an
operations sergeant, who was the team sergeant, an executive officer and a CO, the team
leader. Gadgets and boots make half the stuff. Each one of those earths is its own
battlefield, if you‟ve menued right. The A team was designed so it could be split into two
and operate as separate teams, each with the same capabilities and expertise as the
other. Our team leader was Captain Hatsis, who would end up calling the wrath of God
upon our heads, but more on that later. The beginning of Phase III was also on Smoke
Bomb Hill. First we went to classes in a building set apart, had to show our IDs at the
door, classes that had to do with guerilla warfare, on both ends of the fight, insurgency
and counterinsurgency, and it‟s funny when you‟re learning them how each class would
teach both. In the Population Control Measures class, for example, you learned how to
get around them and set them up, more on the former though, and in the Propaganda
class, you learned the different types and so could either create it or spot it on sight,
more on the latter. But what I most remember about that old classroom is the lights
going low, and us watching the French film The Fall of Algiers as the finest lesson, we
were told, of a successful insurgency. The instructors were so earnest in teaching us, all
of them I do believe SF Vietnam vets, and they really wanted us to „get it‟. Then the focus
changed to preparing for Robin Sage, and it‟s interesting that the focus was not
counterinsurgency, since that‟s what Vietnam was all about, would be what subsequent
war would be about, but we didn‟t know that then. Robin Sage was a role-play whereby
we were to help an insurgency overthrow an oppressive regime. That‟s the motto of SF,
de oppresso liber, to free the oppressed. It‟s not to become oppressors, and I think that
hits the nail on the head of why counterinsurgency wars just aren‟t all that winnable: a
foreign army de facto becomes oppressors when it invades a country to quell an
insurgency within it. It‟s the human factor that defeats the foreign army, not the
insurgents, and G.I. Joe just does not like to be an oppressor.
I remember being suited up for a jump, pack heavy as all get out, it laying between my
legs making me sit like a pregnant woman her baby due any minute. I sat there in a very
specific fear paratroopers were prone to, every once in awhile: you‟re going to die. There
were stories about it, how Airborne had this clear and certain sense he was going to
crash and burn on his upcoming jump, and it happened just the way he feared, as he‟d
left a letter in his wall locker for his mom or his girl saying such, and everyone would
wonder at his premonition. On this night, waiting on a curb under an awning with the
rest of my class, waiting to jump into Robin Sage, one C130 capacity of jumpers filing off
at a time, I was dead sure there would be blood upon my risers and intestines dangling
from my paratrooper boots. I could taste the fear, which means it was up in my throat,
and, after an unusual amount of time of no moment in the line, word spread among us
that someone had died on the jump in. Who could it be? Was it my buddy we were all
wondering. I feared it was my roommate, as I had grown rather fond of that polite E-4.
The jump was cancelled, and I can‟t tell you how relieved I was, almost giddy, and trucks
came to take us out to the field. You won‟t see the connection, but in the ensuing years
I‟ve learned a lot about our inner connection and our ability to „pick up‟ on things before
they happen to ourselves or to people we‟re intimately connected to, like I was to this
class of SF candidates. I‟m pretty sure I sensed the upcoming death in fearing it was
going to happen to me, as that‟s a common feature of clairvoyance, or what happens
often to „men who stare at goats‟ if you will: you experience in yourself what happens to
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another. I don‟t know where I was when I learned it, soon off the truck I imagine, since
news like this spreads through airborne troops almost like it doesn‟t even need the
material vehicle of mouths to spread it so fast it gets around, but the dead candidate was
the Liberian foreign officer. The jumpmaster had put the stick, the jumpers, out over a
field that looked like the drop zone, one that had a small lake in it and was just before
the designated one. Yes he got the book thrown at him we heard, but I don‟t really know
his fate. The Liberian officer, his fate was told a thousand times. He landed in that lake,
got tangled up in his suspension lines, and drowned. I don‟t remember who pulled him
out, but the guy got there fast I heard, and three candidate medics tried to revive him,
(and I talked to one personally), but they couldn‟t bring him back. In Phase I I‟d washed
clothes with him once, he on one side of the barrel we used for that, and I on the other.
You just washed one set of fatigues and put them on to dry, and it didn‟t matter if you
mixed the old olive green top or bottom with the new camo BDUs, which the army had
changed to recently, as SF isn‟t a stickler about spit and polish or uniformity. He told me
he was the nephew of the President, who‟d been a NCO that had become the leader of
Liberia. If that really was the case you know heads rolled. He was a likeable young man,
so glad to have to opportunity to come to America and the Q course, and, if you don‟t
mind, I‟d like to give him a moment of silence please. He wasn‟t my roommate, but he
was my buddy, yours and America‟s too.
In the classes there‟d been great emphasis placed on meeting up with the G force
(guerillas), the initial contact, winning over that G chief with a favorable impression,
and maintaining good rapport with them. We were told soldiers from the 82 nd would
role play as that force, and we were glad to hear they wouldn‟t be legs. It‟s funny, after
all that hype about it, the initial meeting doesn‟t stick in my mind, only my team alone
in the woods seeing a forest deity before the meeting and marching in a slow column
through the countryside with our Gs sometime after. It‟s an odd thing what you keep
from important times in your life, keep in the sense it‟s what you treasure. Oftentimes
it‟s more those little moments of it that settles into your feeling over senses than the big
ones that get all the attention, like, some with such knowledge would tell us, our
memories of a past life (if you can for a moment entertain that connection): you don‟t
remember your name or just exactly where you were, or even the date; you remember
rare moments of clarity and lucidity that happened in that lifetime, moments your soul
surfaced and looked out on life if you want to see it, and you gather whatever you can
about your former self from those scattered moments. Of course our present memories
are not so constrained, and we remember the details, big ones especially, as we‟re
maintaining this continuity of self through all we experience, but still, it‟s more the little
moments we tend to treasure between our hands years after. We were in a security
circle, each one of us behind a bush, just before or just after crossing a small, dirt,
forester‟s road. We were stationed around a small natural clearing of about 15 square
meters, and in the middle of it was the biggest and most beautiful snake I‟ve ever seen in
the wild, a Diamond Back Rattlesnake. Yellow was its skin around the diamonds, and
the rest of its body was dressed in perfectly matching colors, black outlining things, as
nature knows how to paint, and sitting in the middle of that clearing it didn‟t look like a
snake; it looked like a hue of some world of perfect form had graced us, for just an earthshadowed second, with its wonder glow. I estimated it to be quite old by the big, glob of
a rattler it had, it coiled up with its head up and looking around and its tail stuck out,
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showing its rattle, but it wasn‟t rattling it, just sitting there I swear to God looking for all
the world to allow us to admire it, it a god of those parts. Then it uncoiled itself, slow
like, and went off in a wavy line where there wasn‟t an SF candidate behind a bush
gawking at it. That question of should we kill it had been settled very quickly on seeing
its beauty and dignity, its royalty, and hand and arm signals flashed between us to leave
it the hell alone. The next memory wasn‟t so visually stunning, but it reached deep into
realty nonetheless. We‟d stopped for a much needed break on the edge of this field, it
sort of extending far into a wavy distance in front of us, as the land was uneven, each of
us candidates carrying a whole unopened case of C rations on the top of our rucks, our
rucks full of gear and pogey bait. Thirty some odd Gs were interspersed among us. The
line of us ran up and down that woodline, each of us doing those little things people do
when they are carrying a load and have a chance to stop a minute and ease it. I looked
out over us, and I looked out over that field, and suddenly the field spoke, and in my
imagination we were British Chindits in Burma during WWII (The Hundred Days of Lt.
MacHorton, a book, made a big impression on me as a teenager), and I marveled at the
scene of us soldiers on the march, our supplies heavy and being carried this way and
that, depending on the balance and agility of the solider, marveled at how we could be
any soldiers in history, but how utterly unique this march was to us. The scene had a
quality to it that time and space were privy to but not the substance of, not its feel in the
hands of my sight. I was feeling something else. Whatever you may want to call it, a
stupid rest stop if you‟re just into the look of earth‟s face and look no deeper, I call it a
soul moment, so fresh and clear to open history, although at the time in my mind no
soul figured in it, just wonder at the timelessness of the scene.
My two tests will best capture my impression of Robin Sage, show it to you from a pair
of eyes on the ground, show you me struggling in it, and what a struggle it was. Although
I was an airborne infantry sergeant, I had very little experience being one, show pony
and air showoff I‟d been. The lack of experience really showed now that I was the light
weapons leader on an A team expected to lead a bunch of Gs. Why they gave me the
mission and not the person obviously more qualified to carry it out, Mr. 82 nd Ranger
Tab, probably has to do with the instructors throwing me into the water to see if I could
swim, as they knew he could, or maybe it was just the wild, weird world again playing
with me. At any rate, I was given the command of about 30 Gs or so and told to kidnap
someone from a moving jeep at 21oo hours two days from then, on a road a few clicks
away, told to go that very evening and do a recon, wait way over there in the bushes until
the jeep passed by, so I‟d know the situation, as much as the who, what, where, and how
as I could gather. Why? that proved to be the clincher, why I had to do that recon that is.
I need to tell you that we‟d been told to be very careful because a Christian militia was
out there and had beaten up a candidate and taken his M-16. I got my gear ready,
studied the map, and took off, as it was already late afternoon. A railroad track was
nearby, a short journey through the woods, and my target was about three clicks down
it, and a railroad bridge, one you didn‟t want to fall from, like the one in the movie
Stand By Me, was about 30 meters from the road the jeep would be traveling on. No
problem to get to the target with that railroad, and I waited in the bushes for 2100 hours
to come, bored, making myself some Ranger pudding with things I‟d brought in my
cargo pockets for that, coco beverage powder, non-dairy creamer, and two packets of
sugar. You add water and voilà, instant pudding. Somewhere close to sundown I heard
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some men running down the tracks, which were on my right, very near my right, and I
got spooked thinking it was that Christian militia, and that they were looking for me, as
I‟d probably been seen at some point on my journey, and I hightailed it back to the
house, I mean the basecamp. “Duke, you idiot. That was us going to the shop.” I was
talking to the assistant G chief who was both that an instructor and the person who‟d
given me the mission. It seems the town of Chapel Hill was not too far from there, and
our two instructors, the G chief and his assistant, were going for pogey bait, a privilege
of instructors and G chiefs, but not of candidates of course. I then returned to my area
feeling like the fool I‟d been, and I wrote my operations order for the mission, minus the
answers to some very important questions, but hey, it‟s only practice right? The next
morning I gave the op order to the G chief, a really detailed and exact thing excruciating
to write, and he read it and point out, almost to the point of stomping his foot, what
instructors did in training to tell you something would be on the test, that I‟d planned
the same route to and from. I explained that going through the forest would be too
difficult and time consuming, as it was so thick you could hardly walk through it, and
what with carrying a prisoner and all, it was best to take the tracks. Wrong answer. He
just looked at me with a smile I didn‟t interpret correctly until it was too late, but
approved my plan. To this day I‟m careful about not going and coming the same way.
I‟d really taken the advice to have good rapport with the Gs to heart, and I shared a
shelter half with my counterpart, an E-5 from the 82nd, and our tent was pitched at the
head of the little area the Gs camped in. The other candidates camped among
themselves. He‟d told me, in a moment of tent sharing, that if we got attacked, he didn‟t
expect me to stick around, and I could just get away, since I was being graded, and they
were not. I took that to heart too, as shall be seen. I should mention that, in the event of
being captured, you didn‟t automatically fail; you only failed if you showed you weren‟t
SF during the interrogation, which was done by cadre, something quite open to
interpretation. I remember, after it was all over with for my team, driving by the Robin
Sage operations HQ, a large wooden house in the middle of this huge field, and seeing a
couple of SF candidates in their underwear tied to a chair out in the yard, with rope, not
that white ribbon. One was getting a bucket of water poured over him, ice cold most
likely, but I only saw from a distance. You were in double jeopardy if you got captured,
first from the 82nd, who were the opposition force, airborne infantry, good soldiers I‟d
have to admit, but who are all SF wannabes and therefore as jealous as can be, and when
they got through with you, you got handed over to the SF cadre. Down to a man we were
all more afraid of getting caught by the op fore, especially with rumors flying around,
and my how they do that in such insecure circumstances, that one candidate in a
recently graduated class had been held down while 82nd had been carved into his chest.
Of course we believed it. You‟d have to understand we weren‟t sitting in an armchair in
an A/C living room reading about it for crying out loud. So, with the Christian militia
out there looking for us to get our weapons, and the 82nd out there to get revenge
because they weren‟t SF, we headed out down those tracks to our target, it dark and the
whole thing feeling every bit like the real thing, our force made up of around 30 Gs and
five candidates, and I, a muleskinner, was in command. Kind of makes for a party,
doesn‟t it?
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My plan was to snatch the body with the candidate medic with us and another
candidate, the medic to handle the prisoner, the rest of the force waiting in the wings,
and then hightail it back to base, leaving half of the force with a candidate in command
at the railroad bridge to counter any attempt to follow us from the road, the most likely
direction an attack would come from. That would probably be the most likely direction
in the real world it would come from, but not in the alternative reality we were running
around in, getting assessed. At the railroad bridge it started raining, and we all groaned,
but what can you do? The rain came and went all that very long night. At the road we
met our asset from the local population, a farmer of about 50 dressed in coveralls, and
he had with him how we were going to stop the jeep: a miniature old-timey cannon, the
kind that ran on wagon wheels, which came about knee high, and I‟m not lying. We got
into position, thankfully it having stopped raining for a long world-fulfilling pause, saw
the jeep coming, right at 2100 hours, and the farmer fired a warning shot across its brow
(well in front of it actually, the cannon having no shot, only power), its smoke-filled roar
stopping the jeep. As an instructor and the old farmer watched bemused, we ran to the
jeep and got a surprise: “It‟s a bitch!” I yelled, and I am sorry about that. I didn‟t know
how that would sound writing it down in 2020. For her part, she just looked at us like,
“Oh hell, here it goes.” And thus started my relationship with her, something I hadn‟t
counted on to loom as large as it did as the whole thing would play out, although I had
put the medic in charge because I had had a thought about the wellbeing of the prisoner.
We all stood there a moment staring not so much at one another as at the call of the
moment, it wanting us to put our hands on this slender, pretty, young female, and us
wishing for all the world it‟d been a male we had to grab. I snatched her by the arm, she
already climbing out of the passenger side of the jeep, having an easier time with fate
than we were having, and the medic handcuffed her, with real police handcuffs, and we
ran to our waiting force, and then all together, with the medic, the prisoner, and I at the
front, we skedaddled to railroad tracks and began the fateful journey back to base,
leaving, as I said, half the force at the far end of the bridge to protect our tail from
attack.
You know how it feels when someone‟s watching you, but you can‟t see them and don‟t
actually know anyone‟s there? I think that‟s because of the focused feeling-tinged
thought trained directly on you, something of substantial substance even though we
don‟t give it any in our science yet. Put about 50 pairs of eyes behind it, and you got a
force landing on you eureka! We were about halfway home, had just entered that part of
the tracks where the land on each side formed dirt cliffs around 6 or 8 meters high. As
that eerie feeling of being watched I‟ve described translated in my mind as the thought
“What a perfect place for an ambush,” all hell broke loose. The sound was sudden and
deafening, all the pyrotechnics going off at once, the M-16s and 60‟s, the simulated
grenades, the yells of vengeance, and my body remembered what my G counterpart had
told me, my mind in a state of panic, and I began to try and scramble up the muddy
slope on my left so to escape, not a single thought in my head about my men, the
prisoner, or anything except getting 82nd carved in my chest or some such, it not an
actual thought but an unconscious motivation behind my action. Funny how fears do
that. Frantically I tried to get up that slope, but I kept sliding back down. Then reason
returned, but only survival reason, and I thought, “There‟s a better way to get up here,”
and I slowed down and found a way, by grabbing roots for support to pull my way up.
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There was some space between the top of the slope and the woodline, and running the
short distance to the woods I ran right into three other candidates, who had all escaped
to the exact same place, the magic of our inner connection again. They all three looked
at me for what to do, as I was the sergeant. It happened faster than the time it takes you
to read this, me remembering my stripes and them looking at me like stripes were my
heart and soul, impossible to forget. I motioned them with my head into the woods, and
we went into them about 20 meters, and I saw what I was looking for, a big log, and I
positioned us laying down behind it and perpendicular to it, our faces in its bark, me
whispering to them to pretend they were logs and not look up and show their eyes for
any reason. As we were meeting and running into the woods, we were being serenaded
by the sound of far off explosions and gunfire, that lasted about the time it took to get
behind that log, and we each knew it was the sound of our basecamp going up. Oh what
a feeling. Don‟t stop believing is all I can say.
I should tell you that I was then in my element, and, like the guy who‟d flown many
planes in video games and so could fly a real plane in the movie Snakes on a Plane, a
lame flick but not without its charm, I‟d played army and hide and seek so much as a kid
I knew exactly what the op fore would do, what my cousins from the city or the kids of
Sagemont, a suburb of Houston (after I became a city kid too), would always do when it
was about dark, and I‟d gone into the woods or into a dark place to hide, and that is go a
little ways into the woods or into the darkness but not far and give up looking very
quickly. I‟d also learned, in an illegal night hunt or two for deer with my dad when I still
lived in those woods (meat on the table for people struggling means more than laws and
has for as long as humanity has had laws I would imagine), and in raccoon hunting late
at night with a group of men and boys, dogs out in front barking, their barks changing
tones depending on how close they were to the prey, that it was the eyes that gave the
animals away, when the lights shined on them, and so here in Robin Sage, not really the
real thing if you‟re counting reality bundles and are a stickler about each item in one
being solidly real, I knew exactly what the 82nd op fore would do, and it happened just
like that. They came with flashlights a little ways into the woods, almost right up to us,
shining their lights this way and that, all talking like dogs barking, but ones not on a
scent, and so I knew they had no idea we were like right there. One of „my men‟ lifted his
head up, taking out a pyro grenade, and I quickly pulled his head down and motioned
him to remain motionless, and it was only a few seconds later the beam of a flashlight
went over our log, but we weren‟t seen, and the soldiers very quickly gave up and left the
woods, just like I knew they would.
I‟d earned some respect in that leadership moment, but it‟s my rhythm to go up then
down, or vice versa, as I‟ve shown, and this next, unfortunately, was the former,
negative, movement, but I‟m once again getting ahead of myself. We met up with the
medic after leaving the woods and returning, very cautiously, to the tracks and making
our way to the rally point we were to go if the shit hit the fan, and it had. He‟d stayed
with the prisoner, he told us, because he had the key to the handcuffs, and how would
she get out of them if he weren‟t there? I remember the stab of guilt I felt at him taking
his responsibility to heart and me not taking it seriously at all, or really how it was,
thinking only of myself. I should say some things about SF medics here. I‟d wanted to be
that and not a weapons expert, but I was 11B, and that wasn‟t possible. They had to go to
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a year of schooling beginning at Ft. Sam Houston, TX, as part of their Phase II, which
was basically a mini-medical school, it culminating on Smoke Bomb Hill in goat lab,
their „residency‟, where they each had to save a goat that had been given life-threatening
injuries: stabbed, shot, set on fire, what have you, all at the same time, as trauma was
their specialty, and they had to keep that goat alive, nursing it back to health. It used to
be dog lab, but animal rights activists made a fuss over that, and it was changed to goats.
While I was in Phase II a candidate‟s goat died, and he was so distraught his buddies
had to sit with him for fear he‟d off himself or something. It was common, I heard then,
for a candidate to sleep next to their goat when it was in crisis, feed it with their very
hands, and they‟d get very attached to their goat, and when one died it was the end of
the world. Whether or not they failed the course because of that, I couldn‟t really tell
you, but I think that guy got another goat. Everybody respected the candidate medics,
and you can see here in our little Robin Sage story a little of why. The man didn‟t just
stay with his prisoner, get captured, and that was that. His story shows presence of
mind. He narrated that he took the prisoner‟s handcuffs off as they were rounding
everyone up, and then hid himself among the Gs, and the op fore put them in the back of
a Duce and a Half, not realizing they‟d gotten a candidate, and when it made a stop, he
jumped out and ran to the rally point, like it was the place to be I‟d imagine, but it was
the place where I spent one of the worst nights of my life, and I imagine it ranks up there
with the others too. We were each soaked to the bone, and although it was only late fall,
it was quite cold, and hypothermia got a hold of a couple of us, or something close to
that our medic warned, and they had to be put in the only sleeping bag among us, what
someone had managed to get away with as the basecamp was being overrun, first one
and then the other, put in there in their underwear with another warm body, the biggest
guy among us. I really wanted to be in that bag, but I wasn‟t suffering from
hypothermia, and I was too skinny to warm anyone up, and so all I could do was hope
for the coming of afternoon of the next day, when the sun would be hot enough to warm
me up. The pitiful little fire we started, after repeated attempts, wasn‟t even big enough
to warm our feet, and we couldn‟t get it any bigger, what with the rain and all. I didn‟t
get any sleep that night, and I don‟t think anyone did, and we had to wait 24 hours
before we could return to our base, as was the protocol if it got overran, and I spent
those hours thinking of my warm sleeping bag in that tent, and how much I wanted a
dip of Skoal, since I‟d only brought the can I had open, which I‟d finished in the night,
but the sun did come up the next day and smiled its warmth on us, and I found it
incredible in that moment how anything in the timeline does come, a revelation not as
simple as it sounds, but, other than that lucid moment, my mind and my imagination,
usually so active, were dead to the wonder of the world, and it was only bodily comfort I
could think about, and it was the same for all of us, except Mr. 82nd Ranger Tab, who
was just beside himself with impatience at everybody. I don‟t remember how it
happened, but we didn‟t come back together as a full A team until that 24 hours was up,
and we were returning to the base, that probably having to do with the split team
concept, and that‟s when we met up with him, the captain, and three or four others. And
that‟s when the inevitable showdown between he and I went down, as anything on the
timeline does indeed come. And people just give up. They are their sweaty, angry selves.
Good afternoon.
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The basecamp was an old, abandoned mine, of what ore I‟m not sure, but it wasn‟t coal,
silver I think. It was on a hill, or rather, on two sides there were deep gulfs separating it
from the surrounding land, it raised slightly above that land, making for a natural
fortress of sorts, like we had a mote. On the other sides, there was just forest, but which
sloped down, making our hill high ground and easy to defend. Who knows, if real bullets
had been used, if we would‟ve successfully defended it, but as it was, blanks did not stop
the invaders, especially with instructors running among them making sure nothing
stopped them. There were a couple of buildings left from the mine, on the very top,
where the G chief set up station, where he „entertained‟ us like a king in his court, and
that was his attitude, like he was royalty and we common folk, although the way he was
dressed, he looked like no king but some strange combination of a hillbilly and an oldtimey gangster. Our captain had pissed him off, pissed all the instructors off, and I have
no idea what the beef was about, but he made the crucial mistake of calling the wrong
man a fat little fucker. That was the NCOIC of our part of Robin Sage, an SFC. And that
was the reason our base got overrun, and why our captain would fail the course, but
there‟s a cruel twist to the story I‟ll tell you later, which is very telling about the military,
and that is, as much as it rewards you if you have a good attitude, invites you to dinner
and all, it rubs your nose in your bad attitude, sends you somewhere your fuckup will be
constantly in your face.
Returning to our overrun base from our time out, Cpt. Hatsis was as tired and put out as
the rest of us, not really in command. If anyone truly was, it was Mr. 82nd Ranger Tab
and I, as group process, which has a life of its own, had given us, not the reins of the
group, but its principle movement. You see it all the time if you have an eye for it, how
group process goes down, this person in it or that its representative members for a
moment carrying its process. We were filing to a little staging area to regroup before
entering the base, and the men were bushed and walking like zombies, and Mr. Tab
tried to pass up a head count, where each man taps the man in front, but no one was
doing it. It wasn‟t really necessary, as we could see how many of us there were, see each
man. It was just a procedure, but Mr. Tab was into them. He flew into a rage and shoved
each man as he went up the line, giving blows to our shoulders, making us stagger
somewhat so much force was in the blows. I saw immediately that he was just as affected
as the rest of us, only it came out of him anger, whereas we were expressing it in being
zombies. Then I got mad, and instead of using my insight to try and calm him down and
get us back into the fight, figuratively speaking of course, I made a bad mistake and
waved a red flag in front of a raging bull. I‟ve played that scene in mind a thousand
times over the years, and I‟ve wished to God I‟d said something like, “Hey man, it‟s cool.
We‟re just tired, that‟s all.” By this time we were all standing in a large security circle
facing one another, everyone silent and just into being a system unto themselves, and I
said, calling him by his name, which I‟ve obviously forgotten, “Are you through having
your little fit?!” “Duke, if you say one more word I‟ll make you eat this 60!” He had a 60
across his chest, always carried the 60, what you carried if you were the brawniest man,
anywhere in the army. Stupid me, you know I think I actually told him, “One more
word.” Then he charged me. I instantly remembered the hand to hand move I‟d learned
both at Camp Mackall and in R.I.P., where, if a man is charging you from a distance, you
grab him by his lapels, put your knee in his midsection, and fall on your back in a roll
and use his force to flip both of you over with you landing on top. Now, there are
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moments in life where you stand up and be counted, where you at least stand up, but
this wasn‟t one of those for me, unfortunately. When he got to me he shoved me down,
but he didn‟t lay a hand on me, just stood over me telling me to get up and fight, taking
the 60 off so he‟d be free to. I just laid there, feeling the eyes of every man in the group
urge me to get up and face him, and when it became apparent I wasn‟t going to, could
feel them call me a coward. But I was past being that, and it wasn‟t fear that made me
stay there; I just had absolutely no desire to thrash around on the ground, do that
horrible human dance we do when we try to pound each other‟s face and rub one
another into the dirt, no way. The question is of course, what would I have done if he
started kicking me? Why dance, of course, but you wouldn‟t know that unless you had
one of those character simulator computer programs that never errs like in the book
Nature’s End. He then made that sound a human makes when it‟s in a rage, but it‟s
frustrated, because it can‟t satisfy it, and all it can do is make that certain sound, a short,
high-pitched, iiiheh! Then he picked up his 60 and walked back to his place in the circle.
Watching him, I couldn‟t help but respect his self-restraint. How odd is this human life;
we are each so complicated you can‟t even hate who hates you. During that whole, slow
minute, no one said a word, and only one person ever mentioned anything about it to
me, but not while in the Q course. We soon left that place and reentered our basecamp,
me with my tail between my legs and wanting a dip of Skoal so bad I could taste it,
which, if you really look at that and cigarettes, how oral each are and how much you
especially want them when you‟re feeling insecure, you really want your momma‟s titty.
You know, I‟m pretty sure I was carrying group process.
We did not return to comfort. My G counterpart was sitting near our tent, the other Gs
milling about, they obviously having returned too. I went into my tent to get a can of
Skoal, but oh no! there wasn‟t a can in my pack, or anything else for that matter. I made
another one of those human noises characteristic of a specific situation (we are so full of
so many such sounds if you listen to us), this one I made here of discovering someone
had taken your snuff, or whatever‟s your treasure: ahhhh! I ran up to my G counterpart,
who told me that the G chief and his assistant had taken our packs and emptied their
contents into a big pile and told the Gs to help themselves. Our gear, however, had been
secured. It was mainly our pogey bait and comfort items that‟d been taken, plus the
most popular C rations items, such as pound cake, peanut butter, tuna fish and so forth.
I could have been fit to be tied, but I didn‟t make another characteristic noise. I just
asked, then pleaded, my G counterpart to retrieve from his soldiers my Skoal. To my
surprise he did not readily agree. I had to appeal to his inmost self of soldiering, what
you have some privy to if you share a shelter half with someone, since, even if you don‟t
remember it, you are in each other‟s dreams some, or your dreambodies‟ are anyway,
anyone you sleep next to for more than a night or so, and that intimate sharing makes
for some pull you have with one another. I didn‟t consciously know that at the time, but
I had some innate sense of it, because I appealed directly to our shared intimacy we‟d
accumulated in that tent. “Come on, I‟m the only one [candidate] sleeping here with you
guys, and I thought we were friends, aren‟t we?” He got up and went to his soldiers and
had them cough up some cans, as I watched, and then he brought them to me. About
half was still missing, but I didn‟t complain, just thanked him and took a big ole dip. It
wasn‟t long before I heard my name called. I was wanted by the G chief. Oh shit. I spit
my dip out and went to see him.
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He was sitting on his haunches in the little shed-like structure he‟d made his court. He
motioned me to sit, still in his role of G chief by the way he acted, which, like I said, was
like a king who‟d condescended to speak to you, even though it was obvious he was
about to be an SF instructor. He was maybe 30, with short black hair and a narrow face,
a tall body sort of slender but not skinny. He never smiled. He looked at me some before
speaking, and I didn‟t like that look. He told me that I was about to fail the course, as I‟d
performed badly on that body snatch mission, took the same route to and from even
though his assistant had advised me not to, didn‟t even wait there the night before so I
could do a proper recon of the situation, got scared and came back to basecamp for
Christ sakes, and by the way there were no Christian militia anyway, and my ears really
perked up at that, but he didn‟t explain, just ended by saying something like, “And I was
an airborne infantry sergeant E-5 ?” “Err, why yes,” and I proceeded to explain to him I
had very little infantry experience because I‟d been a muleskinner in the Horse Platoon,
did mostly only parachute demonstrations in the Pathfinders, static line of course,
and…. He gave me that look people give you when you‟re dancing an explanation, that
look like they‟re playing the fiddle. But he damn near smiled. “How the hell you got
away I don‟t know, and you weren‟t supposed to, but that shows something. I‟ll tell you
what Duke. I‟ll give you another test.”
That next test was the very next morning, 0800 hours, but I had time to sort myself out
and get a night‟s sleep. Going without sleep (and Skoal), being cold and wet one minute,
and hot and sweaty the next, you just got all out of sorts. It seems that maybe he‟d
already decided to give me another chance because it was all set up, the female prisoner
there waiting to be taken to that scheduled chopper. Maybe someone else would have
gotten the mission if I hadn‟t tugged on his innate sense of „pet the underdog‟ (we all
have it, like I‟ve told you), but who knows? So I was given the coordinates and two
candidates, and we had very little time, maybe an hour? to cover five clicks I think it
was, through the forest, as there were no roads close enough to follow. The prisoner had
to be kept blindfolded with her hands tied behind her back, and those were my
instructions. We set off, the three of us and an instructor, almost on the run, and I made
one guy grab one of the prisoner‟s arms and the other the other, and they pulled her
along, she having to just trust them completely in order to move with any speed at all,
something I didn‟t appreciate at the time. Very soon they were having to drag her, and I
was making them do it, them not liking it at all, but we had to move quickly to get there
in time. I was having to shoot an azimuth every few meters, follow it to a tree, and then
shoot another one and so forth, and at the same time having to make her move and
them drag her. The instructor was never far away at this stage. As they were telling me it
was impossible to move quickly with her blindfolded, although what they were really
saying was they felt terrible about having to abuse her so, since she was really struggling,
falling down, being dragged, and so forth, me myself and I, describing the all of me,
looked at her, something I‟d not wanted to do. I‟m talking about look at her like she was
a person, not a prisoner or someone to push so I could pass my test. You know, during
the whole time, she said very little, never once told us to stop all this business, never
cried either, but she was at that place a kid gets to when they want to cry so badly they
can hardly stand it but are trying their best to be brave, and it was that note in the air
around her that we were all feeling, couldn‟t help but feel. “Take the blindfold off.” And
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then soon after, “Untie her hands.” “Thank you,” she said. As you can see, this was much
more than a test of moving in a straight line from point A to point B. We made better
time after that, the forest thinning out, in one part us running just on the edge of
people‟s backyards, right at the woodline. Only their dogs noted our passage. Very
quickly it seemed we were in the area of the LZ, and we heard the Huey on the way, but
the land was confusing, so many small fields, and I couldn‟t find the correct one, and I
was getting frantic, fumbling my map and compass around. Then the instructor asked
me if I knew where I was. He was standing right on a T where the land had been cleared
for high wires, and he was pointing to that T on the map. Thank you God. The field was
very near there, and just as it landed I got to it with the girl, but I‟d only had time to
throw a smoke canister, hadn‟t had time to put her blindfold back on or tie her again,
and the men that received her in the bird had such surprised faces I thought I‟d messed
up, but I never heard anything about it. In any event, I‟d passed my test, and watching
that bird take off I felt so very relieved, and I don‟t even remember the journey back to
basecamp, probably because I was walking on air.
6-82 We Eat This Shit Up graduated shortly after that, I on the Commandant‟s List, in
the top 15% would you believe it, and in the ceremony I was also awarded the Army
Commendation Medal for that soldier of the year of Ft. Hood, and some cadre told me
they‟d been waiting for the scores to come in, and in the very last they saw I made the
list, else it wouldn‟t have been appropriate to give me the medal in the graduation
ceremony. Just think about that a moment. Yeah, hotdamn, I walked right up on that
stage in front of the class and got my medal, wee doggie. We were reminded about being
told that the man to our right and left would not be there when we graduated, and that
had played out statistically with us losing about 70% of the class. The only thing left to
tell you is that one of the men that was absent from that auditorium, the candidate that
got his weapon taken by the Christian militia, finally spilled the beans when
interrogated by the local sheriff and told the real story of what happened. He left Robin
Sage and went back to Bragg to party with some buddies from the 82 nd, guys from his
old unit. He put his M-16 in a wall locker in the barracks and went to town. Of course it
wasn‟t there when they got back, and in a panic he must‟ve gotten suddenly got presence
of mind, as it takes some serious thinking to come up with that whooper of a story, and
so he made up the story of the militia to cover the loss of his weapon, his beloved wife in
SF, and that story put a whole other dimension on the role play of Robin Sage, what
made candidates nervous and looking over their shoulders, what made me run home,
and if the truth be told, those nameless ones that tinker with the Q course to get it just
right, I bet they wished they‟d thought of that. It was epic, but it‟s not nice to fool
Mother Nature [the sound here of the sudden crash of lightning]. Show some respect.
I‟m alive.

In the 10th Special Forces Group on ODA 331
What‟s so special about Special Forces? Ain‟t it just like life, you dream and dream big,
damn near die following that dream, well, you know what I mean, fulfill your dream,
and it turns out to be littler than you expected, not the cat‟s meow? I got to choose my
group because I‟d made it on the Commandant‟s List, and word was out that 10 th was
the place to be, far away from the flag pole they said. So off to Ft. Devens, MA I went,
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and got assigned to Charlie Company, 3rd Battalion, and put on ODA 331. There was no
warm welcome. My team just looked at me standing there with my duffle bag,
whispering among themselves in a huddled little group, like I was something the cat
dragged in. You must understand I‟m giving you the inner of the thing, or how it felt to
me. I don‟t really remember the moment I met them, whether it was in the team room
or where, or who all was there. My first actual memory of them, what I can hold in my
hands and count the one, two, and threes of that is, was in a classroom there at Ft.
Devens where we were learning conversational Czechoslovakian, a month or so after my
arrival, as that was the language of my team‟s country of specialty. Someone was making
coffee, SGT Blackwell I think, before the start of the class and before our teachers came
in, two defectors from Czechoslovakia, a man and wife in their 60s, both just the kindest
people, and Steve Conlon, a medic, asked me if I knew Mr. 82 nd Ranger Tab. Now, there
are moments in life when you stand up and be counted, and I felt a lump in my throat
because this was the reverse of doing that positively. “Oh that guy.” He said that a friend
of his was in scuba school, and that guy was in the class and talking about me to his
friend, because he knew he was in the 10th and knew that‟s where I‟d gone. He said he
was making fun of me to the whole class. I just swallowed hard, not knowing what to
say. Everyone was listening, but it was apparent it was something they‟d spoken about,
and that he was speaking for everyone. Group behavior again, what we know just by
being in one. No one had their ears perked up, like we do hearing gossip, something
juicy about someone, and everyone had this sober but not unkind look on their faces,
and had that look groups give when, informally, one person is the microphone for
everyone to speak to a certain member, and I can‟t describe that look, but you know it
when you see it, especially when it‟s talking to you, and here it was. Up to that point, no
one had spoken much to me, other than what you have to say to do soldiering business.
Now here‟s the deal. These guys were some of the most professional people I‟ve ever
been around, mature in the business of being human on the level they conducted it,
which was that of soldiering. It took me a long while to appreciate that. He told me that
there was something wrong with that guy, obviously had some kind of fixation, and they
were going to look at me with their own eyes, not his. The lump in my throat went away,
and I felt a change in the air of the room, a group change, and from that moment on I
was a name and not a new number, but I hadn‟t gotten accepted by them yet, far from it.
That would take more than watching me learn a new language, sitting in a classroom for
three months eight hours a day five days a week, what just wrecked my dream so raring
I was to go somewhere and be a Green Beret.
There ensued the team room, where we spent our days after that mini-language school.
We did not go to the field or the range, and I didn‟t understand it at the time, my role
that is, but I could‟ve had us at the range learning to fire this weapon or that, or
something of weapons or infantry, at least a day a week or so, even taken us to the field,
but I didn‟t „get it‟ yet, didn‟t actually get it the whole time I was on a team and still
thought I was in the regular army, where other people, the higher ups, planned your
menu. I guess it wasn‟t the team‟s fault really, as we‟d lost our team sergeant to
retirement, and this member and that went off to schools, and the whole team had been
to Austrian ski school right before the language classes, and so it was a downtime for the
team, which got me down. I turned my attention away from the army and opened my
eyes to the flavor of New England, and I started reading the classics and visiting the
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homes of early American writers and poets, with a passion. Walden Pond is the ticket I
have to tell you, such silence there. The bookworm and nerd completely replaced the
redneck and hillbilly, but I still dipped Skoal. I even started to wear turtleneck sweaters
when not in uniform, but I was being influenced. My stepdad had a niece, Carol, who
lived in a nearby town, who was a teacher in a local community college going for her
PhD, and we hooked up in friend fashion and went to fine restaurants in Boston such as
The Ritz Carlton (The Boston Tea Party I went to with other SFers beat it by a mile
though), and to see artsy films in Boston, such as Chilly Scenes of Winter, a boring flick
but one I pretended to like for her sake. I did, however, enjoy Eating Raoul. I also spent
a lot of time alone driving my car around the countryside, going to this historical
landmark and that. There‟s history at every turn, gnawed on you. I wondered over the
Minute Men, imagined them behind some of the old trees on a particularly historic road,
surprising a formation of British redcoats in rounds of guerilla warfare, those pomp and
ceremony redcoats scattering for cover and thinking, “Feet don‟t fail me now.” Were
Minute Men the special forces of their day I asked those trees. They just leaved at me, as
if to say the answer was blowing in the wind. I often ate at The Bull Run not far from
base, so named because customers came out to fight one another soon after the actual
battle took place during the Civil War, and someone said afterwards the battle had been
fought there, and the name stuck. It was there I began to suspect in more tangible terms
something more was going on with us than conscious people walking upon an
unconscious earth. It was the song “Life in a Northern Town” that did it, as it played
often on their radio when I ate there, and I never gave it much mind until one night as I
was leaving, it struck me that, however it happened, it was being played for me, not,
though, by people. Standing there stark still in the little hall-like half-wall area near the
door, listening to the song, I got this vague sense of some unimaginably interconnected,
world pattern playing out the tunes of the lives of us all. The concept of God I had by this
time almost completely cast aside, or the only variety I sized that up with, the old man in
the sky version, Mr. Judgment. But it was in books I began to realize I had wings. I have
the most vivid memory of sitting in the bottom bunk in my room in the barracks, which
I didn‟t share with anyone, as everyone had their own room (I was again the barracks
cleaning sergeant), and seeing a dream scene from the book Narcissus and Goldmund,
translated from the German, play out in my mind‟s eye, the dream itself not spectacular,
but that dreams could be examined to show us things about ourselves we didn‟t know,
not to mention the fact that there are things about ourselves, very basic things, that we
don‟t know; that‟s what I tripped out over. A new world had opened up before me, a
world of art and culture, and the very beginnings of inner discovery, and I began to
remember some of my dreams and try to write poetry, and I say try because that‟s all I
could do back then, try.
I started writing poems, mostly in dialogue form, in fourth grade in the little country
school I went to in Jewett, TX, just spontaneously, the only one doing that, and I‟d read
them to the class, the first one about how the clouds block God, as it‟d happened I‟d
been walking and looking up at them and wondering over the way they hung up there
like floating mysteries that hid a mystery, I so serious and sincere in my musings, but
when I read it to the class everyone laughed as though I‟d written something funny, as I
was the class clown, and so they probably just thought I must‟ve taken that to the next
level, and so I pretended I had, and wrote the next poem after that to sound funny. The
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teacher, Mrs. Dixie, not a mean old woman, just a get down to business one, would sit
there impatiently waiting for me to get it over with so she could get on with class, since,
as the class clown, I interrupted it a lot, but the librarian, a young woman fresh out of
college, must‟ve heard about my poems, because she called me to the library one day,
right in the middle of class, and no one ever went there when it wasn‟t library day, and
with the most you are a special child smile, and I never got that kind of smile from any
adult, gave me a copy of a book that‟d just came in, a very special book she told me, that
I would get the privilege to read first, the novel Mrs. Frisby and the Rats of NIMH. That
was the first book book I ever read, and it took me three weeks not two to read it, and I
gave it back more than a little dirty, as I‟d read it mostly in the woods, and I didn‟t get
the special child smile, didn‟t get invited to another book by her so special-like, but that
book was wonderful, really took me somewhere, grew on me the first stubs of those
book-seen wings. I‟ve mentioned all this in order to say that I have the arrogance to
consider myself a poet, but I do realize it‟s only time that can call you that, like about a
thousand years, but I have shouldered you somewhere, through the G house and back,
on the covered wagon of the 1st Cavalry‟s mistress, dangling on paratroopers‟ boats with
Rangers in the dark, exchanging glances, giving you a picture of where a poet just might
come from, a picture that would not be complete without telling you also I took a black
and white photography course in the local community college off base, in the evening, as
I‟d bought a Canon AE-1 and what you need to shoot what you see: a 50mm, wide angle,
and a telephoto lens, a flash, and a tripod to get that slow and Ansel Adams shot,
analogue all the way back then, but I don‟t have a single photo from that time, and I was
taking pictures of me unfolding my what in the world American wings. The time thief
got a hold of them. It‟s a long jump back to the future where I sit here writing, but I‟ve
put the poems on the photos, it taking me the longest time to put two and two together,
something I have trouble with, adding together opposites, and now maybe I‟ll not only
make you laugh, but cry too, and in the clash of those opposites, give you something to
think about. Thomas Moore pick this book up, and you don‟t expect it. Or, let me play
with you.
But it wasn‟t like the men on my team were Philistines, by any means. Blackwell had an
associate‟s degree in English, was as avid a reader as I. Conlon was a former hippie
who‟d dropped out of the university to be one, and a peace activist at that. Most had
some college, and of course the team leader had a degree, but I don‟t remember that
captain at all, since he left too shortly after I arrived. I only remember the 1st lieutenant
who was temporarily filling that role in the latter half of my year on the team, but I‟ve
forgotten his name. And I don‟t think we had an XO either. Like I said before, they badly
needed people to fill teams. Out of the blue one day Blackwell took us all to the demo
range, for some cross-training, the only such training I got the whole time. The affair
was so SF. We all rode there in a van we subsequently blew up into little bits with C4.
Someone was taking photos, and I found some of those pictures from that day here on
Together We Served, where I found the Flintlock photo in question 3. I had no idea at
the time that day would be set in bronze. Funny how photos can do that. That‟s the only
photo I have of my team, or nine of them at least. What sticks out in my mind about my
fellow team members, the older ones there before me that is, even if I‟ve forgotten all
their names, is them telling me, soon after I arrived, and repeating for the longest time,
“I don‟t care about you. I care about your water.” I‟m being figurative and inner again. If
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you understand water to mean our emotions, impulses and desires, and the way we ride
them and they ride us, you‟d understand that‟s what everyone tells, on the inside, every
new person they meet that they‟re going to have to live with or around and keeps telling
them that until it becomes, “I care about you now that I know your water, and it doesn‟t
get me wet all the time.” With my team, their lives depended on my water, and they were
even more picky than say an infantry squad, since an A team sometimes has to sneak
into hell and come back out again with what hell‟s worth, go right into the enemy‟s
bedroom while he‟s sleeping, and an easily wet man with water always ready to flood or
boil can wake hell up and get everybody killed. My team worked with my water in a
measured pace and with a sense of humor, and I didn‟t appreciate what they were doing
or how well they did it until I was much older, but the lessons were still learned, as late
is better than never, but I have to admit I‟m still learning them, since there‟s a basic
problem with humility, and it‟s just like Ben Franklin said, what I put in my own words:
if I ever get humble I think I shall be so proud of being humble I won‟t be humble
anymore. The trouble with my water was I couldn‟t see anything wrong with it, and so
they tried to get me to admit I made mistakes and to learn to laugh at myself, two very
interconnected things that are so very basic to being human most of us have trouble
doing either. You don‟t understand what I mean. No one thinks they‟re perfect, or at
least not reasonable people, but from that extreme to the daily business of living there is
a great gulf, and the things about our character that see us fumble life a lot, that see us
react and react badly, most of us have trouble seeing. When you‟re a kid in your
beginning 20s, as I was, that‟s the most difficult time to be able to admit your faults and
also be able to laugh at them, most especially laugh at them, since we take ourselves so
seriously at that age. While it was easy for me to see and admit I was skinny and not all
that physically strong, although I‟d tell whoever that I made up for it in agility and being
wiry, what I think I‟ve told you, I didn‟t want to look at my quirks and faults, what the
people around you can see so clearly, how it usually is. I was an expert at squirming
around a team finger pointed at me in an honest attempt to show me something I
needed to see, so I could begin to correct it, if I could, and some things you just can‟t
unless you can develop a whole new personality. That focus on me to get me to admit I
made mistakes, get me to laugh at myself, is just what I‟ve come away with in
remembering those guys, my A team, the priceless gift I hold in my hands that they, it,
gave me. It wasn‟t the main gist of our relationship and was never me being the brunt of
their jokes, as they were too professional for that, but it was a game we played, especially
between Blackwell and I: “I was brisk.” “No, you were rude.” “I was brisk.” “No, you
were rude.” This repeated until Blackwell finally gave up, unable to penetrate my
character armor. I‟d kicked the heart at the game‟s center, knew that would only be a
couple of hundred meters: spoken to a transportation officer like he was a lackey.
Although it dovetailed very well with the new world I just talked about opening up for
me and in me, the literary one showing me my wings, I couldn‟t put the two and two
together, the knowledge about myself others gave me with my desire for self-knowledge.
I was a know it all, a common mistake of youth, only I was eat up with it. It had to do
with probably the biggest problem in humanity, but one that‟s never spelled out: that
center of the world thing, where your senses place you, as I‟ve explained earlier, but also
where everyone else‟s senses put them too, dead center, and to top it off, making it even
more difficult to unset yourself in your dealings with others from that center, is the fact
you‟re constantly environed by a very active and dynamic inner life but don‟t hear or see
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one iota of other people‟s, not directly at any rate, and they can appear as just cardboard
characters on the background of your life, you the animated, filled out one, and if you
had faults, it wasn‟t such a big deal. Other people‟s, however, were.
Not everyone was standoffish for those initial months. An SSG from the 1st Ranger
Battalion, a weapons man, a tall, lanky guy with the nicest face, took me under his wing
and sometimes home to dinner, and both he and his wife were so kind, but they were
also very insightful, too insightful at times, and they‟d tell me things I needed to look at
in myself, things I didn‟t want to look at yet. He left early on for the big language school
in the sky, not death, the army language school, and I never saw he nor his wife again.
The army is, like I said, like that. Another new member came, a weapons man to replace
him, a kid my age that‟d just finished a year of German language school, having gone
there directly from graduating the Q course. He was from the 82 nd and a player of war
games, the role play kind that came in a box like Dungeons and Dragons, was really into
them, and that put the team off for some reason I couldn‟t figure out. He didn‟t get the
attention I got, and seeing that, I began to see they might actually like me. He‟d be off
the team by summer (unfairly), when we returned from the one and only mission we did
while I was on the team, where I finally became a full-fledged team member, accepted I
mean, and where I finally did some real Green Beret stuff, well, not real in the sense it
was real world, but real enough to eventually make me see the world, the world not the
globe you see, see humanity, yours, mine, and ours.
In the late spring of 1983, about five months after my arrival on the team, four of us
from 331 got put on 334, a Green Light Team, or a tactical nuclear weapons team
(tactical means hand placed), to act as security for that team in a field exercise in
Germany called Flintlock: Blackwell, the new weapons man I mentioned, John Wilson, a
commo man I haven‟t mentioned, and I. I tell that story in a poem in question three, one
I wrote just the other day, as the aftershocks of that practice mission I can still feel in the
wonder over man in my mind, hell-bent as we still are on pointing atom bombs at one
another, even in the street, tactically speaking. I loved every minute of that mission I
must confess. We are, like I said, the most complicated of creatures. “Do You Really
Want to Hurt Me?” was the song the older guys adopted as our theme song, what just
sort of happened with them breaking out with it at the oddest times during the whole
thing. Blackwell and Wilson couldn‟t wait to buy the cassette, and they finally got to buy
it on our only day of R and R, which was in Norwich, England, after the mission. We‟d
done a three week isolation at RAF Sculthorpe before flying to Germany, where we
returned after leaving Germany to fly back to the States. They were like little kids,
running into the house and to the back room we‟d slept in, putting that song on the
cassette player, and dancing and singing along, how every movie ends you know. Kind of
captures that complication. I mean, look who‟s singing it, Major T. J. Kong, who our A
team would represent, the follow orders at all costs B-52 bomber pilot from Dr.
Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb.
It was on that training mission that I finally got accepted by the team, and it wasn‟t like I
wasn‟t a member or anything before, or that I was excluded from anything either for
that matter. It has to do with group politics, when you reach that invisible moment it
finally votes you in, only there‟s no vote count; everybody just suddenly has open doors
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when they look at you. And an A team, like I said, is picky. In this case it was
complicated because only a few of my actual team members were there, but Blackwell
and Wilson were, and they were the electoral college of the team. We had to walk almost
a 100 clicks through the Black Forest to our target, and we had to stay in the woods on
account of the team of the previous year getting their bomb captured by the op fore. In
one of those weird world connections that unimaginable pattern plays out, I got the
story some years later when I sold a man a motorcycle in Sagemont, and we got to
talking, and he turned out to be one of the soldiers that captured the bomb. If that don‟t
beat all. Calculate the chances of meeting him. Anyway, he said the captain and a couple
of team members were in a beer hall having some German brew can you believe it, the
bomb right there in a ruck on the floor beside the table, and they just walked in and
captured them, the captain panicking and pulling out his service revolver, a 45, that had
real bullets in it because it was a real bomb (minus the plutonium). He pointed the pistol
at them, shaking, as they tried to talk him down, but he didn‟t put it down until the
bomb people arrived to take the bomb. To make a long story short, it was a real fiasco
and a big embarrassment to SF. So stay in the woods it was, and it soon became
apparent I was in my element, and there was no need to rotate people to point, as I was
the best man for the job, and so on point I stayed, until shortly after deploying the
bomb, when I walked into a stick and scratched my eye. Despite my protests, I got
exfilled, which took hours, first being snuck to a waiting car on the road, and then after
all that caution the guy drove right to where the op fore was having a party, in the dark
at some electrical station, and I would‟ve been captured if it weren‟t for their officer,
who saw I was wounded and told the driver, our asset, who attended to our needs, to get
me to the doctor. The irony in that, but who‟s counting?
At HQ I got a patch on my eye, but it wasn‟t a serious injury, just hurt like the dickens. I
watched the movie they were showing the troops there, Escape From New York, and
with one eye it wasn‟t so great. The only thing I could think about was getting back out
there. Mr. War Gamer from my team was there, as he‟d been captured by cooks taking
chow to the op fore manning the target, but it wasn‟t his fault like everyone was making
it out to be. He got sent from the forest to recon the target, and even though he was
dressed in civies and spoke good German, they knew it was an American G. I., after all,
they‟d seen him come down from where they knew we were. He shouldn‟t have been
sent in the first place. He was so humiliated he terminated his S when he got back to
Devens, the designator back then on your MOS to identify you as SF qualified, as there
wasn‟t a Special Operations Branch just yet, and he was 11C2S, soon to be minus the
Sierra. One of the regrets of my life is not trying to talk him out of it. I ran into him there
in the HQ, and he was devastated, having been caught by cooks in combat boots when
he was wearing sneakers, cooks no less, they chasing him down, him screaming in
German, “Help! I‟m being kidnapped! Help!” Seeing him there then though, with only
one eye, and not my good one, I didn‟t want to be identified with him, since I was there
at HQ too and had been pulled out of the field, although for a different reason and in a
very different way, and I knew that it was just the way things worked that we‟d be put in
the same wagon, being from the same team and all, and the differences would get
muddled, and I determined to get myself back out in the field. In the afternoon of the
next day I took my patch off and went to see the doctor and pleaded with him to release
me so I could go: “See, my eye‟s fine,” and he did.
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A car again, with an SFer in civies driving it, not our asset, this time straight to where I
got dropped off, right in the middle of German nowhere. I just wanted to chase the car
down and get back in it, like what with even a fortified Russian getting your flint. It‟d
happened that, some days before, once we‟d gotten near the target with the nuke, a
Russian submarine off the coast came on our radio and tried to get us to defect with the
bomb. It really spooked us, and we took a 24 hour radio silence time out and didn‟t even
talk to our guys. Now here at my computer safe in my bedroom, with my dogs asleep
upon the bed and on the floor near me, a Rottweiler and two yellow Labs, my girls, I‟m
sure it was an SF mind game, psyops stuff, but then even our captain believed it. And
there I was all alone in a foreign land, not in Kansas anymore (North Carolina), and it
was the Christian militia taking your weapon thing all over again but this time times a
thousand, as this was a nuke and the Russians for God‟s sake. They could‟ve sent a team
from that sub to look for us for all I knew my overly active imagination told me.
Imagination is not always more important than knowledge. I didn‟t run home this time
though (how could I?), just did what any SFer from any country would do in that
situation, faced with such overwhelming odds, I girded up my loins, shot my azimuth
and took off, my imagination putting Russians on my tail, my eye stinging so badly I
could hardly leave it open for more than a few seconds. The rally point (or was it
rendezvous point?), a place someone in my team would check once every 24 hours, was
almost a click away. I couldn‟t carry a map and had had to memorize the surroundings
as much as I could on the map back at base before I left, and my how different the
surroundings looked in real life. The place was in a little patch of forest on a rise of land
between two villages, and I hid myself in it and waited. Late that night a deer almost
walked right over me, scaring the hell out of both of us, it crashing on off through the
forest, and me putting my head in my sleeping bag until I went back to sleep. Then at
dawn I woke up and saw the figure of a man hunkered down and looking at me from a
short distance, and I sat up startled, and he jumped in surprise, and it was an SFC from
334. He took me to a deer stand, where I had to wait until dark before I could join the
team, up there in that tree, as per protocol. And just after dark he came and took me to
the team, who were staying in a German farmer‟s basement. Our asset was there, he an
SFer from Berlin, a spy of sorts, but he wouldn‟t tell me anything about his job, even
drunk, as the farmer opened up a barrel of apple cider for us that night, of the alcohol
variety, and everyone was celebrating before we‟d be split up into twos and put into the
Net, the NATO underground, to be exfilled out of the country. In other words everybody
got drunk, even me, and the last thing I remember before passing out was that asset
standing up with a drink in his hand looking at us all passed out around him, me
thinking to myself, “Of course a spy can hold his liquor.” Two choppers from the Air
Force‟s Pararescue exfilled us, once we went through the Nato underground, the Net,
and when we got on board and were taking off, fast and sideways, the way I like it, an
airman attending to us said, “Wow, are you guys Green Berets?” I looked around at
everyone, they all looking off into their own worlds, the fact they‟d just gotten into a
chopper after a mission involving an atom bomb not perceivable on any of their faces,
like they‟d just taken a walk in the park or something, and I looked at myself and
realized it was the same for me, and I looked back at him and just said, “Yup.” And that‟s
when I knew I was an SFer, real world mission or not. That‟s why I‟m handy: a
miserable life to make bigger.
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Things were much easier after that, except for SFC Caruso becoming acting team
sergeant, but you can‟t have everything perfect in this world. As soon as we got back I
got invited to my step-brother Steve Abbott‟s commencement at Brown University, and
he was in the same class as John F. Kennedy Jr., and I rubbed elbows with the Kennedy
clan, although from a distance, just the next table over during the dinner. “Mrs.
Kennedy, would you come sit at our table?” Two or three parents came and asked her
that. Jackie would just give a polite no. “How rude they are,” said someone at our table,
a member of Steve‟s family, like they didn‟t want to go and do the same thing. When I
was on the dance floor during the graduation dance, dressed in my dress uniform,
wearing paratrooper boots and my green beret, I had that sense again of that
inexplicable, wonderful, world pattern, and I was the Green Beret at John John‟s college
graduation, and like a green beret being put on Kennedy‟s grave, the world was putting
me there for the same reason: to honor our presidential benefactor. You have to wonder
at the world. Our company got West Point duty that summer, and my team was to man
the wet obstacle course at a lake there. We had to get lifeguard certified to it, and I didn‟t
even know how to swim. In typical SF wing it fashion, I was taught to swim, by
Blackwell, as we went through lifeguard class. A really standoffish and private person,
although he was the joker on the team, together with Wilson, he was so tender with my
body in that water, and I trusted him completely. At West Point summer camp I taught
cadets how to make poncho rafts. I gave the class and had two assistants, and we swam
each class across the little waterway behind the main lake, a distance of about 30
meters, and we did have to save lives, just a couple among the cadets, but in one very
intense moment the lives of about 15 people in one go, as a company of the 101st Air
Assault Division, formally an airborne division known as the Screaming Eagles, there I
think to be the op fore for the cadet‟s summer war games, came stupidly charging
through our course one morning for their PT, officers and all, and didn‟t even slow down
before jumping in mass into the water and swimming across, not bothering to see if
everyone could swim, and, like I said, 15 couldn‟t. Everybody had to come from their
stations to mine and save lives. They really had a chip on their shoulders for being taken
off airborne status, the air assault thing just an attempt to retain airborne esprit de
corps, but it didn‟t work, and they were legs, and they wanted to show SF they were not.
They showed us you don‟t take a proud airborne division with such a distinguished
history off jump status. And while we‟re on the subject, you don‟t tell the U. S. Army
Special Forces they can‟t wear the green beret John F. Kennedy gave them the right to
wear because that might make some cadets feel less special about themselves. We had to
wear BDU patrol caps the whole time, even off base. Come on people, do you want to
make ring knockers or good officers? While there I took a week‟s leave and went to the
Adirondacks, going up to the Thousand Lakes, camping in the back of my station wagon,
just me, and it was spectacular, but I never went inside New York City, sight-seer though
I was, had an aversion to the place, and it was that hillbilly raising its head a minute
from its fitful sleep in my subconscious and drawing a line and saying, “Not them damn
Yankees.” I‟ve regretted that so many times. Just like a person can carry group process,
so can a city, and this one has done that, is doing that today, for our country and for our
world: right through the very heart of it, New York, New York.
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We returned to Devens shortly after my leave, and I went to a makeshift jumpmaster
school at the airfield of the base, and I failed it because I choked in a crucial moment.
One mistake in that school and you were out, because of the lives that would be in your
hands when you were a jumpmaster, if you haven‟t seen that by now. I blamed it on my
partner in the class, who charged me all wide-eyed and scared as I stood there his
jumpmaster in the open door of the bird, it about 2000 feet off the ground, and,
surprised at his charge, unable to respond quick enough to the situation, I didn‟t secure
his static line as he went out the door. He was supposed to hand it to me, and I‟d pat his
butt, and he‟d jump out, but life is full of suppose to‟s that are no goes. It‟s a life and
death situation up there, and you‟d have to be standing in the door of that C 130
Hercules with the wind blowing your face sideways and the great gulf between you and
the ground giving you the willies to understand why that is, not to mention the jump
status alone could do you in, and not everybody has the presence of mind to do what
they‟re supposed to do in life and death situations. Yours truly could not admit that I‟d
failed because I didn‟t have it, what I hadn‟t had in that tunnel or in that ambush, but
those times didn‟t register like this one did, and you can blame it on the opening to selfknowledge getting big enough to see my faults, but not yet big enough to really want to.
Somehow, I had a reputation for having it in the Horse Platoon and Pathfinders, and
you can blame that on how complicated we all are, one thing one minute and another
the next. I really found it hard to live with that I‟d lost it in that moment, not to mention
Dait, a SPEC 4, Pilipino, medic who‟d recently returned to the team from Czech
language school, who was my barracks buddy, did pass, and he jumpmastered the team
the next time we jumped, and it was such a humble pie eating moment for me, as we
were rivals of sorts, good buddies though we were too, and here he‟d really surpassed
me. Blackwell, insightful as ever, told me later that was the real reason I decided to get
out of the army, and you know, it did have something to do with it, a little something,
not Dait getting one up on me, but what that clutch moment showed me about myself,
something I didn‟t like and didn‟t want to see, as, everybody knows, even if everyone‟s
pretending not to know it in this age of outrage, one when you‟re considered a squared
away person for squealing like a stuck pig for just getting your mind bothered, and that‟s
who‟s who among human beings, who should lead us, is the person with presence of
mind. It‟s not something that can be faked. You react and that‟s that, as stuff just rushes
up from the subconscious, panic, rage, lust, what have you, until you have enough
presence of mind not to let those things take you over, which takes a mountain of selfdevelopment. Ernest Hemmingway committed suicide in part because he wasn‟t the
manly man that manned his novels, and he couldn‟t live with it. He was in the crash
landing of a small passenger plane, and when the plane stopped, he ran to the doors and
beat on them to open, like a man out of his head, or someone without presence of mind,
and another passenger simply walked up and opened them with the handle, easy as pie.
That was not the short happy life of Buster Scruggs.
Fall fell on New England. I went to see the foliage. You have to wonder at the beauty of
it. It‟s like it‟s there to be seen and appreciated, like a peacock, like a mountaintop, like
whatever in the world it was that programmed the thing, would know these fleshy, carebound creatures would be moved by it, and some of their heavy load would be taken,
just for breathtaking minute, off their shoulders, but, at that time having just fully
become an atheist, I didn‟t ask such obvious questions. I just drove around and gawked,
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stopping my mind at the scene and not looking on behind at possible meaning. We do
that a lot. I could, however, handle the thought of some deft but ingenious pattern
participating with us in our lives, a world pattern, but I couldn‟t stomach that having
anything to do with a God, not yet, as I was too busy rejecting the religious formula I‟d
been given since childhood because it didn‟t equal the free play of the stupendous
measure I sensed, one that „winked‟ at anyone with wide enough eyes to see it, like that
evening at The Bull Run, or on that graduation dance floor, and it didn‟t have anything
to do with you being good or bad, a believer or non. You just had to be able to look up
from your feeding space a moment and spot it winking, and I include this here because
the issue was so present to me at the time, my reflections then. Somewhere near the end
of fall, as my ETS date came closer (expired time of service, January 1984), I enrolled in
an English class off base at the community college, just basic grammar stuff, no
composition at all. I was seriously thinking about getting out of the army and going to
college, not yet fully decided, but I began to prepare anyway. Then winter came and
blanketed everything with snow, and for a brief snow-covered minute, my team
members teaching this Florida sun Texan how to ski on the slope of the road near our
barracks and then at a ski resort in New Hampshire, SF eclipsed getting out. I really
tried to keep getting out out of my head, thought instead about reenlisting and
becoming an SF medic, and that was such a pleasant fantasy, but I could not shake the
clear and certain sense that I had further to go in life than the army could take me, and
that certainty inside me was the deciding factor, although getting out was still the
hardest decision I‟ve ever had to make because it was in my nature to be a soldier, to be
an SFer especially, a Green Beret. Being back in the army is the subject of a good many
of my dreams, and I‟m really into dreams, do dreamwork and have for 35 years, the
dream of being back on an A team, often but not always ODA 331, after a whole series of
dreams of going through all manner of leg and airborne units to get back to it, a dream
cycle that comes often. But that doesn‟t come from making the wrong decision all those
years ago, as it may seem on the surface, although it does show the army and SF are still
a part of me, part of my very nature. It comes from the nature of dreams, which uses
your life experiences to show you what‟s going on with yourself today, because you know
those like the back of your hand, and when I‟m back on a team, I‟m at a full sadhana,
functioning on all cylinders on the spiritual path, my occupation in life, but I‟m
answering a further Reflections question, getting ahead of myself again.
Although I didn‟t like it in anyone else that I saw in it in my four years in the army, told
myself I wouldn‟t do that if I were getting out, I came down with the short timer‟s
attitude too, only with me it was to the nth degree, and so, like I went to the Horse
Platoon and then the Pathfinders to look for a job, I went to the education center and
asked if I could go to school there until my ETS, which was six weeks away. The teachers
there told me they‟d be delighted to do that, but acting team sergeant Caruso said no,
the acting team leader too, the L T, and so I went up the chain of command to the acting
company commander, who‟d been the captain for the nuke mission (the team sergeant
had to be a master sergeant, the team leader a captain, and an SF company commander
a major). I knew he‟d let me, since he was the type of officer that didn‟t let his
officerness get in the way of his humanity. I didn‟t even have to dance. He didn‟t even
hesitate to let me, and so I spent my last six weeks in the army at the center, every
weekday eight hours a day, Caruso making me come to the firing range one day very
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close to my ETS date to re-qualify with the M-16, threatening me with an article 15 if I
didn‟t show up. He was just miffed I‟d gone over his head. I did go though, was so
disinterested I didn‟t shoot expert, and I‟d been expert since OSUT. I didn‟t, however,
change the badge on my dress uniform, something Blackwell pointed out. One of the last
things I did with my team was be in a battalion formation with them in dress uniform.
Blackwell also pointed out I had a spot on my lapel that I needed to get rid of. I just
looked at him like he was being a Ranger or something, bothering me for such little
details. We took photos, and it turned out that those photos were the only ones I took in
my dress uniform while a Green Beret, and, although I‟ve lost those photos in the 36
years hence, one sat in my mom‟s living room and one in my dad‟s for years, and you
know, that spot was so visible. I thought of Blackwell every time I looked at those
photos. He also tried to get me to stay on the team, for my sake he told me, but it was
more than that. He opened up his heart and said it nicely: “I like looking at you.” Some
days later, maybe as a way of making light of that, as he was acutely self-conscious, he
came up to me and spoke as though it was me speaking, and he was good at mimicking
people, not the sound of their voice, but the way they said things. “I was a Green Beret,”
he said as if I‟d said it, slightly exaggerating the way I would, making it an obvious boast.
He was telling me that I hadn‟t been on a team long enough to be one, and that I‟d only
punched my ticket. But Blackwell, I was a Green Beret.
The only item not sorted out is Cpt. Hatsis. I ran into him on the streets of Ft. Devens
one day, he not carrying himself with the same proud stature he had before, as the army
had beaten him down for his mistake, and the military‟s real bad about that. It had sent
him to an SF group to rub his nose in failing the Q course and put him behind some desk
as opposed to in command of men. I saw he was wearing that little candy stripe on his
beret, what separated the men from the boys in SF, figuratively speaking of course. The
SF tab was just coming into group at that time, and, the beret being such a proud symbol
for us, at once Hollywood and holy, the way you knew someone was SF qualified was
they had a full flash on the show of their beret, and everyone else assigned to the group
wore a little parallel rectangle there, called a candy stripe. In 10 th group our flash and
candy stripe were dark green. He must‟ve seen me looking at it, and what with me
wearing a full flash and all, he had to remind me of my own failings. He was doing what
he probably did a lot, and that was telling his side of the story, and why he shouldn‟t
have been failed. Then he bent down some, and in a low voice, for effect no doubt, told
me, “And I leave the NCOs alone and let them work things out, like I did that night.” Of
course I knew what night he was talking about, and he knew I‟d know, an expert by this
time in licking his wounds. I could‟ve sworn he winked at me, but I wasn‟t sure because I
was right where he wanted me to be, looking up at Mr. 82nd Ranger Tab and giving up. It
was like he was calling me a fat little fucker, what he‟d called that NCOIC in Robin Sage,
only here it was „little skinny coward‟, and that‟s just the way it is when you rub
someone‟s nose in their mistake: they don‟t learn from it, but it sure makes you feel
better, don‟t it?

There About God
With the Fate of the Earth
This narrative is divided between the person in it,
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a full-blown atheist
(but numerous times That existed),
and what that person‟s writing today,
narrated to myself,
bearing system directions:
soldier of the year being shuffled to soldier of silence,
so that they speed their nature‟s destiny,
and they become a weapon
for the brotherhood of man.
Clothes from the Sun:
He looks like a purse you got in the supermarket,
in the world‟s religion,
but you have to be Cinderella to see it:
all eyes on God.
Bless me Father for I have sinned:
I see Your light in my eyes,
in every inhabitable thing.
I chant what‟s pedant grace,
as the Divine Mother looks at us.
You want to see it?
Go to the woods.
Come on people, kiss the earth.
It‟s all magic,
and it‟s all magic.
There God grows to the top
and hidden deep in you.
It was the last most important to me,
the southern draw.
I became with him:
he‟s a good person.
I don‟t want it,
I don‟t want it monster.
There‟s no holes that you could go to tap God.
It can also bring all beings as a planet and a planet being.
Here we are old and what‟s called a church,
what they rarely do.
A new world and one literature culture at a time,
one fabulous helicopter ride at a time.
That‟s where we crawl,
search for time in a Q course.
This high-bearer was actually altitude approved
and came unto himself in that wing.
We‟d land on our consciousness
a high altitude ball.
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The fact that He doesn‟t come to see us when you meditate,
the gods must be crazy.
I catch the ball though.
Have to remember where you‟re at when you‟re on this rolling rock of destiny.
We had to top the glass with water,
give something downrange.
America,
however we may part,
in the world‟s destiny
you rise until you reach
a great big name center
of the rocket of human unity.
The think I know everyone in the secret of the space,
a world formidable,
a world deep,
I just write stories.
Is it in the mirror of the soul to traditionally do that?
And I‟ve spoken my peace, you know.
Do you copy that?

Most of ODA 331, I‟m on the far left
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If you participated in any military operations, including combat,
humanitarian and peacekeeping operations, please describe those
which made a lasting impact on you and, if life-changing, in what
way?
The Human Being of Soul
I jumped into an atom bomb with a Green Light Team for God‟s sakes.
Can you get that pull?
It wasn‟t essential.
We blew up nothin‟,
all practice rounds.
I stepped on my sister‟s shoe.
She was a pot growing antigovernment hippie.
I stood there a Green Beret.
To tell you the truth it was exciting,
full of espionage.
I green-lighted my way into Germany.
All the official channels were open
in a parachute chord.
We marched through the forest
a kilometer of a hundred miles.
It was regular work.
Night saw us do it day saw us sleep.
What‟s so special about locks on a river?
It wasn‟t even a dam to draw our attention.
A medic and a captain took the bomb to water,
tied a rope around it and threw it in.
I security rifled close by.
How anticlimactic.
All hands into the Net
after that,
a NATO led underground.
It was exhilarating,
real spy stuff.
Safehouses saw the way.
I stayed in a jäger hütte
and then in a barn of one of Hitler‟s army
who fought on the Russian front,
right in the middle of his neighborhood.
Two other guys stayed with a colonel
of the Waffen SS.
Can we get political here?
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Why not a former enemy?
These guys had some skills.
You don‟t bat an eye at the scientist grab.
The enemy in those days was Russia.
I don‟t think nothing‟s changed.
Now for the mission:
scorch our allies‟ earth so the enemy can‟t use it.
American the beautiful you see.
Here‟s the dog:
huddled in our woods down to a man we agreed.
They‟d lied to us about the fallout we figured.
The town would be toast and us too.
I don‟t know what it is that gets into a man‟s head
that replaces his humanity with pride
the high command, the cause, the organization,
could count on him to follow orders.
Until this is slain terrorism breathes.
I will have to tell you
we have a responsibility to our earth
our nation cannot supersede,
our religion cannot abrogate,
our skin color cannot override,
any grouping rise above.
That‟s just common sense
in the age of nuclear weapons,
in any age
if you want to know the truth,
that truth being we are human beings,
every last one of us,
before we are even our names,
before we are anything whatsoever we are or call ourselves.
Makes sense doesn‟t it,
to have a basis for diversity
we each and everyone are
before we are diverse?
Kind of gets the bombs out,
if you know what I mean.
That‟s the secret to gun control,
if you can admit the human being.
It‟s what we‟d teach our children from day one.
This is big stuff,
a point of contact
to all that has a soul.
I think we‟ve just joined the earth.
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Waiting for exfiltration out of Germany, I‟m reading Blackwell beside me

Did you encounter any situation during your military service when
you believed there was a possibility you might not survive? If so,
please describe what happened and what was the outcome.
Runaway Wagon on Parade
For a brief well lookie here where I am engagement, coming down the hill from Ft. Myer
and into D.C., looking at both the Horse Platoon and Caisson Platoon in columns of two
in front of me, the latter in front of the former, the former dressed in the cavalry blues of
the Indian Wars, the latter in the honor guard of the modern horse soldier, banners
waving, horse tails swaying, it was a Kodak moment. I was the swamper of the army
escort wagon trailing from behind, who spends his time looking at mule butts and horse
behinds, not the most pleasant mirrors to look at yourself in, and I was trying not to
identify with the sight. I had been demoted for the Inaugural parade of Ronald Reagan
on account I didn‟t have enough ass to be the muleskinner in case something happened,
and it certainly did, but Don, the temporary muleskinner replacement, it turned out
didn‟t have either. They were so diplomatic with me, my platoon (nowadays called a
detachment by the way), telling me I was still the muleskinner, only for the parade
there‟d be two, and Don had rode in some wagon train that went across America, as a
muleskinner, and he had the experience. On telling me that a snatch of the theme song
from Wagon Train ran through my head, accompanied by pictures of long rows of
wagons on the prairie, until the song from Bonanza, my favorite as a kid, replaced it.
You know how it is when you‟re on TV show theme songs. That all happened in the
space of some couple of seconds. You know how it is with thought sights and sounds,
environ you standing there talking to people, all will-o-the-wisp-like and fast like light
is. It made some sense, since his name was half of mine, what mine is shortened, and
that was an odd coincidence, but still, it was a letdown to have been demoted, however
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much they said I hadn‟t been, but like I said, the wonder of the moment, its capitol
significance, accompanied by the fresh, clear of the morning, was a ray on my attitude
mitigating the hurt pride. We are such inconstant creatures.
It did happen that there were indeed two muleskinners on the wagon that day, although
not the way my platoon expected there to be, because the whole time coming down from
the Caisson Platoon‟s stables in Ft. Myer, Don and I had had to trade off driving the
wagon on account of the mules being skittish and ready to bolt, I mean at any moment,
and when mules are like that, you have to have both reins wrapped around your wrists,
pulling on them in a seesaw motion with all of your might, and you can only keep that
up for a couple of minutes at a time. They were acting up because they weren‟t used to
the spiked shoes we had to put on them in case there was ice on the road, and I don‟t
believe there was any, the re-shoeing like cutting the ends off a roast just because
grandma did it (if you‟re familiar with that parable), only here you didn‟t waste good
meat, you got a runaway wagon. I‟d been up almost all night helping the horseshoers
from both our platoons putting those spiked shoes on all our horses and the two mules.
There had been a moment in the night, however, that made it almost worth it, moments
being usually all we get of such, when, standing there watching the farriers, I actually
inhabited books I‟d read or had read to me by schoolmarms as a child, ones about the
old days, when people still practiced the old ways, when this country was new and could
walk but not yet run, when we had to go to a blacksmith to fasten out our transportation.
I‟d climbed up a ways on a ladder that led to a loft and looked down on the two farriers
below, one with a horse hoof in his hands and the other beating out sparks upon an
anvil, the night having entered the barn just enough to make fantasies real. I‟d traveled
back in time. Do you ever get the sense you‟re looking out at the world for more than
just you?
We were crossing the Potomac on Arlington Memorial Bridge, right in front of the
Lincoln Memorial, just about completely over the bridge, and I‟d just handed the reins
over to Don, thank goodness, when for some reason the Caisson Platoon went up the
curb, to avoid the intersection I guess, and the Horse Platoon followed. Don gave me a
look like “What are they doing?” not at all happy they‟d done that, him trying, to no
avail, to turn the wagon so that it‟d hit the curb even-steven both front wheels at the
same time, when suddenly, up the curb we went, the mules following the herd not the
reins. As soon as the first wagon wheel hit the curb, since we were going up it at an
angle, the mules bolted. Don yelled for me to pull the brake, which was a long, black,
metal lever to my right, which applied a brake shoe on the back wheels, and I pulled the
brake, watching Don bounce up and off the wagon, as there are springs under the bench
seat, him giving the most curious expression as he bounced and fell, eyes wider than
gunfire. I cannot tell you how utterly abandoned I felt. I never let go of that brake the
whole time. Didn‟t do a damn bit of good, but grabbing it was what kept me from
bouncing off and what was giving me some world to hold onto, for dear life.
Back at Ft. Hood, Texas, where our barn was, every so often the mules would balk, Red
first then Sally, as they were being led to the wagon after being taken out of their stalls,
and then they‟d run off, every time, to town. That happened on my first day in the Horse
Platoon, and if I‟d of been wide-eyed enough, I‟d of seen the world wink at me, showing
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me my future with those two ornery mules, but I didn‟t know then the world will show
you its hand in the card game it plays with you, just enough to get glimpses of what‟s
going to happen, not enough to know what you‟re seeing. It took scores of such one plus
ones before I‟d be able to add them up to two. I had no intention at the time of being the
muleskinner, or swamper either for that matter, most especially not the swamper. A
horse soldier I wanted to be, why I joined the Horse Platoon to begin with. It was
another boyhood dream, or fantasy really, one I had often riding Dolly my Welsh pony,
when I‟d give her her head, let her run like the wind, what you see all the time in
Westerns, what looks so safe and easy, but when you do it yourself on a horse, you know
you‟ve crossed one of those world lines into the wild. I‟d pretend I was a cavalry trooper
on a charge, and in my imagination my uniform was blue, not grey, and, not wanting to
be a traitor, I‟d have to change the uniform in my fantasy to be in uniform with my
Confederate culture, strong on a boy in those days, but I‟m afraid I‟ve given too much
detail. The mules would run to the nearby town of Killeen, which was just in sight of our
barn, and they would run right down its main street, and the whole Horse Platoon,
minus its „brass‟, would mount up on both horses and in cars and go and get them. It
was quite a spectacle, and Killeen didn‟t seem to mind much, as it was some
entertaining, local color, but here in Washington D.C., it wasn‟t funny or entertaining at
all. For me, it was a death ride.
They say that the relativity of time is too miniscule to notice in daily life, but I‟d dispute
that, as would anyone I‟d imagine who‟s been on a runaway wagon, in a plane crash, a
car wreck, or, since we‟re on the subject, a fire fight I would imagine (only imagine, since
I‟ve never been in one), when there‟s a gap of time between the beginning of the
emergency and its culmination. Time seems to slow down, or, more like it is, you seem
to yourself to be in a different time altogether, watching from the wagon, the windows,
or just your eyes how fast the world is going but how slow you‟re going in relation to it.
It‟s like you‟re in a little emergency time bubble, and for its duration, stay in this damn
suspended animation, and everything you see and hear has a filter of emergency on it,
the approach of doom. I sat up there on that wagon in that doom time zone, with no way
to control the mules, since Don fell off with the reins wrapped around his wrists, and I
just figured he was dead, falling as he did right down the front, and all I could do was
pull on that handbrake for all it was worth, and it wasn‟t worth anything, like I said.
The mules turned after going up that curb and headed straight down the street that runs
along the side of the river, Ohio Drive SW I do believe, cars swerving to the right and left
to avoid hitting us. Then they turned again and got onto the sidewalk on the left. I could
see some riders from my platoon out of the corner of my eye watching from a distance,
but no one was trying to ride up and jump on a mule. I had the thought of trying to walk
the tongue, what‟s between the mules and what they hitch to, so to get on a mule myself,
not even considering what you see in Westerns, a cowboy just jumping from the seat to a
hitched horse, making it look so easy, but I tell you, just the thought of climbing down
from that seat onto the tongue to get on a mule, while the wagon is no longer a wagon
but a fire breathing dragon, and I‟m giving you the feel of the thing, is enough to make
you want to go to the bathroom. The bravado of everyone in movies, it just gives us such
a false sense of ourselves, and we don‟t find out that sense is false until we‟re in a life
and death situation and see how we ourselves act, or the many if not most of us anyway.
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If you‟re looking for the causes of P.T.S.D., look at this one here. Meanwhile, the mules
were headed straight to a public bathroom on the mall, a big, brick one the size of a
house, and there was no way to stop them, and I just settled my butt more firmly into
the seat and braced for impact, the wall of that bathroom the face of death for me.
You‟d wonder why I didn‟t just jump off, and that‟s the thing about life and death
situations, emergencies, you question yourself ad infinitum after as to why you just
didn‟t do such and such, why you just stood or sat there or, in some cases, why you ran
away, but here my courage wasn‟t what was doing the running, the wagon was, and I
wasn‟t in a panic at all, as odd as that may sound after you‟ve seen me panic in much
safer situations, in a short tunnel, a role play ambush, for starters. I was just trying to
figure out what to do, whether to walk that tongue or not, and then the wall came, and
there was no longer any time to do that. Pete McSomething, the Horse Platoon‟s
horseshoer, and my best buddy in the platoon, said that I didn‟t look scared at all, just
confused, as he said my face was clearly visible, and I realized then everyone had been
watching me, my performance in that emergency, as if I‟d been up on a stage. My whole
insides blushed at that revelation, as I didn‟t feel as though I‟d handled things all that
well, as I hadn‟t walked that tongue like Roy Rogers, (who I saw in person and almost
got to shake with at the Houston Rodeo when I was a little kid, but there were too many
kids with their hands out, and mine came away empty, but I didn‟t mind because I‟d
gotten so close to the TV screen, figuratively speaking, almost inside it. My sister,
though, got to shake Dale Evans‟ hand.) However much I felt I‟d fumbled it, my platoon
felt I‟d done them proud (after all, not a one of them rode up and jumped on a mule),
and I got a big pat on the back, literally, by this one and that, one member coming up to
me that night at the inaugural ball and telling me I‟d earned the respect of the whole
platoon: all because I didn‟t look scared of death.
At the last second the mules swerved hard to the right to avoid the wall, but I had to
duck to avoid the roof, what stuck out some from the building and what took the top off
the wagon. Then they turned abruptly 45 degree and headed down a little side street
beside the mall, and I was on that tongue walk thought again when the wagon hit a
parked car and came to a stop, the mules abruptly swerving again to avoid a head on
collision, but the wagon still hit the car, broadsided it. I immediately got off the wagon
and went up on the grass, and my knees buckled underneath me, from the shock of it all,
and I could hardly stand up, and I told whomever it was there gawking at the spectacle,
some civilian and a couple of riders from my platoon, who‟d been following the wagon,
at a safe distance I might add, that I needed a drink, not because I needed one, as I
didn‟t drink, but to show bravado you know. Then Don walked up from the direction of
the wild ride, wearing a forced grin (that bravado again), uniform torn and bloody, but
he wasn‟t seriously injured, and you‟d wonder at that when you hear what happened
after he fell. I was so glad to see him, but it was like seeing a ghost, and I told him, my
voice shaking as much as my legs, “I thought you were dead.” I was to learn later he got
drug behind the wagon until he could get the reins off his arms, why he looked in such
bad shape, but he didn‟t waste any time on himself, just said, “Let‟s work them mules
some.” The guy had the experience. He‟d get attended to before the parade, but now, we
had mules to calm down, and you do that by working them silly. Oh, the covered wagon
by this time? It lost its extinction bundle; that was the immediate.
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He got up on the wagon, and so did I, both used to getting back up on that horse, and he
brought the wagon up onto the mall, its ground wet, what we needed, and he started
working them, which was making large muddy ruts in the manicured grass, until a
couple of people in uniform, obviously the grounds keepers, came and shouted at us to
get off the mall, not sure what to do about us and the damage we‟d done. We just smiled
that smile you give when you got the license to wreck a national monument‟s grass, on
account of you looking like you just stepped out of American history, and we headed out
towards the start of the parade, which was in under an hour‟s time. We had to
completely remove the cover from the wagon, or what of it that remained. It was now no
longer a covered wagon, and it would no longer bear the 1st Cavalry Division‟s patch and
the logo, First Team, something that‟d been such an issue of preparation for the parade
back at Ft. Hood, what I‟d had to go to great lengths to get put on it, having to have a
whole new cover made, by some civilians in the post maintenance department that‟d
never made one before, but who did a good job nonetheless. I found that ironic at the
time, how it wouldn‟t even be seen, and after all that trouble. I think it has something to
do with the best laid plans of mice and men.
I passed and reviewed in front of the newly inaugurated President Reagan, saluted him
with a 6570 black powder rifle, which was just holding it out at arm‟s length from my
sitting position on the wagon, its stock sitting at my right foot, its barrel pointing to
salute, and I saluted him as a swamper, as the muleskinner had to man the mules. To
tell you the truth it all happened so fast it was like someone else did it, Reagan behind a
bulletproof glass the center of all that parading attention. You got to wonder what that
feels like. My family back home was watching the parade on TV, waiting for the moment
I‟d pass in front of the president, but just as my mom shouted “There they are a
coming!” when the Horse Platoon was just entering into the camera‟s eye, a commercial
came and blocked my moment in the sun on national television. She chalked that up to
just the way things worked, as everybody, even if they call it apophenia, knows there‟s
something funny about this old world, but look what I had to do to just get you to open
your window. Rear end and dignity, I‟ve mated them. From a long ways, the picture
appears to be a play upon a wide stage. That behind the scenes runaway wagon, did it
carry the day?

Of all your duty stations or assignments, which one do you have fondest
memories of and why? Which was your least favorite?
The Rule of the West Includes a Covered Wagon
When I was at Ft. Steward, Georgia, having been in the army about six months, I went to
see a councilor at Mental Hygiene in a desperate attempt to get transferred to Ft.
Carson, Colorado, had the person write up a recommendation and everything, as if
something like that would have worked, but I just couldn‟t take being a Ranger reject in
the 24th Mechanized Infantry. I wanted to go to Ft. Carson because it was in the Rockies,
or close enough to pay frequent visits, and I was an avid backpacker and nature
enthusiast, the Rockies being a sort of Shangri-La for that you know. Thankfully, before
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I gave it to my CO, who would‟ve had the biggest laugh, “Hey, Top, look at this. Next
he‟ll dress in Corporal Klinger drag,” I found that ad in the Army Times about a
stateside swap, and I got one, to Ft. Hood, Texas, and the rest is history, or at least my
own personal.
“I‟m DNA, those two over there are clones.” That‟s Ft. Hood speaking, as I hear it
anyway. I think a post you‟re at is dressed by your attitude. I didn‟t like Ft. Steward, my
least favorite duty station, because I didn‟t have a good attitude, hated the army, wasn‟t
all that fond of myself either, having quit the Rangers, what haunts me to this day, and
that was 40 years ago. It probably would‟ve been the same with Ft. Hood, mech infantry
there too, but within a week I‟d be in the Horse Platoon and riding a boyhood dream,
and when you ride what your dreams are made of that just does wonders for the
attitude. A Horse Platoon trooper‟s duty uniform was the OD green fatigues of the
Vietnam War era (this was 1980), a black Stetson cowboy hat, and black, leather riding
boots complete with spurs, which jingled when he walked, as I‟ve described in an earlier
question, and when he walked anywhere on post he got gawked at, like he was post
royalty. When he rode somewhere on post, mounted on a horse in a column of twos of
20 some odd others of his kind, dressed in the old cavalry blue and yellow of the Indian
Wars, he was. (He can‟t give you nice pictures; only Humble can. Bright yellow orange
I‟d be then. Every lifted my pen hasn‟t worked, but it ain‟t what you‟re eating that
common herd. Make it a document presence.) That royalty got diminished when I got
put on the wagon, as the looks you got driving a covered wagon pulled by mules had
grins on them, but you knew you were at least endearing. Our barn was another post
HQ, not in operational terms but in terms of spirit, as it held the spirit of the post, and if
you don‟t believe me go stand there and feel that barn and walk around its grounds,
watching horse soldiers and muleskinners pride their work, and then go to the post HQ
anthill, and then tell me which building the spirit of Ft. Hood inhabits. We are talking
cavalry you know, whatever mount. Sometimes late at night, all alone in the platoon
room, as there was only you the CQ (charge of quarters), no runner, you as near the
wood burning stove as you could get, it being so damn cold, the wind running through
the middle walkway of the barn, making the most lonesome noises, your ears would
easily fool you, and you‟d get as spooked as the horses get when they hear a ghost.
If you know Texas, and you really don‟t unless it‟s in your blood, and you‟ve been born
and raised there, since then its gets branded on your identity during ego transcription,
on account of it being its own nation for awhile, not because „it‟s big‟, as if every Texan
has this big ego, it‟s culture in the east is Southern and gets more Western as it goes west
until it‟s not Southern anymore, but Western, because, of course, it is big. I found Ft.
Hood to be the dividing line, in that part of Texas at least, and everything to the east of it
is Southern down home, and everything to the west Western get up and go. You
wouldn‟t appreciate that unless you had to find say a wagon wheel, wagon seat springs,
or anything for a covered wagon that you couldn‟t get at the hardware store, and you
couldn‟t get much. When I was the muleskinner for the Horse Platoon I spent a lot of
time driving the countryside to the west of the post to try and find wagon parts. You
couldn‟t find much east. That hunting started when a wheel broke, and I had to find a
replacement, and you couldn‟t just get one in the supply chain anymore. I found that if I
concentrated my search on a farmer‟s market road, called FMs, I‟d pass what passes for
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a trading post nowadays, or back then anyway, a small or large spread that had old
timey things strewn around a yard, mule-pulled plows for instance, or even wagon parts
themselves. There‟d be an old house or barn-like structure in the center of the spread,
and inevitably there‟d be some old codger sitting inside. My Horse Platoon get up would
open him up most times, and I‟d sit there a good hour on a particularly interesting day
and hear his stories, of the old days, of the old ways. That was the best part. When I was
a kid in those woods I‟ve spoken so fondly of, one of my most favorite things was to run
up on some old person cat fishing in one of the streams that ran along there, and I‟d ask
him or her to tell me a story, and old people just love lonely little boys with big ears. You
hear their voices singing in the stories I‟m a tellin‟ today.

The Mysteries That Life Divines
On a Helicopter Patch,
On a Mule’s Quarters
The time of the influence of the herd.
To meet hunters up,
hundreds of up.
That‟s a node of fate.
That‟s garrison duty.
Now at times you open,
you do.
What do we wet?
Red and Sally were the mules.
A helicopter came back.
Feel the spoken image.
Open up God,
what then is the door?
Lampasas.
You heritage ball,
you‟re not on the right street.
Is it Ft. Hood‟s water tower,
tank depot,
all these cavalry troopers,
anywhere on Ft. Hood?
It‟s not a namesake.
It‟s more than the eye can see.
It‟s the sprawl of land
on a helicopter ride,
where the light hits it just right;
a magnificent view of the Unseen
in the meaning of a plateau
backlighted by land‟s end;
a terrain module,
buttressed up against the Void;
the vehicle of your imagination
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on field duty
that sees dinosaurs everywhere.
It‟s so distance sing
in the immediate.
Rick had a name God‟s country.
I felt my heart in my poetry.
Captain Munock
thought we were being too magical.
Restrictions that tie using show,
I‟m one up on yah.
Enter the soul into leadership,
the storybook of God.
The soul shut up
in everything on earth.
The best part of being musical:
to release the soul.
I‟m not interruptin‟
the time-land sequence.
Do you lead in Spanish?
Computer has short weekend on faraway island.
I build these words with language,
and I symbol my way in,
on God‟s trail.
He told Private Swanson in a series of tweets
this became a wagon train,
the guitar given.
Press called to the country,
the chancellor this evening.
That is vital,
a generated on the ocean floor,
what deals with need.
How shall I descend?
But you‟ll have to wait and call the New Jersey Turnpike.
There‟s a special blue blood course just for nurses.
They sent a pathfinder to my airborne
to see upside space.
Well worth it.
You ask what time only,
what time?
The state is seeing the demise of the China road fire.
The way they make me dress,
the way they make me drive away.
He watches the new members of the poems
become full-fledged human beings.
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From your entire military service, describe any memories you still
reflect back on to this day.
Two Sandwiched Me In-Between,
In the Memory Packet
I remember why I quit the Rangers, but things have evolved since then, and the regret is
no longer tinged with shame. I think I can sum it all up in two memories, one lighthearted and my own, the other the heavy-hearted memory of a fellow soldier I have little
doubt, something that happened after I'd left, but what helps captures the spirit of why.
Before I begin, I should tell you some wisdom I‟ve painstakingly gained. Life does not
usually agree with us, puts us often in situations that are quite contrary to our nature,
and we have to learn to deal. It‟s either that our fail in whatever endeavor life has faced
us with. It‟s good training then, if, in the launch of adulthood, you‟re put in some
situation contrary to your nature, one that lasts long enough that you learn not only to
wrestle with life but to actually pin its shoulders to the mat, long enough to count to
three at least, and the Rangers was that training ground for me, an opportunity lost,
among so many in my further life lost on account of losing that initial one. The strength
of heart and mind I‟d of gathered in those two years if I‟d of stuck it out. You want to
know what life is? It‟s not a pleasure bucket, or getting the most comfortable pod; it‟s a
school where we have to learn to be bigger than life, bigger than anything it can throw at
us, than pleasure, pain, or indifference. I‟d call life a Q course that unfortunately
includes R.I.P. (Ranger Indoctrination Program), death too while we‟re on the subject. I
close my eyes and tell the story then. Every pickle in the world was there.
It was Saturday morning, and I was still enough a kid it was my favorite day, only now it
wasn‟t that special cartoon I‟d gotten out of bed so early to watch (that was Johnny
Quest); it was to go out on our first pass since starting R.I.P. two or three weeks before.
The often heard about Riverwalk in Savannah loomed large in my consciousness, its
cobblestone street and its restaurants. I‟d not been to town yet. I jumped out of my bunk
(there was still a wakeup call), did my business in the bathroom and made the morning
formation. They said they were going to check to make sure we all shaved, something
they had never done before, but I wasn‟t worried. I only needed to shave every couple of
days. I had that shiny, youthful face that people joke about: just put some milk on it and
let the cat lick it off, it being any facial hair. The instructor inspected my face very
carefully. To my surprise I wasn‟t released to go to town. “There must be some mistake,”
I thought. “How could he tell I hadn‟t shaved?” I was about to protest when I realized it
was all a setup, some Ranger ruse to rub our noses further in the ridiculousness of by
the book Rangerness, what was really beginning to grate on me: how unnecessary all
that Rangerness was. Like I said, Ranger and I, we were not a match.
My heart sank as I watched most of the class go off to town. Several of us were left
standing in the formation, the unfortunate ones who hadn‟t shaved, the ones fooled who
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thought it was a free day. We were told to pick up the grass in the training area, the
loose, individual, unattached blades of grass that lay upon the growing grass, to pick it
up with our fingers and put it in bags. We were to do the whole area, but that wouldn‟t
be a problem we were told, since we had all day. Talk about adding insult to injury.
Maybe it was after an hour of being on my hands and knees and picking up blades of
grass with my thumb and index finger that I began to eye heavily the small shed where
the grounds keeping tools were kept, but I‟d argue that time in these situations also is
relative, and time was much slower to us on that grass than to the assistant R.I.P.
instructor supervising us. I knew there were rakes in there, as grounds keeping was part
of our class routine, only with the proper tools. I decided to ask if we could use the
rakes. It was a cross between being defiant and having a big case of dumbass and
actually thinking the instructor would think it a good idea. We are, as I‟ve said, such
confounding creatures. I stood up at parade rest and said, “SGT So and So, Ranger Duke
requests permission to speak.” “Speak Ranger Duke.” “We can do this a lot faster if we
use rakes. They‟re right there in the shed.” I pointed to it. He didn‟t answer, just looked
at me a minute and walked off, to go and get the rakes I presumed. About a minute later
I heard the owl call my name, a Native American expression for you‟re about to die,
from which tribe I don‟t know, but it sums up my feelings in that moment hearing my
name called in that violent manner by that very angry man, the head instructor, the one
directly under the Commandant, and I‟ve forgotten all their names and what exactly we
called them. “Ranger Duke! Where‟s Ranger Duke at!” Oh shit just sums of so many
situations in life. One of the unshaven there on the ground near me crossed himself, and
I add this to add to the effect of the moment, exaggerating it to bring out more of its
essence, as he didn‟t actually do that.
I stood up at parade rest, and he got right in my face, his face red with anger, and so I
knew he wasn‟t acting, and I got scared, “I‟m sorry, I‟m sorry, I‟m sorry” the only
thought in my head. “Ranger Duke if you ever question the order of a Ranger NCO again
I‟ll cut your balls off! Do you understand?!” He stood there staring at me to bring the
point home. My balls, for their part, drew up towards my stomach like they do when it‟s
cold, and it was an icy glare he gave me. Then he stormed off. Red-faced, trying not to
look at any of the other unshaven grinning at my folly, I went back down to the grass
and continued to pick it up piece by piece, until grace paid us a welcomed visit and
released us from that duty. All day we didn‟t do it, but those hours sure got their point
across, how many I‟m not sure. Like I said, time was going real slow down there in that
grass compared to standard time. My attitude changed after that, for the worse, as
humiliating me didn‟t do what Mr. Ranger NCO thought it would, make me a better
Ranger, or maybe it would have if he‟d have come back to me later, like the student
NCOIC of the Q course, and explained the why of it with his humanity, or gave me a
good growl of Ranger affection like the assistant R.I.P. instructor who‟d first slapped me
upside the head, stories told in question two. As it was I learned you don‟t question
anything in the Rangers, whether it is unnecessary, dumb and dumber, or what; you just
follow orders like a mindless grunt, and it made me realize something I‟d been feeling
since I got there: these people were unnecessarily mean.
If these my Service Reflections were truly about me, or I were the bottom line, since they
are about me but told to show what‟s larger than an I, what‟s Wonderful, I‟d just leave
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these good-sounding reasons I quit the Rangers and go on to Clint Eastwood‟s role here.
And so I must tell you the underlying reason. Besides, I‟ve already revealed in Question
Two I quit because I was afraid. I might as well feed the dogs; reasons grow bigger than
words. I‟m afraid I can‟t describe that fear in such a way as you‟d see it in yourself, how
you‟d identify it in me, feel it and not read it some remote otherness on the page. It‟s
hardly ever named, except watered down to simply express the fear of being out of your
comfort zone, but we fear exceeding the herd, herd sour creatures we each and every one
are, those alone on islands no exception, and we fear being something too intense for
TV, fear leaving safety and having to continually confront the unknown, fear riding with
the big boys no matter how much you dream of being one, because you like being a little
boy dreaming, because you fear, deep down, growing up. There‟s a personal aspect here
I‟m not elaborating on, the origin of that fear as it manifests in my life, but, as I said
earlier, it‟s not a fiend I‟m finding; it‟s a friend. The Rangers was another opportunity to
confront that fear, one lost though, as they were not mindless grunts, I would find in
soldiering with them in the Q course and in Group; they were the army taken to the next
level, the Spartans, and still are I would imagine, and so they were a node on my fearindex of the unknown, a fear like I said I face today, one all grown up now and no longer
wearing the face of the Rangers.
This next story takes me back all the way to the reception station. He told us he wanted
to be like Clint Eastwood, said it often, the way a small child would say that, innocent of
the way that sounded to a bunch of 18-and-up-year-olds, and he was awfully excited
about the prospect, but you‟d look at him and shake your head, as he was hands down
the farthest from the Clint Eastwood type as you could get. What saved him from getting
picked on like I got picked on was the poor boy was so eat up with it he‟d lick your boots
if you kicked him, figuratively speaking. I don‟t remember his name, but a few terrible
minutes in his life I‟ve imagined many times over the years: him frantically getting
together his things in the light of the death of his dream and slipping off into the night
A.W.O.L. We all met him at the reception center we all met in, he even more obvious
than Poindexter (James Dudridge) he wouldn‟t become the Airborne Ranger he
proclaimed he‟d enlisted to be, so to be, he said proudly, like ole Clint. We all doubted
he‟d even make it through boot camp, which for us was combined with infantry school,
called OSUT (one station unit training).
I‟d imagine every platoon has one, a sad sack, and our 4th platoon (in OSUT) was blessed
with two, but more on the other one later, as he‟s a whole other category of the
archetype than whom I‟ll call Clint Eastwood, who was the quintessential sad sack, an
unpolished, uncoordinated soldier, who looked so disorganized in uniform you just
wanted him to take it off. I know how it sounds on the page, but there are some people
that just don‟t look right, although they have a head, arms and legs like everyone else.
There‟s something wrong there you say to yourself as you look at them, and I‟m not
talking about them not being right in the head or heart, and there are those types too,
but about not being right in the body. He was 18 and a runt, which is the best way I can
describe him and you get the picture of what he looked like, as it‟s not a matter of just
being skinny or somewhat short. His open and honest face, though, made up for that if
you could see past that body. And he could do nothing right, went left when the drill
sergeant said right and right when he said left. No one knew what to do with him, and so
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finally, because he was so earnest, and so you couldn‟t help but like him, most everybody
helped him try and square himself away. The whole concept of a gig line baffled him, I
found one morning in trying to help him with that, and that about sizes up the
difficulties in soldiering he faced: he couldn‟t even get that straight. He just wasn‟t
aware of his physical consciousness. Our drill sergeant, Platoon Sergeant Keyes, had the
idea to make him an infantry team leader for a week, who had the Midas touch with
boys and young men. It was a sound idea: give the boy some responsibility, and he‟ll rise
to the occasion. Unfortunately that was the week of our infantry live fire exercise.
In that exercise, a team leader had to move up a few meters to some cover from fire, in
this case imaginary, and then put his weapon on safety and hold it in his left arm while
he lifted up his right arm to give a high, waving signal to his team, about four men, to
move up to him. Clint Eastwood used his weapon instead of his arm, without putting it
on safety, spraying bullets the entire length of his waving signal. The funniest part was
watching our drill sergeant and the instructors dive for cover, how very fast they moved,
but I imagine it wasn‟t funny for them. Luckily, no one got shot. Needles to say, that was
the last leadership position for Dirty Harry.
Somehow, and you have to give him a lot of credit for that how, he made it not only
through boot and infantry school but also through airborne school and to the 1st Ranger
Battalion‟s R.I.P. By that time he‟d earned everyone‟s respect still left from 4th Platoon,
but to the R.I.P. instructors, he was just a sad sack and gave them fits at first, but, and
we were all watching, he by this time some sort of walking miracle, he began to shape
up, as much as he could given he was „gig lined‟ challenged and all, and he was right up
there so close to his dream. He got serious, determined, as I was going in the opposite
direction, but, having been cursed with such a runt body, he‟d been blessed with the
ability to run, what basically separated the men from the boys in R.I.P, I mean what
determined mostly if you passed or failed. We had to do a five mile run in 35 minutes, in
fatigues and combat boots, but no gear, and if we couldn‟t do it we didn‟t go to battalion.
It was a big obstacle for some, the biggest for me. When it came time to do the qualifying
run, which meant running at a seven minute mile pace, faster than we‟d been running
up to the point, we were told we‟d build up to it one mile at a time, starting with just a
one mile run at that pace, and then a two, and so on to five. I had no problem with the
one mile the first day, but on the second day, the two gazelles (instructors) pacing us
wanted to show off and smoke everyone, and only one man made that run with them.
That just did it for me, and I lost it after that and dropped out of the three, four, and allimportant five mile run, which meant you‟d have to continue to try until you either quit
or it became apparent that it was impossible for you to do. I chose the former, I keep
repeating, but it wasn‟t on account of that run, what I might‟ve overcome if I‟d of had the
good attitude to try. I was just scared, and you do the stupidest things when you are. It
sure would‟ve helped, though, to have some Ranger humanity mitigate that grass, but
we‟ve left Clint Eastwood in the gauntlet, and it‟s time to paint your wagon with some
Heartbreak Ridge. For a few dollars more you could‟ve gotten a Gran Torino, but it‟s not
a perfect world.
The truck that carried us everywhere followed us on the runs, to pick up the stragglers,
the kind with a pickup truck cap but that had a big metal box as a back with a go down
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door, like an freezer truck, what we‟d get crammed in, the whole class, and what, each
time, made me claustrophobic, and I‟d insist on being the last person in so I‟d be
pressed up against the door and as close to the light down there at the latch as possible,
but even still, I‟d have to quell a panic attack the whole time, steady my breathing and
all that. I hated that truck. Thankfully, though, when it picked us up as we dropped out
of a run, the go down (door) wasn‟t pulled down, and you could get your breath back
and enjoy the ride. I never once felt guilty or wrong for falling out of a run, but I‟m
getting off course again. On that day of the five mile qualifying run, I think I dropped
out somewhere at the two mile, what those two Gazelles had conditioned me to do, and I
wasn‟t the only one. On getting back to the training area, which was really just a large
yard in front of our barracks, that had an obstacle course sitting on it, with one of those
tall log walls you see in all the movies, the ones that you had to get over but were too tall
to do that without really being motivated, I heard the story of the run, or what was going
on in the back of the formation for the last couple of miles. Our million dollar baby, Joe
Kidd, was back there keeping people in formation, had one of the boys who‟d stood up
for me on that cattle car (in basic) around the waist all but dragging him along and was
using his other arm to help give needed pushes to the other boy who likewise stood up
for me, and I think we can call everyone young men now, and seeing him do that,
everyone back there said, helped them complete the run in formation. He was a hero, for
a brief Ranger minute. I found it so fitting that those two young men got paid back the
help they gave me that night. That world pattern again.
I quit and got transferred before the class went to battalion, each Ranger to their
respective companies (I was to go to Bravo Company), but I heard the story nonetheless.
Clint Eastwood didn‟t make it, was told he was unfit for battalion, although he passed
R.I.P., and he was told he was being transferred to the 24thMech Infantry at Ft. Steward,
where all the Ranger rejects went. That the outlaw Josey Wales just couldn‟t stomach,
and he was never seen again, or not that I heard about anyway, and I was in touch with
my buddies from that R.I.P. class that were in battalion until I went to Ft. Hood, which
was a couple of months at least. I‟ve only imagined his final minutes in the Rangers,
watching his dream give its last breath, like I‟ve said, imagined it many times over the
years, and the injustice of it still stings, like the sting you feel at the end of the TV movie
Tribes, when, after all that magical mystery tour, that green tambourine, Adrian goes
A.W.O.L.
What‟s he doing now, that very earnest runt of a Ranger? After all was said and done,
you weren‟t your Hollywood idol, but not because anything was lacking in you but
because he‟s an actor, and you were the real McCoy. To recognize that heartbreaking
condition. Do you recognize me?

Of all the medals, awards, formal presentations and qualification badges you
received, or other memorabilia, which one is the most meaningful to you and
why?
You Ride a Bus
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If you‟ve been reading these my Reflections, you know that, beginning at seven, I
dreamed of being a Green Beret, what would get so much conformation from my culture
in the ensuing years growing up, as almost anyone who was anybody tough in movies
and TV were ex-Green Berets, like they are ex-Navy Seals today: a different war, a
different hero. I really didn‟t have enough ass for it, but I made up for that in smarts and
in determination, the force of that lifelong dream (up to that young point at least)
pushing and pulling me through, as our dreams are the substance of reality in the
making if we stick to them and give them the force of our character, as it‟s not only God
creating the world, and it‟s not a done deal either.
Although I‟ll contrast his method with that of my drill sergeant in boot, showing that the
right way also works too, my dad was a man maker, and I owe making SF to him, but
only in two areas, ones, however, at the core of making it: the ability to face my fears and
get back on up on that horse. It was simple: I was more afraid of him, or his belt
basically, than whatever it was he was telling me to face, not in every instance of him
pushing me past my comfort zone, but most. My first Christmas in those woods, I woke
bright and early, naturally, and I saw Dolly in the corral we‟d built, along with two
Shetlands for my step-sisters, a corral I was told was for cows, and, beside myself with
excitement, I went and just jumped on her back and got immediately bucked off, hit the
ground hard, but he was standing there, shaking a belt at me in his hands, already
prepared to make me get back on, as she‟d been pastured for years and hadn‟t had
anyone on her back, and he knew I‟d immediately get bucked off: “If you don‟t get back
on that horse you‟ll be more scared of me than it.” You just can‟t imagine how hard it
was to get back on that dancing, prancing, wild thing. I got thrown until I could stick on,
and I could really stick on, without even a saddle, just grabbing a bunch of main and
hooking my feet under her belly, every muscle in my body answering the call to remain
on that horse, on any pony around, whereupon he entered me into the Leon County 4H
rodeo, for kids and youth, to ride a steer, so to show me off. I was 10. He walked me to
the shoot, holding my hand tightly so I wouldn‟t get away, but not without a father‟s
love, firm though it was, as I was reluctant, very reluctant; alright, I was scared to death.
“Daddy, I don‟t want to ride.” “Shut up boy you‟re gonna ride.” “Daddy, I don‟t want to
ride.” “Shut up boy you‟re gonna ride.” I think that similar disagreement with Blackwell
over my manner with that transportation officer has its roots here. You can see where
my problems with authority came from. Anyway, a steer is a castrated, young male cow,
but to a little boy it‟s still the face of death. We got to the shoot, and my father told the
two men there outfitting the boys on the steers,” This is my boy, and I‟ll put him on.” A
father just has so much his hands only clout. They stepped aside while he put me on it
but still did the wrap, asking me if I wanted both hands under it or two. That monster
was snorting and hitting itself up against the sides of the shoot. “Two, yes two.” I
remember looking down at my hands, palms up with a double rope across them, when a
bell rang far off somewhere, and then I entered that twilight time zone again, the one
that ticks off your doom, as the gate had opened, and the steer was shooting out of it like
a bat out of hell, fire-breathing dragon that it was, all in slow motion, the crowd in the
stands going up and down until I realized that was me going up and down, and off I
went, into the dirt, right under the steer, it running over me with its back hooves (or it
kicking me; I don‟t know which), a rodeo clown running up to help me up and make
sure it didn‟t double back and ram me. I pulled his arms off so to get up myself, bravado
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almost instinctual already. I spent two days on the couch in our trailer house with a knee
swelled twice its size. You just didn‟t go to the doctor in those days unless it was serious,
or not if you were the proud poor.
My dad wasn‟t always mean about it though, but you can sure tell selected stories to
make someone sound awful, but no one always is, and, despite his harsh manner, I was
the light of his life, what made my step-mom hate me so much, why we moved to those
“damn woods” (she called them), so I‟d get a taste of the ways of old (and so he could
convince my mom to let me live with him), but let‟s get back to preparation for SF. I
watched him put a steel cable over the cow pond we swam in, put a wooden platform
near the top of the tallest tree, where he put one end of the cable, putting the other low
to the ground on another tree on the other side of the pond. You‟re just dumb when
you‟re a kid, and it didn‟t completely dawn on me he was making that for me until we
went to the swimming hole, and he picked me up, and started climbing that tree with
me. It had wooden boards on it, making a ladder, like a deer stand does. It reached the
sky as far as I was concerned. I was afraid of heights you see, and he wanted to work on
that, as he‟d worked on the fear of dragons, being alone in the woods at night, and other
things, only it didn‟t work all that well because that central fear of his belt, ever present,
never got overcome. It took the longest time to get to the platform near the top. As soon
as he‟d pry my hands off one branch, I‟d grab another, my feet getting in on the action
also, every muscle in my body answering the call not to go up that tree. I was in terror
mode, but it was being superseded by my daddy‟s strong hands, with no anger in them
this time, only laughter, and with his own combined with the family‟s coming up from
below, he could hardly pry me loose from them branches. Finally we got to the platform,
and I realized what that trolley was for now, and he put one hand on one side and the
other on the other, and shoved me off, my holding on for dear life now legitimate. It‟s
just like a kid he couldn‟t get me off it after that. The thrill it gave me, I‟d grow up to feel
it every time I went out the door of an aircraft (feel it too in later inner adventure), and
when I saw the slide for life at Camp Mackall, I grinned a thank you to my dad, thrilled.
Poets are born, not made they say. Is that true of Green Berets? Is it even true of poets?
Maybe my love for language play, which I began to cultivate at an early age, came as a
result of being tongue-tied, and so I had to put a lot of emphasis on language so to be
understood and not just laughed at? My SF soldier‟s nature, likewise, looks for all the
world to have come from what my dad instilled in me. You could argue, though, that
there‟s something in my soul that‟s a poet and an SF soldier, if time will truly call me the
former, and you‟d call me the latter even though I wasn‟t an SFer for long, in uniform
that is. That would mean I needed that tied tongue and that man-making dad, since they
were things my soul asked for and got from life. What happens, following the soul line of
argument, if kids have something in their soul that‟s an SF soldier, and the conditions to
meet that soul need in a country are few and far between because life has been made too
comfortable and risk-free? A lot of those souls would go to the developing countries for
fulfillment. If you don‟t follow the soul line of argument, it doesn‟t matter, because
SFers will be made in those poorer countries too, or made better. Just being made in
America isn‟t enough if that which made America, that pioneer spirit, has been
quenched because death and danger are no longer seen as things to face but as an
outrage.
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Now here‟s the tricky part if we are going to take our country‟s kids out on a limb, join
them up with danger, mitigated so they can meet it at the size they are, give them
glimpses of death‟s face, distant enough for them to learn it‟s always there and is to be
respected, not teased, and if we are going to take our young men and women to those
same fields, danger close and death not distant, take them to war, and Rangers listen up:
when you shout at me, be on my side. If you understand me, that‟s the biggest kind of
power change.
Let me see if I have something responsible in my bag.
You gotta put yourself the way you grab people.
But nnnooo:
Ms Uno.
I‟m talking to a future.
Do you understand me private?
Let‟s give that person their personal dignity.

Me as a little boy
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Which individual(s) from your time in the military stand out as having the
most positive impact on you and why?
The Singers in Life
More often than we‟d like to think, language, its phrases trying to ride an idea, ideas in
themselves the front of time and too wild to ride, can‟t capture what you want to say.
Here I‟m stuck. I want to say that what we mean by saying a person‟s a good leader is
that the person‟s a truly developed person, educated about themselves and the world
around them, not in the sense of being full of knowledge but of being full of their
humanity, and that‟s the genius of the true leader, even of a military leader that has to
lead men and women into battle, to kill or be killed, but the idea can‟t ride my sentence
right slap-dab into your understanding, and you have to think about it some, don‟t you?
This man, Platoon Sergeant Keyes, had the keys to what I‟m trying to say. Of all the
games in the beat, one of the greatest supporting clouds is name speech. Sure, he was
role playing, acting according to a script, and maybe he went home and beat his kids or
kicked the dog, or at least bad-mouthed the president, but I don‟t think so. We were
around him from 5:30 in the morning until lights out at night, not constantly, not every
day, and rarely on Sundays, but enough for us to see how the man behaved, he himself
without a mask.
Even the army differed to him. He was an SSG when we began, but he was still the top
drill, and an SFC was the assistant drill, and we were too new in the army to know that
just never happens officially, the army a stubborn mule when it comes to respecting
rank, although it happens often unofficially. They were both Vietnam vets, and he wore
a Big Red One combat patch, and the assistant, whom we hardly ever saw, except on
Sundays, wore a 173rd Airborne one. He made us call him Staff Sergeant Keyes, and
when he got promoted, not long after we began boot, he made us call him Platoon
Sergeant Keyes. The way he punished us for forgetting that „platoon‟, or whatever we‟d
done to displease him, will tell you a lot about him. “Dooowwwnnn,” he‟d say in his
raspy, hoarse voice, tinged with just enough humor to make you want to get down and
give him ten pushups, like it was a privilege, he slowly turning his right thumb from up
to down, any of us standing around doing the same with our thumbs, you, I kid you not,
not being laughed at but laughed with.
I‟ve already mentioned somewhere he was Black. I mean black, black, what was such a
visual about him contrasting with his white teeth and the whites of his eyes, one that did
not make you stereotype him but enjoy him, what he‟d use, widening those eyes,
flashing those teeth, when the mood called for it, and he was an expert at manipulating
group mood, or at least of a group of boys and young men. I think one time I heard a
discussion about him being Black, near the beginning, by some Southern White boys,
and they agreed: he was an exception, and I am sorry, but prejudice was such a mindset
in the South back then, especially among the proud, White, poor. If I‟m offending
anybody attests to the fact it still is, in many parts of the globe. In my time in the army, I
met several outstanding Black NCOs, what appeared to me to be the rule. The exception
was the ones that weren‟t. Like I said, someone ought to write a book. I guess it was
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s.o.p. in those days, part of the army‟s affirmative action policy, but we each had to go
individually once into his office at the end of the barracks, that sat opposite the class
leader‟s quarters, and he‟d ask us questions about our attitudes in regards to race,
whether we were prejudiced or not, or that‟s what the talk boiled down to. I only
remembered how awkward it was for both he and I, like it was something forced, a
requirement that you just wanted to fulfill and be done with it. It wasn‟t going to change
anyone‟s racial attitudes, but someone like Platoon Sergeant Keyes, I‟m sure he was a
real eye opener for some who had chosen to blind themselves to Black achievement, to
African American genius.
First of all he had control over himself, could hold his water, and there wasn‟t a volcano
awaiting to erupt under the surface, but the man had his demons. You felt that if you got
too close. He just kept them under lock and key. He was himself, seldom controlled by
the water of other people; you couldn‟t easily push his button in other words. I only saw
him angry twice: that time dressing us down after the showdown on the cattle car,
related earlier, and another time I‟ll tell presently. Other times he was angry he only
feigned to be, he not angry as the English language would say it, with the identification
of I am. Next, he was a friend to each one of us, and by that I mean on our side, with us,
in support of us, not all hand-holding and soft-bellied, but a hard friend to have because
he expected the best from you, what a true friend always expects, but he was never
mean-spirited. He could be a friend to each of us because he didn‟t play favorites and
kept his distance from everyone, not as a snob would, but as someone you respected
would, whom you respected not because he had a „whip‟, but because he maintained an
air of respect around him with his leadership. I really don‟t think he even liked me, as I
often asked to be squad leader, a position he gave James Dudridge in my squad, but he
never showed that outwardly; it was just something I sensed being such a sensitive. He
never showed like or dislike to any of us other than preferring who could do the better
job he assigned, what I was in a quiet dispute with him about, but pardon me: I‟ve
seated myself at world center again.
He probably read my poetry.
Closed the door closed
“How Far Is the South From the South?”
Not ready for this:
an ocean of prejudice in our room
we each salt the earth with,
no matter what color you are,
how liberal,
how conservative.
See it?
How it patterns us.
Battle this out in yourself,
a prejudice you feel towards people
just being different from you.
It‟s gender‟s basis for creation,
and everybody has the same gender
in this regard.
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It surprises the planet
that‟s how we see the planet:
we‟re all human.
He was built like a brick shithouse, not a packaged he-man like Black Dynamite, just a
well-built, solid man, shorter than tall, with a round face and wide nose, nostrils flaring
when he did the morning exercises along with us, ran beside us on the run, the pouring
sweat some indication he was not as young as he used to be. I realize he did most things
according to a script prefigured in the drill sergeant course, but he had such perfect
timing, and he did them with such grace and poise. The first couple of weeks he ran us
without singing jodies. Then, one day, as we were in progress of discovering it was a
longer run, and just when I thought I couldn‟t run anymore, he sang out loud and clear,
and it was amazing the effect it had on me, on everybody; it was all we talked about the
rest of the day, how perfect that timing was. It‟s one of the clearest memories I have of
boot, of the good ones that is, as it was a threshold moment and was followed
immediately after by us starting to „get it‟ in drill, except Clint Eastwood of course, when
we started to shape up as a platoon and move right.
One morning he blew through the barracks knocking over trash cans, from one end to
the other, how he woke us up that morning, and it was so uncharacteristic of him, so
uncalled for, as we‟d done nothing wrong, and we scratched our heads until someone
said it was something he‟d been told to do in drill school, and he was just following the
script, but I remember seeing more than that, seeing a hole in his armor, as the thing
was just so very unnecessary and only served to show us there was a script, although I
couldn‟t articulate what I saw at the time. That hole was that he wasn‟t flexible enough
to abandon the script when needed, even when it went against his nature, and that‟s a
big hole, but I‟d see him have to deal with it quite soon. That morning I‟d woken up in
time to lift my head up from my bunk and see him knocking the trash cans down near
the main door before he stormed out, looking for all the world like a mad robot, not an
angry human, and it was akin to Adrian again in the movie Tribes, when, perfect at
doing everything in boot, he had to shoot a rifle, and he couldn‟t do that well at all. That
didn‟t fit in the movie either.
I did see him mad twice, though, as I‟ve said. The second time was when he was angry at
Hodges, a tall, lanky but stout youth with big biceps who was Beggs‟ best buddy. He was
the tough guy, the one everyone looked up to as the toughest amongst us, the way that
teenage boys do that, not because someone is actually tough, but because they‟ve
buffaloed everyone into thinking they are by tough talk, although they usually do have
physical prowess to back it up, and he certainly did. He just wasn‟t the smartest of the
bunch, why Beggs was the leader and not he. Anyway, he got dared to hold his hand in a
red ant pile for the count of a minute. Almost the whole platoon went to the back of the
barracks where the ant pile was, several counting off the seconds as he held his hand,
fingers spread, in that stinging fire. Watching his face change from a look of bravado to
someone in acute pain made it worth it to me to see it, as he was one of my chief
tormentors. It was mainly he that those two boys faced off that night on the cattle car in
defense of me, physically had to stand in front of that is, as many others were taunting
me from a distance. In any event, Hodges held his hand down the whole time, and it
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even made me wince as he pulled it off the pile, it looking like a hamburger hand with all
those stings on it, and I was happy to see him hurt himself. Within a short time, it
swelled up twice its size, and he had to go to the dispensary. Platoon Sergeant Keyes was
hopping mad, held us in formation and chewed us all out for encouraging him to hurt
himself, and telling us how incredibly stupid it was that a soldier would do that to
himself in the first place. Like I said, Hodges wasn‟t the sharpest tool in the shed. He
had already chewed Hodges out privately, and Hodges told us later that he threatened to
give him an article 15, and that‟s when I encountered the notion of being government
property, as Hodges had destroyed government property, or tried to anyway, or at least
that's the notion that was buzzing around us those few days it took the hand to go back
to normal (how the army actually saw it I don't know). The hand went back to normal,
and the boy was forgiven and not given any punishment, but it was an eye opener for us
to see our drill sergeant actually angry. Those demons you see.
I got the opportunity to watch Platoon Sergeant Keyes forced to throw the script away,
have deal with that hole in his armor, the one that wasn‟t flexible enough to go off script,
or abandon it altogether, as the world threw him a curve ball, threw a wrench into his
perfectly timed system, in the form of a boy that just ran off crying at every opportunity,
and he had no choice but to chase the boy down so he wouldn‟t hurt himself, and boy
was that a spectacle, this grown kid crying his eyes out and running towards God‟s pick
up and our fine example of leadership losing all his grace and poise and just taking on
out after the kid. He was 18 and was put in our platoon about a month after we‟d begun,
as his former drill couldn‟t handle him, and so he was given to someone that might be
able to. Word had it that his mother demanded they keep him and not chapter him out,
but that was just a rumor. He was a whole other order of sad sack. He wasn‟t a runt. He
was about six feet tall and slightly heavyset but not fat, just mushy, because he had no
muscle tone at all, could not do a single pull up or more than one pushup, and even a sit
up gave him trouble, and he could hardly tie his shoes to boot, let alone do drill. I would
say he ran like a girl, and back then you‟d instantly get the picture, but today I‟d need to
amend that and say he ran like girlish girls who did not run like boyish boys. Platoon
Sergeant Keyes took some time to adapt to this new situation. It wasn‟t in the book. You
never knew when the boy would bolt, like those two mules Red and Sally, and when he
did Platoon Sergeant Keyes would give a look of „you little sissy‟ towards the running
boy, a look of „I don‟t believe this‟ towards gawking us, and a look of exasperation up
towards the silent heavens, and I‟m not exactly exaggerating, but I am stretching out the
looks, and off he‟d run after him, catching him after about 20 meters or so, careful not to
tackle him, and then he‟d hold him at arm‟s length by his shoulders and talk to the boy,
and I‟ve always wondered what he said, something in the order of Jed Clampett finally
having that long talk with Jethro by the looks of it.
The talks soon worked their magic, because after a couple of days the boy stopped
bolting, and in time he started to tone up and square himself away, like old Clint had,
under the same tutelage. The boy was in my squad, right in front of me when we were in
a file, and I remember looking at him from behind as we marched the oft talked about
from the beginning 20 mile march to qualify as infantrymen, and here it finally was, we
on the cusp of graduating. I could feel the pride that boy felt at becoming a soldier, as it
was radiating off him, even from the back, and if you know how to look, not so much
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with your eyes but with your mind and feelings, you can see the state of somebody‟s
consciousness, like you look with your consciousness at theirs. It was so odd because his
steel pot sat on his head crooked-like, on account of a crooked neck his head sat on, not
enough to be outright deformed, but enough to notice, and I smiled at the strangeness of
it all, smiled at that boy, at Platoon Sergeant Keyes, at myself, at the army. It was a
warm smile, full of the pride and belonging that boy felt, and I thought to myself, “Look
at us, just look at us. We‟re in the army now.” Thank you so very much Platoon Sergeant
Keyes, and I‟m sure I‟m not the only one who still says that.

List the names of old friends you served with, at which locations, and
recount what you remember most about them. Indicate those you are
already in touch with and those you would like to make contact with.
I Tried to Be a Leader
Thanks for Putting Up with It
When I was with you all those years ago I was so young I could hardly find you in the
middle of all that me. Our meeting was so fast there wasn‟t time to grasp your face, in
many cases even remember your name. But I have carried you all these years, those of
you who could look past my pigeon-toed Dukeness and be my friend. And those who
could not, I‟ve carried you too, could not but help to. As I‟ve sat and written this
narrative, the faces I haven‟t mentioned have swam before my heart‟s eye, some so
insistent I had to go back and include you, others insistent still, but a narrative is a ship
built to certain specifications, and this one could hold only so many passengers and crew
without listing. To make a long story short, I would like nothing better than to hear from
all of you.

On my 59th birthday 2020

82

Can you recount a particular incident from your service, which may or may not
have been funny at the time, but still makes you laugh?
Four Lord Rappels
The world was finally right. I was leading 4th platoon down a training path. I mean
everybody was in single file behind me going down a steep, forested hill towards our
training for that day, that round on our three month round robin of infantry school. The
school was spread out over Ft. Benning sort of like an army Disneyland, each station its
own unique, little world. Kind of kept it from being boring. Actually, it was often
downright exciting. If I‟d of known what the training was for that day, I‟d of seen it
coming, but we hadn‟t been told on purpose, the purpose I‟m now telling. I was way
ahead of myself, already becoming squad leader on account of how well Platoon
Sergeant Keyes saw I led the platoon this morning. I don‟t remember how I‟d gotten
myself out in front to begin with. I think I just put myself there, and no one argued,
which was really something considering the position I held in that platoon: chief
scapegoat. I think the lower you are the bigger you dream. Anyway, I looked down and
saw a little wire stretched across the trail about ankle high, keeping one eye on the
ground a habit I‟d had since childhood on account of poisonous snakes. I saw the wire in
time to stop and therefore show some capability in leadership, what I‟d been trying to
convince the powers that be that I had, like at 17 I‟d stopped my cousin from stepping on
a copperhead stretched across a path we were on, one he didn‟t see but I behind him did,
and I blew that snake in half with a 20 gauge shotgun, my cousin‟s not mine. So it wasn‟t
a case of seeing the wire and not being able to act fast enough. It was a case of pure
dumbass. This is going to sound really odd, but I saw it and didn‟t really believe it was
there. The explosion immediately dispelled that disbelief. It was a tripwire, of course,
and if it‟d been real world, I‟d of killed almost half the platoon. As it was it was just
pyrotechnics, and that was the training for that day, booby traps. After everybody got
over the surprise, I was ushered to the back of the platoon, back to being scapegoat, and
he-man Hodges rolled up his sleeves, so he could feel tripwire, and led us down the hill,
very slowly, very carefully, with his arms extended out feeling the way. I thought he
looked so ridiculous the way he was exaggerating it all for effect, so to show he was
where he belonged and how stupid it had been to let me lead. I think you‟ve seen me
with my tail between my legs before. Need I describe it again?
Leadership, it either likes you or it don‟t. It took wrestling with two mules to make it
begin to like me. That covered wagon I‟ve often spoken about was a threshold in my life,
a do or die, and I left it ready to be the leader I considered myself to be. SFC Clonts saw
that and selected me, I‟ve explained before, out of a small group of privates, to be their
leader. The only problem was they didn‟t so much see me as their leader, even when I
got my hard stripe. Two of those privates, Sam and Collie, were at once my best buddies
and bane of my life. They were my roommates and continued to be when I got
promoted. That shouldn‟t happen you know. I told them to call me sergeant Duke, and
they told me I was being ridiculous, and maybe I was, but the fact of the matter was they
argued with me about everything, not with any ill will or bad feelings, just the way
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friends would argue with friends, not understanding I was in charge and could give
them orders. It was a leadership learning experience. Stripes do not make you a leader;
you do, and if you have to rise above your friends, you have to do that without lording it
over them, but the pickles you get into, like the order I gave Collie not to drink, he being
an alcoholic, like his daddy he said, an order I was ordered to give him by Clonts, and
that was a direct order Clonts told me. Collie, for his part, would reach into the small
fridge we had in our room and grab a beer, telling me I didn‟t see it. Whereupon I told
him I most certainly did, but he knew I wouldn‟t rat him out, and of course I didn‟t.
After all, Clonts was an alcoholic himself, drank on duty even. Those pickles you see.
In addition to giving parachute demonstrations for Ft. Hood or whomever, being the
only airborne in those parts, our Pathfinder section also gave demonstrations of
rappelling from a helicopter, air assault it‟s hyped up to be, but I‟ll tell you, it‟s not
airborne. I‟d learned to rappel where the Pathfinders taught their own to rappel, before
moving on to choppers that is, on a high cliff at Belton Lake, post side. SFC Godfrey
taught me to do what we called an Australian rappel, which was going down front ways
instead of the usual, and safer, seat rappel. The rope is wrapped around your chest, and
you grab some slack and just dive, or walk down a cliff wall if you haven‟t gone out a
chopper, breaking by pulling the rope tightly across your chest. It gives you such a thrill,
and I was into thrills. I don‟t remember which air force base it was, somewhere in Texas
about an hour or so by chopper from Ft. Hood, but we got assigned to do an air assault
demo at an air show, and Clonts gave the job to me, put me in command. Despite his
faults, he developed soldiers. They only needed one chopper, which meant four
rappellers the way we did it, and so Sam, Collie, another private I can‟t seem to put a
face on, and I flew to that base for the air show. I was the rappel master. The only thing
you really needed to remember is which way you wrap the rope in someone‟s snap link:
one way they can break, the other they crash and burn. It happened we got there and did
a practice rappel the day before the show, and I did everything just right except took too
much slack when I did my aussie rappel, and it was all Collie could do to belay me down
safely, and he was as strong as an ox. He just asked me not to do that again. The look in
his eyes as I fell towards him, he pulling on the rope with all his might to keep me from
crashing into him, when I got close enough to see his eyes that is, still going at almost a
freefall, well let‟s just say those were the soberest eyes I‟ve ever seen.
The show was cancelled on account of high winds, and I was secretly relieved, as that
was a brush with death I‟d had you know, and, try as you might to ignore it, you feel it
for a couple of days. That was the last aussie I ever did. What else could we do but watch
the show? We weren‟t scheduled to fly out until the afternoon. Bored with keeping our
heads up and watching jets, we decided to leave the area of the show and go and find the
PX, and that took some argument, as Sam and Collie wanted to go, the guy I don‟t
remember too, but I thought it better to stay put. I finally gave in. Even as we walked
they argued with me, about where the PX might be and which way to walk, this one
saying that way, and that one this way. We‟d just taken off walking in more or less a
straight line from the show, following the runway. Maybe we‟d gone about a hundred
meters, and I looked up from out of our group and noticed the runway now had a tall
fence keeping anyone from accessing it, the kind with circles and circles of barbed wire
at the top, the serious kind, and there were signs on that fence every few meters that
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said “KEEP 30 METERS FROM THE FENCE. I looked from the fence down to where
our feet stood, calculating the distance, saw we might be too close, and I moved the
group farther away, they even arguing with me about that, when some voice from some
loud speaker said, “That‟s right, keep moving.” Their ceaseless insubordination ceased,
but I had not time to enjoy it because sirens went off, and that loud speaker said, “STAY
WHERE YOU ARE,” and before you could say lickety-split, we were completely
encircled by 10 or 12 air force military police, all pointing their M-16s at us, some with
grenade launchers. It was a circle of only about a few meters diameter, we in the middle
of it crammed up against each other with our hands up, what is just instinct to do when
you‟re surrounded by pointing guns so conditioned we are by movies and TV to do that.
I remember thinking that if they shot us, they‟d shoot themselves too, but the humor I
saw in that was completely drowned out by the look of dead seriousness on the part of
each of those MPs, and it was up in the air if they‟d shoot us or not, or at least that‟s how
the air felt crammed up there against Collie, Sam, and Mr. Forgotten staring down the
barrel of machine guns. You‟d of have to have been in my position.
Then something extraordinary happened. All my men looked to me. They didn‟t say a
word. That was the moment I became their sergeant. For my part, I wanted someone
else to be in charge, and that‟s just like a human: they finally get what they want and
find it really wasn‟t what they wanted in the first place. I did a little dance for those MPs,
figuratively speaking, so they wouldn‟t arrest us, what one had told us they were going to
do when one finally spoke, take us inside and interrogate us. I felt all flushed with fever,
embarrassed by the crowd, but I just started talking and talking fast, “We‟re Pathfinder‟s
from Ft. Hood here to do a rappel demo for the air show, but we couldn‟t do it on
account of the wind being too high, and so we were watching the show and thought we‟d
go to the PX, and I saw the sign, and we moved, just like you asked us to, and we‟ll just
go right back to the show now no problem.” The one in charge lowered his weapon, and
then the others also, and he told us to wait there. They all went back to whatever hole
they‟d crawled out of, and after a minute or so I saw an air force pickup truck drive up
some distance away in the parking lot we were in, and it honked at us, the guy that‟d
been in charge of the posse opening the passenger door from inside and yelling for us to
get in. I got in front with him, my men in the back, there being no argument over it, and
he said he would drive us to the PX to keep us out of trouble. About the whole episode,
he only said one word in explanation, “Nukes.” I haven‟t mentioned yet there were B-52
bombers parked on that runway behind that fence.
I would interject here and explain again what I‟ve mentioned before about the world
showing you its hand before it plays you, how it rubs you briefly up against something
that‟s going to be your mainstay for awhile in the future, but you usually don‟t know that
because the world‟s rubbing so much up against you every time you turn around that it
looks like they world‟s not doing it at all, chance is, but I tell you, when it‟s big stuff, like
nuclear war, what we were actually pretending to play around with on that practice
tactical nuclear mission, the world just might point a circle of guns at you sometime
before and say, “Alright buddy, I want you to look back on this and see where you helped
put the world: all civilization surrounded by the threat of nuclear holocaust.” That‟s
where we are right now, isn‟t it? We‟d need to question the role of leadership.
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What profession did you follow after your military service and what are you
doing now? If you are currently serving, what is your present occupational
specialty?
Then According to the First Channel Kubo…
I got out of the army with every intention of becoming a naturalist, a national park
ranger, or at least make a career in the environmental sciences, but my soul had other
plans for me. In college I more and more honed in on what I wanted to learn, first
getting a B.A. in English with a minor in History, because that was just more me, being a
writer and all, a poet possibility. After an intense religious experience soon after
graduating, or I should say, after about three months assimilating that, I returned to the
university with the intention of pursuing a Masters in the history of science, in the origin
of atomic theory in ancient Greek science in particular, but what I really wanted to know
was why we were all set to blow ourselves to smithereens, that tactical nuclear mission
having more an impact on my thinking as time wore on. Finally, I put away all pretense
of getting any kind of degree, or even of having any kind of career, keeping only my
studies going in the Classical Greek language, so to maintain balance with the outer
world and keep a foothold at the university. Then I spent three years or so studying on
my own, now that I had an idea what to study, and how, spending as much time or more
on the exploration of my consciousness as I did reading books, and I was reading six to
eight hours a day. I wanted to just get right down to business and try and answer the
riddle of the Sphinx: what is man? Before I could answer that question to my own
satisfaction, however, the spiritual and metaphysical experiences I was having loosened
my moorings to normal life, and so I gave away all I owned and just took off, first to
California and then to the world, eventually becoming a vagabond spiritual pilgrim
roaming the earth, not the whole earth, but enough to meet her as a friend and teacher
before settling in India in 2004, where I live today. Have I answered that question? I
will tell you, though, what that fear is that wore a Ranger face, and in doing so, describe
what I‟m doing today.

A Day in the Works
Oneness‟ studio,
thought‟s potency,
I just fit slowly into the day
a crash course.
What unease held my room,
what uncompleted task.
I saw the world fall apart.
The electric stove
ran out of gas.
I dropped the mixer
into the potato masher.
The rice spilled all over the floor
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in sky‟s room.
I climbed the stairs,
hung the clothes out to dry,
as they evaporated sun,
took broom in hand,
stooped the level of the earth,
and cleaned all dog piles off my tilting roof.
What a relief.
The calm came in I said.
The world did not start functioning,
and I had to cook on a meditation cushion,
but the snow peas tasted up the tofu all things considered,
and I got a fresh loaf of bread
from the world‟s oven.
My guitar lay in place all night.
Daytime curls
wrapped the guitar around my hands,
and I sung the folk song in my heart.
I steadied music
in various nodes on the day.
I came to myself
over noontide,
quietly,
like a rising sea.
A twitter rose
in poetry‟s hush
as the afternoon lay a pensive rest.
I tweeted.
Mediation‟s knock on my door
sat in the sundown.
I gave meditation a start –
a billowing expanse of quiet
left uncertainty in the incoherence of thought.
The warm lines of human
did not seem to come in this vast.
I twittered to myself
a start moment.
Then come in I said.
In the precise area I‟ve drawn
the bedroom door burst open
by a careless hand.
The dogs came snorting in.
Now I sit on night‟s pedestal and tweet
a day gone by
the Zen of zero in my room.
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It‟s a wake up refinement.
I know every dog has his day.

Lisa Joy Rottweiler, an essay

In what ways has serving in the military influenced the way you have
approached your life and your career? What do you miss most about your
time in the service?
A Vehicle on Impact,
And It’s Awesome
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In its infantry skills, its airborne thrills, its Ranger meanness, its stubborn mule
intensities, its Pathfinder haunts, and its Green Beret edges, it gave me a solid
foundation for living life at the extremes of its ken, gave me the wherewithal to live life
out beyond safe, green pastures, gave me the balance of having one foot always planted
in the good earth while the other was off dilly-dallying in immensity. It taught me how
to survive dangerous situations, taught me how to overcome obstinate obstacles, and to
be able to eat what I was able to scrap up or whatever was put before me, and to be able
to go without eating, sleep wherever the night had found me, whether that be
comfortable a guest in some bed or with a stone for a pillow in a quiet graveyard or olive
groove, and to be able to go without sleeping, taught me how to humbly accept any task
given for my keep, whether that be cleaning someone‟s toilet or cooking everyone‟s
dinner. It gave me the courage to march out of my comfort zone and into the unknown,
time and time again, confidently, as though enlightenment were my reward, gave me the
courage to face ghosts of the night and demons of the roadways, and to face my own
demons. It showed me how to be alone unto myself, study the night, glory in the day,
and, as much as it taught me I was in the army and had to conform to its uniform, it
ultimately taught me to be myself, as it was a fire I fought that burned away all that
wasn‟t me.

From my vagabond years, here in Matala, Crete, living at the caves there 2002

I miss that spirit I got up and put on every morning, the spirit of soldiering, that ancient
mass that protects the race from itself. It wraps you up in a uniform, gives you a thumbs
up when you look in that morning mirror heading out to first formation or a thumbs
down because you ain‟t wearing it right. It glides along with you through the dull miracle
of the same same but different of the days, pumps in your breast and your eager feet
when the day is no longer dull, but an ever-present miracle still. It stands by your side in
the watches of the night as you watch them a sentry or a CQ, the night a boring wonderweft too, and when the night mounts its horse and disrobes from boredom, and you
come face to face with its ire, it draws your sword and gives you its thrust, but I have
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only practiced that. That‟s the hay of soldiering, its bickering edge: whether you fight or
not, you‟re a soldier still, and you miss the daylights out of it when you‟re no longer one,
or I do at any rate.

Based on your own experiences, what advice would you give to those who
have recently joined the Army?
Godspeed
The secrets of the army:
let‟s go up the ladder;
Abraham Lincoln;
look it square on.
Even his boots laughed at him.
He needs to get its specification places.
How tall is that lamp?
If it‟s minus airborne freeze.
Get into the business of the army.
You‟re not there pullin‟ teeth.
No matter how wide you have come,
how much this will do you in civilian life,
be unto the army the soldier it needs.
Any specialty can wear airborne.
Educational benefits aside,
that Airborne‟s a gig.
You have an opportunity to face yourself,
learn how you grow.
Test yourself,
be that Ranger,
that Green Beret,
if you‟re done with paddy cake,
if you want to climb the world,
go the distance.
I can‟t hold you close.
Everybody‟s their own mood.
Alright you‟re an orderly,
or a vehicle repair specialist,
or get into computers.
We need those too.
See how you tick.
Be an army specialist.
Let that uniform wear you.
Volunteer for field duty,
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sleep out in the cold.
Your entire life will talk about this moment,
and you‟re setting its patterns now.
Your time in service
is an aquifer
you‟ll draw from all your life.
Test yourself,
know your limits.
Repeating that‟s good practice,
the best boat you could drive
over your troubled waters.
It‟s what you‟re here for,
the army your qualifier.
This is soft stuff.
Alright commando,
what has she seen with you,
the modern warfare?
You can sure run amuck.
You‟ve done it,
you‟ve bloodied corpse,
pinched some ears off,
grabbed civilian lives.
You really like to kill us.
Anyway the company commander held down his job.
Would you ever,
would you ever brush your teeth in it?
Human rights law.
I found someone needed to be intensity through now,
the cutting edge of that battlefield.
Well you‟ve got it.
Learn how to be.
I‟m glad to be here,
and I‟m getting good food anyway.
Perfect.

In what ways has TogetherWeServed.com helped you remember your military
service and the friends you served with.
We Have Stories Yet to Tell
I‟m here to tell you it‟s not the winners that write history, ultimately; the storytellers do,
the ones that can wrap that story in some mysterious, delightful meeting between the
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world‟s meaning and language. The world is told by people‟s stories and not by history,
as that‟s what history is all told: our stories. The story makes us and breaks us. It takes
us to the river. It takes us to the mountaintop. All our stories combined tells the story of
the human soul, on this particular wing of its flight anyway. As a storyteller, as a soldier,
I have found my voice, and Together We Served has played a part in that, has helped me
put the finishing touches on a lifelong quest of pursuing the written word, has been
available while I‟ve been writing this during this world lockdown, encouraging me to
continue, and being a friend.
If you really understand it, their project is immense, significant, and extraordinary:
getting the stories of everybody who‟s served in the American military, so we know what
happened, and at the same time giving us a place to reconnect with the people we served
with and a place to show our service. I should tell you, though, these are military people,
and they are neither wishy-washy nor gullible. If you say you‟ve been a Ranger or
whatnot, you better have been one, and if you want them to do this or that, and they
don‟t want to but want you to do such and such, something I was in a quiet dispute with
them about for years, wanting them to post in Dispatches a very brief synopsis of my
time in the army, not wanting to conform to the set pattern they‟ve given for such in the
Service Reflections, they will eventually get you to do their such and such, in the just as
quiet but equally insistent way they have of doing things, because it‟s mission essential.
They have a job to do, and that is get our stories, hook us up with one another, and
whatever else is their mission, and they‟ve gotten my story, and I have given them my
very best, but, as I am a stubborn mule when it comes to being me, I‟ve given them a
whole book, what just kept coming until it was done, what has surprised me as much as
TWS I‟d imagine, and that is just so me, myself, and I it‟s not even funny, but at least I‟m
not tongue-tied anymore. Thank you Together We Served. Thank you United States
Army, I couldn‟t have done it without you. That‟s life. The whole point of that movie: the
whole. Can you see it?
I‟m told.
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