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Prologue

​From 1963 to 1967
America changed radically from old school rock and roll to the
British invasion. The Kennedy assassination ended Camelot and
opened the door to war in Vietnam. If you dared to turn on the news
you were greeted with race riots, war protesters, bra burnings, and
loved ones being sent home in body bags. It seemed everyone was
pissed off about something and it was time for a change. America
had some growing up to do and so did I. Thinking that a bed, three
meals a day and some job training would help achieve that quest I
joined the Navy. I would shed my youth, and come out ready to meet
the challenges of the new world. It never occurred to me that I
might not survive the Navy itself. This is an odyssey a young man
serving on a repair ship as he struggles with the perils of naval
life during those eventful years. Finding the humor in it all would
be the key to survival and the adventures would be priceless.

 



​Chapter 1

Boot Camp

It was hot in Myrtle Beach, South Carolina.
The sun was blaring down and my ribs were showing. I was lying face
up on a bench that someone had pulled out onto the sand to sit and
watch the ocean. I must have looked like the sailor I had seen in a
painting somewhere. He was on the deck of his ship dehydrated and
starving. It was the picture of despair; of not being able to
control one’s fate. I had my arm over my eyes and my head turned to
keep the sun out. This gave me a view of the pier, the focal point
of entertainment in this town. There was no one on it. It was 1962,
and a friend had conned me into coming to the beach for a job as a
salvage diver and lifeguard. I was hired as a lifeguard but, of
course, the diving job did not happen leaving me to take odd work
until the opening of the beach season. At this point I had given
up. My one-a-day McDonald’s hamburger diet was over. I didn’t even
have the money for the thirty-nine cent Sunday Special.

Out of my right eye I could see the signs on
the pier. They were all beer signs except one. The weather had
beaten it to the point where only the angel on the sign was still
visible. I closed my eyes wondering if the angel was selling beer
or something else when these words startled me, “Are you a
lifeguard?” I moved my arm and standing over me was the face of a
girl with a golden glow. I couldn’t see her face clearly because of
the sun shining through her hair. “Yes, I’m a Lifeguard,” I
answered. “Do you want to go to a party?” she asked as though she
had found something rare and needed to take it back to prove it.
“Is there any food there?” I asked. She pulled me off the bench and
led me to a house full of Catholic girls. They had come to the
beach for the week to let it all out and they had captured a really
hungry and horny lifeguard to kick things off. This was the first
wave of girls to be followed by the public high school girls, the
college girls, and the lonely housewife’s. I was saved. I walked in
and went straight to the refrigerator and began eating.

Suddenly, my mind snapped back to the present
when I heard his voice. “We’re going to join the Navy,” Roy said.
In fact we had joined the Navy, but the way he said it and who he
said it to hit home in a sick kind of way.

We were sitting on a plane headed for Chicago
en route to San Diego, California for boot camp. In front of us
were two beautiful airline stewardesses. They were wearing
miniskirts and sat in those little jump seats facing us. Roy had
been in the bathroom and before my flashback I had been talking to
one of the stewardesses. She had told me that she had a layover in
Chicago and no boyfriend to stay with that night. I thought how
lucky can I get? That’s when Roy came back and made the statement
that would forever change how others would place me in the world.
Why? Because after she heard the word Navy she smiled and didn’t
speak to me anymore. That was too bad because I knew that this
would be the last time I would see a pretty face for months. The
rest of the three-hour trip was Roy sitting in front of them
staring at their legs.

We were both from North Carolina with one
difference: he was the original hick from the sticks. He was a
goofy looking dude that made you wonder if he talked as funny as he
looked. When I was inducted, his mother told him to latch on to a
buddy and I was it. He had a horse face with big ears, and a body
like Dopey. He rolled side to side when he walked like he had been
at sea for years.

We landed at the airport in San Diego, and
boarded onto a bus full of other recruits. The ride was like a
church camp outing; light hearted and fun, with jokes being thrown
up and down the aisle. That all ended when we pulled up to the
entrance of the base. The doors opened and a senior recruit was
there to meet us. He was not the drill instructor but a recruit
that had one week left in boot camp. He had been put in charge of
the new recruits coming in for the day. He had a couple of buddies
with him and they proceeded to yell and bully us all into a line
up. “Assholes to elbows!” he yelled. “Tighten up! Make the guy in
front of you smile!” We were all standing tall when a wrapped
chocolate donut bar fell out of Roy’s pants. The detail recruit
picked it up and proceeded to get in Roy’s face about the donut
along with how fat and funny looking he was. “Open wide!” he yelled
and then he rammed it into Roy’s mouth, wrapper and all. “Now
march!” he yelled again. At that moment the reality that we would
be at the mercy of someone who had the power to make us eat shit
took the fun out of the day. Although seeing Roy marching with the
donut in his mouth was funny. It’s always funny when it’s not you.
But I knew already that in the Navy everyone gets their turn in the
barrel.

That night was like the bus ride. Everyone
was excited and eager. No one appeared to be afraid. So the entire
night was one of pillows flying, joke telling, and making the
sounds of jerking off. It was fun and games until about 4am; that’s
when we met our chief drill instructor. He was about five-foot-five
with his hat on, and not a happy person. He had a very distinct
voice: it was a cross between a heavy smoker’s voice and a growl
that seemed to make him taller than he was. He had us standing at
attention in front of our bunks and proceeded to tell us the rules.
There were seventy-eight lost souls in the room that day. He walked
up and down the line knowing that at the end of boot camp only half
would still be in the Navy.

~ ~ ~


​Chapter 2

The rules

The chief drill instructor talked the way
most people yelled. “First rule, you’ll all sit down right now and
write your mother and tell her how much you love the Navy. I will
know if you don’t do this, because she will call someone who will
call me, and I will kick your ass. Number two, the bench in the
middle of this room is for writing only. If I catch anyone sitting
or lying on this bench they will get disciplined,” he did not say
be disciplined, but get disciplined. I wondered how far the Navy
had come since the old keel hauling days. He then walked up to the
meanest looking black guy in the group and made him master of arms.
This guy just happened to be a cobra gang leader from Chicago who
had a choice of joining the Navy or going to jail.

The first thing the new MA said was that he
did not like anyone with a southern accent. He had that psycho
stare with an unusual looking square jaw that he got from a gang
fight in a movie theater. He said he was hit in the jaw with a
pipe. I looked around for the chief to see his reaction to that
statement but he was not in the building. I found out that chiefs
have a way of appearing and disappearing all at the wrong
times.

There were seven of us with southern accents
and having never been out of the south we didn’t know how the rest
of the world perceived southerners. It was a tag that automatically
put an image their minds. It’s one reason why some people that live
there don’t leave. Our accents and our nicknames that came out of
the 50’s would be a dead give a way. At that time I hear Roy’s
voice “Buster! Look at this,” he said pointing to the kid next to
him. Once again Roy had blown it for me. The kid he was pointing to
was still standing at attention even though the chief had left. The
chief did not say “at ease” or “carry on” when he disappeared, so
the recruit was still standing tall looking straight ahead. There
were guys like this. If you told them to take out the shit can and
didn’t tell them to come back then they would just stand there
waiting for the next order.

The kid’s name was Virginia, one of the
seven. The new MA walked over to him and said “You swab tonight,”
meaning he would be cleaning the head. Virginia started whining,
and going into some sort of mental attack. The gang leader knowing
that he had a wimp in front of him went into full bully mode. No
one said anything, because we didn’t want to endure his wrath or be
assigned work details as well. It was that helpless feeling again
that I felt at the gate when we first arrived. Finally, the new
recruit chief petty officer in charge of all of us said, “That’s
enough.”

The company was set up just like a ship with
a complete chain of command. There were ranks down the line; ranks
that would later be tested. The recruit chief petty officer had a
backup called a RCPO one. Third in command was the master of arms.
Others would become petty officers in charge of other duties.

The next day the Navy proceeded to see how
fast they could make us at look like sailors. We were marched to
get our haircuts, marched to get our shots and marched to get our
gear so by the end of the day we were tired, sore-armed and almost
ball headed.

I thought California would be warm but to my
surprise, it was cold in the mornings and hot in the afternoon. We
did have a blue jacket but they would not let us wear it in the
mornings when it was cold but, we had to wear them in the afternoon
when it was hot. I thought they did this to see who would fold or
complain too much. Some mornings we would be rousted out earlier
then 6am to take tests. We had all taken tests before we joined but
those tests only made us think that we qualified for schools. I had
decided to be an electrician and was promised the school by my
recruiter, but these general classification aptitudes tests were
the real tests.

After the morning tests we attended classes
to learn knot tying, boating, firefighting, and there was even a
legal class. It was the UCMJ class or the Uniform Code of Military
Justice. We also received, The North American Blue Jacket Manual.
That’s what we were called in the Revolutionary War, North American
Blue Jackets. Sounded like a football team. The manual was dated
1940 and this was February 1963.

The UCMJ manual covered everything you could
get in trouble for and it even had a code for anything it did not
cover just in case they had forgotten something, or if something
new came along in the future. I thought the heading for sexual
assault contained the most interesting phrase. It covered sexual
assault or rape being “penetration however slight.” Penetration
however slight, it would have made a good song title. It really
made you envision just where the line was drawn.

The testing dropped over a third of the
company in the first month of training. It was amazing to witness
the drop offs. You would get up in the morning and somebody would
not be there. It had a chilling effect. People that you just knew
were Navy for sure turned out to be so stupid that they couldn’t
march.

You say left face and the company would turn
left and they would turn right and walk into oncoming traffic. You
would up wake every morning to “did you hear” talk. Someone would
say, “Did you hear about Charlie?” he died.” “What?” “Yeah, he died
from a brain tumor. He and some other guys were getting high by
doing deep knee bends and blowing on their thumbs. He passed out
and never came out of it.” “Did you hear about Tommy?” “What?” “He
died.” “There is an epidemic of meningitis going around the camp.”
“He went to sick bay and died.”

Just as he said that the little Napoleon with
a chief’s hat came in and gave us the bad news verifying that
indeed the camp had a medical problem and recruits were dying.
“Everyone take your mattress outside and put them in the sunlight!”
he barked. We then proceeded to wash down the total inside of the
barracks. You also had to wash your own clothes by hand with a
bucket and a brush; always at sunset. Again I thought washing our
clothes in the cold was just another test. I was surprised by how
cold California could be in February. It wasn’t long before I came
down with bronchitis; a recurring problem that happens when you
have had double pneumonia twice.

I began to think that the routine of not
being able to wear your jacket when it was cold and then having to
wear it when it was hot was meant to induce any health problem it
could. If you are an unhealthy lad then it will be exposed in boot
camp. Unless you couldn’t walk, they kept you training. There was a
flat open area that we trained on called the grinder. There were
thousands of us doing exercises hacking, coughing, and hocking up
really nasty looking things. That alone became a health hazard. It
got to be so bad that they said they would put anyone on report
caught spitting.

I told the chief that I was hacking up blood
and needed to see a doctor right away. “Did you read the rules,
Ferguson?” he said, pointing to a board on the wall that reminds
everyone the routine and what was expected of them. “It said sick
bay is at 0800 in the morning,” he sneered, making sure this time
he stayed out of my face. Of course it was an hour ago so I went
through the day feeling like I was going to pass out. When I got to
sick bay the next morning there was a very long line of ill,
would-be, sailors. I made it to the doctor and told him my problem.
He didn’t check me but gave me a white piece of paper that read
codeine on it and said, “Next.”

You get used to hearing the word “next” in
the Navy. At the induction center when I told the doctor my list of
childhood health problems most of which had left me almost dead, he
didn’t look up at me either. And when I told him that some doctors
had said I wouldn’t live pass thirty-five after having rheumatic
fever, he still didn’t look up. Then when I started to tell him
about my back injury he said, “Next.” Then I added, “I had a
seizure in church.” He said, “Next!” I said, “I had a three hour
convulsion in the dentist office.” He said, “NEXT!” It always made
you feel that you were going to be someone else’s health problem
down the line, but not his, never his.

Codeine was his answer for every illness and
was some foul tasting stuff. If you drank enough it would give you
a very bad body high. Like most I didn’t like the feeling it gave
me. I would give it away to Bob who would save up a few bottles and
get a shit face high from it. Guys like Bob are able to make though
everything. Bob was already a teenage alcoholic before he joined. I
thought by the time he graduates from boot camp he would look like
he had been in the Navy for years.

~ ~ ~


​Chapter 3

The watch

Everyone has to pull watches. A watch was two
hours long at the beginning of your training. Later it would be
increased to four hours. I was told that the watch was one of the
most important jobs in the Navy, that it was the first line of
defense. It was the watch that could save lives or cost lives.
Going to sleep or leaving your post while on watch was a grave
offense. The strangest watch we had was guarding a clothes line
against our brother sailors who may have loss one of their articles
of clothing. Oh, and there was the Marines.

Across the inlet was the marine base, and
while we were standing at attention on the grinder we had to face
their base and watch them train. That was to let us know how easy
we had it. We could see them crawling on their bellies for hours.
That’s one of the few times you congratulated yourself for joining
the Navy. I wondered what they were thinking as they looked over at
us. It had to be, “What a bunch of pussies.” Like everything else
in the Navy even hanging your clothes had to be the Navy way. The
fly on our skivvies were always hung facing the Marines. Somewhere
in the history of boot camp Marines had come over to steal our
clothes as part of a recon test. At least that is what they had us
believe so that we had something to think about as we guarded the
clothes line for hours.

It would be my first watch. It is an
introduction to train your mind to accept the most minimal task for
the good of all. I couldn’t help but think at how easy this would
be. It turned out to be very hard; almost a punishment. It was
hours in the middle of the night of walking back and forth in front
of the clothes line without seeing or talking to anyone. After the
first thirty minutes you become bored out of your mind. After the
first hour you would give anything to be able to sit down. I mean
get a guard tower or something, for God’s sake. I tried to imagine
the Marines coming to attack the clothes line with me the hero
alerting the troops to save our skivvies.

Finally, I was coming to the end of the
watch. Fifteen minutes to go, and then a thought came to me. I had
not seen a person all night. Who’s to know what I do or not? The
rifle they give you is called a piece and one of the rules is you
never pull the trigger of your piece.

The piece weighed less than ten pounds and we
trained with it on the grinder using it like a barbell of sorts. As
you get stronger the piece feels lighter and after a little
practice you are doing tricks with it. It does become heavy after a
while when you are walking with it for hours, so I would shoulder
it from one side to the other. This would keep me alert for a
minute and then I thought about the trigger. The trigger became the
apple in the Garden of Eden. The temptation was too great. There
was only one way to pull the trigger and that was to cock the bolt.
I walked back and forth slowly inching the bolt on the rifle. I had
to be very careful because of the Red Boards. The Red Boards were
inspectors that would stop you and give you a gig for the slightest
infraction. They knew the chiefs couldn’t be everywhere and watch
everyone so they had these guys sneaking around busting our asses.
They had a long list of violations you could be charged with, and
they had the power to discipline you as well. I looked to my right,
nothing, I looked to my left, nothing, and then with five minutes
to go I pulled the trigger. The trigger puts out a small snap and
at that moment a Red Board came running from around the corner of
the building shouting “Gotcha, gotcha! Give me your name and your
company number. You are on report. Bring your piece and report to
building 4012,” he said with a smile. This special place was the
building that they could send you to for breaking any of the rules.
It was sort of a cross between a police station and a torture
chamber.

When I reported I saw a guy bending down from
the waist holding on to his white hat. He had the heel of one shoe
jammed in the center part of the other shoe. “What’s he doing?” I
asked. “Five and dive,” the red board said. Then he told the
recruit to stand up as fast as he could. The recruit did so and
passed out. “That’s was a good one,” said someone in the room. Then
they told me to stand against the wall heels to the baseboard.
After about an hour of standing tall they gave me two pieces taped
together. “Now squat down and hold out those weapons,” he said.

It didn’t take long for the stress to hit my
arms and back. Everything began to ache and I began to shake. Every
time my arms would drop down one of them would kick me and tell me
to get them up. After a while because of the pain you reach the
crying and begging stage, that’s when the other red boards join in
and starting yelling at you. “You love the Navy don’t you boy?! Say
it, say it!” “Sir, I love the Navy, sir!” I yelled back. “You think
this is all fun and games!” he said. “No sir, no sir!” I yelled
back. Yelling back and forth the love for the Navy went on for
about fifteen grueling minutes until I couldn’t do it anymore. I
just gave up and laid there.

“Get your sorry ass up sailor. Come here and
look at this,” he said as he opened a door to show me another
building. “That is 4013 next time I see you I will put you over
there. See that guy,” he said pointing to a recruit running around
the building holding a big ammunition shell. He would fall down and
be kicked and told to get up and keep running. The kicks were not
meant to harm you but were just enough to get you moving. “Now get
out of here!” he said and I ran out.

When I got back to the barracks everyone
wanted to hear the whole story. I was in the middle of telling how
I survived the ordeal when the chief walked in. “Ferguson,” he said
with a growl. He was too short to get in your face so he stood back
a little and put the evil eye on you and then looked at all the
others turned back to me and said. “I’m watching you, and next time
you won’t have it so easy.” “Sir, Yes Sir,” I answered.

The gigs did not just go against you alone;
they would be part of total against your whole company. It also
reflected onto the chief’s performance. You could get gigs for
having a dirt ring on the inside of your white hat. There were gigs
for the way you marched, folded your clothes or shined your shoes.
There was a rule for everything. Any little individual thing that
could be noticed as not being the Navy way would earn you grief if
you got caught. Not the place for the class clown, because once you
get noticed you stayed on notice.

I had a bump in my stride which made me bob
up and down when we marched. One day while marching we heard this
red board yell. ”Halt! You, yes you with the white hat on!” Of
course we all had white hats on so everyone thought it was them he
was talking to. “One of you has springs on his feet,” he said. “You
march the same or everyone will be gigged, understood?” Now all I
could think about was what would happen if I got gigged again.

Later that day I would have another close
call. It happened on the grinder doing an exercise routine with our
pieces. There was a training instructor standing on a podium
shouting out each exercise. One drill was a side straddle hop. With
this exercise you had to open and close your legs. That’s when I
heard the word stop again. It was the training instructor. The word
stop sounded like it could be heard in downtown San Diego. “Look
around you, there is one guy with his legs open when they should be
closed!” he yelled. I looked around and it was me. Out of all these
guys how could it be me? But then it has always been me for some
reason. “That’s right it’s you,” he said with a soft tone in his
voice. “What’s your name boy?!” he yelled. “Suh, Ferguson, Suh!” I
yelled back in my best North Carolina civil war accent. I was
hoping the others would not recognize where it was coming from.
“Suh,SUH? Where you from boy?” he asked. “Suh, North
Carolina, Suh!” I yelled back. “Well, son in this man’s Navy we say
sir not suh,” he said imitating my accent. “Do you have a pussy
sailor!” he yelled. “If you don’t then you had better close your
legs or I am coming over to your barracks tonight to check you
out.” I started losing my accent on that very day. Every day the
chief would walk by and stop in front of me as if he was going to
chew me out for something. It was though I was living on borrowed
time.

We would have surprise inspections by other
chiefs as well. The chiefs would take turns terrorizing each
other’s outfit. They would come in acting like they had just come
back from the beach and were drunk, which made the ordeal even more
scary. If your name was on the shit list for anything you have done
to discredit the company, then you might get singled out for a
little extra harassment. They would tear your clothes out of your
locker or strip off your bed sheets. They would inspect the inside
of the shit can and tell you that if it was not cleaned better next
time he would make you eat out of it.

One night a chief stormed our barracks, and
he was smoke stacking, pretending to be drunker than he was. Lucky
for me, I was not the target that night. He had another name he was
looking for and it didn’t take long for him to get to it. We were
all standing tall when he said, “I heard you boys have a pig living
in here with with you.” He slowly walked up and down the line and
stopped in front of one recruit. “Stanton, you’re a pig.” That’s
when I knew that this whole show was a set up. “I heard that you
got gigged for a dirty white hat,” he said. He then picked up a
handful of Stanton’s jeans and hit him so hard in the face that he
knocked him down. “Men,” he said, “You know what you do with a pig?
You take him into the shower and wash him with a wire brush,” he
said this looking around the room at everyone to make sure that we
got the message. “This one man is going to set you all back, so you
had better get him squared away or I may be your instructor next
time around.” His back was turned as he walked out as though he
could not be held responsible for any action we may take against
poor Stanton.

A bunch of the guys rushed Stanton and he
went screaming into the shower. He kept screaming as they scrubbed
him with a brush. I wouldn’t take part in this sort of thing. I
hated bullies and wasn’t about to become one.

They brought Stanton out of the shower. He
was still nude and he was upside down in a shit can. They then ran
him up and down the stairs. “Ok, ok he’s got the point,” I said.
“Fuck you Ferguson,” one guy said as they let him down. The guy who
said it was a lot bigger than me. We called him the Mad Polack. He
pinned me. You learn early that when a guy pins you he wants to do
one of two things fuck you or fight you. This was the kick your ass
look for sure. “You and I will meet later,” he said. I didn’t say
anything because I learned a long time ago never piss off anyone
with the words Mad or Wild in front of their names.

~ ~ ~


​Chapter 4

Bonding

Most of us were not used to eating three good
meals a day. If you were an overeater then you made yourself sick.
At first you blame it on the saltpeter in the food. Saltpeter, they
said, keeps your mind off sex. I don’t know if it was really in the
food or not but with everyone kicking my ass the last thing I
thought about was sex. Training everyday with this much food seemed
to have an equalizing effect on everyone. If you’re lean you gained
pounds, and if you were overweight you lost pounds. All, it seemed
but one. Roy stayed the same. We would hurry to chow and then wait
in line for an hour before we were allowed inside the chow hall.
The chow line grew a little more casual as each week went by and if
someone had a problem they would break out of line, and walk up to
them to have a chat. Sometimes the chat was the where are you from
kind, and sometimes it could be the in your face kind. I decided it
was time to organize the seven for protection. If people knew
someone had your back and could come to your aid then they are less
likely to jump you. I got the seven Southerner’s together and we
called ourselves the “Erasers”. The name wasn’t tough enough to
start gang talk, but it did let others know that we were not
alone.

Just yelling out the name when you had to
would make them look around and think twice.

To get out of boot camp you had to pass a few
general physical tests. They were push ups, sit ups, pull ups and a
small jump. I thought the small jump forward was for jumping over
the side of the ship. It was not a long jump, but for Roy who could
not get off the ground it was a big problem. So I started helping
Roy which led to me helping everyone which in turn led to me being
promoted to athletic petty officer. Being a petty officer did have
its perks. One was getting to be the coxswain. He’s the guy that
yells “row” and steers the whale boat. I was relived of that duty
when we lost our race with the other companies by steering the boat
into the pier.

Everything we did pertaining to athletics was
a chance to win a pennant. If you won one of these pennants then
you would display it on the top of the staff which held the flag of
your company. The more pennants the more pride and marching status
you had when it came time to graduate. We won one pennant. It was
for volleyball. That led to catcalls and wolf whistles as we
marched from class to class with our single achievement flying in
the wind. “Here come the girls!” or, “You pussies!” was heard more
than once. Our staff bearer was the only other black guy left in
our company and he loved being the flag bearer. The more taunts we
got the straighter he stood. We liked him. He was like the rest of
us just trying to get through this ordeal in one piece. The next
week would be hell week.

Hell week was a term to describe a step up in
training. Our hell week was nothing like the hell week the marines
had to go through. The Navy felt that you should be sharp by this
time in your training. Those that don’t make it at this stage are
sent back for more training. Make a mistake now and they would come
down on you hard. This was the time they separated the men from the
boys the Chief told us. This leads to people going AWOL standing
for “absent without leave” or going over the hill. In our Uniform
Code of Military Justice classes we learned there were three types
of AWOL’s. We also learned that we don’t use that term. The Navy
calls it Unauthorized Absence.” No matter what you called it your
ass had better be accounted for at muster in the morning.

The next night I was standing the 1200 to
0400 fire watch. This watch had me walking though the barracks
passageways to make sure the place did not catch fire, or to keep
someone from setting it on fire. I spot two guys in my company
sneaking out the back door carrying some of their gear.

“Where you guys going?” I inquired. “We’re
headed for the wall and don’t try and stop us,” one said. The guy
talking was Stanton. “The Chief told me that I had so too many gigs
that when muster is taken tomorrow I had better not be there.”

The next morning when we mustered the rest of
the company wondered where the two were. “Did you hear?” someone
whispered. “They jumped the wall last night.” Funny no one seemed
surprised.

Then there were guys who wet their beds, and
would switch them with yours to keep from getting kicked out of the
service. By the time they reached this week of training they didn’t
switch them because now they wanted to get kicked out.

They had us walking through tear gas,
fighting fires and jumping off a tower into a pool. Tear gas is fun
until they tell you to take off your mask and take a breath. You
also had to be able to swim at least one lap around a very large
pool. Before we could enter the pool we had to take a shower, and
as we walked out of the shower room we had to turn around and
spread our butt cheeks.

“What the hell is this?” I asked. Roy
answered, “Dingle berry check.” I thought if the open showers and
toilets didn’t embarrass you than this was the last draw. Spreading
your cheeks for some stranger to look at your asshole was the last
breakdown of any dignity one had.

I remember what the chief at the recruitment
office said to us after we were sworn in, “Congratulations men your
ass belongs to the US Navy for the next four years.” I didn’t think
he meant my ass for real. It was like my ass had become an
important guy on its own. It was “your ass has to do this” and
“your ass has to do that”, so when I bent over I made sure I held
on to my ass for dear life.

I couldn’t believe that someone would join
the Navy and not know how to swim. Some jumped in and just sank. We
had three guys that could not make the swim and one guy would not
jump off the tower. They had to send someone up and drag him down.
It was a horrible thing to witness. They also had a long pole they
used to pull you out of the pool if you were starting to drown.
Some would make it almost to the end then sink. We would put the
pole in front of them just out of reach so they would try and make
the last few feet. We would cheer them on and try to help them. It
was another sign that we were coming together as a company.

We had come this far together and now were
becoming a company who cared for each other; no one wanted to see a
buddy get sent back for anything. They had a ship called the USS
Recruit; TDI-1 which was a destroyer escort nicknamed the
Neversail.

It was on dry land and used for conducting
general quarter drills along with the other routine duties that are
required. There were some who just couldn’t get the hang of it.
They were also drummed out as they say. Now there were only forty
would be sailors left. We didn’t feel like boots anymore. We were
going to make it. We were going to make it together. I thought of
the guys who died and their mothers. How does the Navy send a
letter to them telling them that their son’s died in boot camp?

“Dear Mom, your son died in the line of duty
by blowing on his thumb trying to get high or killed by an unknown
virus, drowned, or hit by a car while going over the hill. Here’s
your flag.” All her life she had kept him out of harm’s way and now
she let him join the Navy. Later I learned that more military
personal are killed by something else other than by the enemy. I
read that dysentery was the number one killer in the Civil War.
When you join you just don’t think of going out that way, shit to
death.

~ ~ ~


​Chapter 5

Bloody baton

The morning started with a bang. Someone was
banging on a shit can shouting, “Turn Two, Turn Two.” That means
it’s time to get up and go to work, but that wasn’t what he should
have said. He should have said battle stations because there was
blood on his baton. The lights came on, and everyone jumped out of
their bunks and stood tall. Out of the corner of my eye I could see
that it wasn’t the chief or the RCPO, but the cobra gang leader
himself. Everyone relaxed until they saw the blood. “See this,” he
said holding up the baton. “That’s what’s left of the command
around here. Oh, don’t look for help cause It’s not going to
happen. The Watch and the RCPO are out cold in the hallway,” he
said pointing to the open doors at the end of the barracks.

I looked into the faint light of the hallway
and a chill hit me. He wasn’t lying. There were two bodies on the
floor. He dropped the baton and grabbed someone’s piece turned it
upside down and started walking around with it on his shoulder. He
pointed at everyone. “You, he said, then you, and you,” he said
again in a menacing tone as he walked toward my side of the
barracks. “I think I will just go down the line. Who is in charge
now?” He asked looking around with his head bent slightly. He fixed
on me and walked to my side of the barracks, but stopped at the
seaman recruit next to me and said. “Do you believe I will hit you
in the head with this piece?” he asked. The recruit did not answer
but turned to look at me for some reason. The MA followed his gaze
and turned his head so I could get a good look at his crooked jaw.
It was though he was showing me his badge of honor. He pinned me
and said, “Do you think I will hit you in the head with this piece,
Ferguson?” he called me out because I was one of the few that he
was unable to intimidate, and being a petty officer however slight
he could not make me swab. Every now and then he would give me a
look and smile as though he had a plan for me later. Well, this was
later. He knew I always kept an eye on him, because I had known a
guy like that in high school. I never knew if he was going to jump
me so anytime he came close I made sure I looked prepared. I
answered, “Yeah, I believe it,” I wanted him to see something every
bully has seen since I was in grade school, and that was that they
had picked on the wrong guy today.

He broke off our eye contact turned to the
RCPO one and said, “Do you believe I will hit you with this piece?”
“Yes I do,” he answered. “You’re right,” he said crashing the rifle
against his head. At that moment before he could bring it up again
for another we jumped him. Some recruits closest to the door ran
out to get help. When help arrived we had him tied up on the floor.
“I’m going to get you, and you, and you,” he said again nodding at
each of us with that same menacing smile. This time it was no goon
squad or recruits acting like policeman that came into the
barracks, but real military police. They handcuffed the MA and the
reign of terror was over. I wondered with two weeks left, why did
he go through all the training and tests? Why didn’t he just hit
someone the first day? He was told if he failed boot camp he would
be sent to jail was that better than the Navy for four years?

I walked outside to my favorite spot to
ponder everything that just happened. Everyone had a spot to sit
and think about things. I sat down and leaned against the barracks.
It was twilight and the recruit next to me seemed distant. “What
you staring at?” I asked. “Over there is the airport and every
thirty minutes a plane will take off going somewhere. See that
light? It’s the light at the airport. When it starts to get dark I
sit here and say to myself, that’s my light. That’s the light that
is going to get me out of her that is going to get me out of here
one day,” he didn’t look at me as if breaking his stare would
somehow end a spiritual experience.

“I see it, yeah, I see it,” I said realizing
that the recruit was Bob, the codeine man himself. He was still
with us. Maybe he was on to something. He was more grounded then I
thought. I sat looking at the light imagining what was in store for
me for the next four years. Life had always been a one day at a
time experience. I had some close calls already just getting to
this point in my life. I guess when you go in and out of harm’s way
it tends to make you the happy-go-lucky type. I looked and wondered
what would happen next. I didn’t have to wait very long. Roy came
running around the barracks in a panic.

“He’s back, the MA’s back!” Roy shouted with
a look that I had grown to recognize. It was that, “What do we do
now?” look. Roy and I ran around to the back of the barracks, and
looked inside. There was the MA standing in the doorway with that
shit eating grin of his. Everyone had their pieces in their hands
as if it was time to charge out of the trenches. The MA spoke, “I
told you I would be back.” There were two MP’s with him, but he had
beaten them to the door so it looked like he was alone.

One said, “Get your kit and let’s go.” “Get
the fuck out of here,” Virginia said knowing the MP’s were there.
At that time the gang leader did a little quick jump at him.
Virginia jumped back as if a dog had tried to bite him. A voice in
the back said, “I should have had my dad send me some bullets.” The
thought of everyone in boot camp with live rounds conjured up a
vision of shoot outs between the companies. They took him away and
again we felt even more united. The CPRO came back the next day
wearing a head bandage. The watch was not that lucky. He would be
in the hospital for a few days and have to be put back a week when
he recovered.

Now we were the North American Blue Jackets,
by God, and proud of it. We marched from one place to another with
our volleyball pennant flying and our CPRO calling cadence with a
bandage wrapped around his head. All we needed was a flute player
to look as though we had fought our way through boot camp. It
seemed we all stood a little taller than before, and the laughter
from the other companies ceased.

~ ~ ~


​Chapter 6

Pool duty

We went into the last two weeks with the idea
that we had made it. Yes, all of us that were left standing had
somehow survived. Now the Navy puts you to work. Real work, like
the kind you would get paid for on the outside. I got the feeling
that KP duty was their way of saying, “We fed you and cleaned up
after you and now it is your turn. That’s fair isn’t it? You didn’t
think that you sailed around the world having a good time, did
you?” Starting at the bottom of the ladder you are more like a
manual laborer making $78 a month. In boot camp you are called a
“seaman recruit” until you graduate. I was a petty officer so when
they started handing out work details for the week; one of jobs
would be working at the training pool. I told them being the
athletic PO meant I should work at the pool, and being a lifeguard
at one time sold them the idea.

I always had an air about me; as if I was not
really who I appeared to be. Sometimes that would work in my favor,
and sometimes it wouldn’t. When I reported to the pool for duty I
told them I was the new guy, and started making coffee. My hair had
grown a little by now but it was very evident that I was still a
recruit. So while the others were
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