


    

 
  
  Author’s Note


  Work on this book began after my father died in 1998. Lt. Gen. William K. Jones was a highly decorated Marine who fought in World War II, Korea, and Vietnam. He also was a kind and forgiving man who never questioned my decision not to follow him into military service. After his passing, I started reflecting on our family’s time in and around the U.S. Marine Corps. Growing up on bases around the country, I often felt like a junior member of the Corps, whether it was building trenches with old metal ammo boxes in the swamps of South Carolina or watching in awe as Hawk missiles blew up drone aircraft over the California desert. We lived in our own world, with our own circle of friends and code of loyalty. The Marines seemed a breed apart—self-confident, yet always humbled by the knowledge that they might have to enter combat again. My father and his friends were idealistic, but in a tight-lipped, Gary Cooper way. Along with their wives, they were in the truest sense All-Americans.


  Living in and around the Corps helped shaped my worldview and self-image. But ultimately the turmoil of the late 1960s and early 1970s—the Vietnam years—altered my plans to follow in my father’s footsteps. Still, with a brother and cousins already serving, the talk around our living room and dinner table always had a distinctively Leatherneck flavor.


  After my father’s funeral at Arlington Cemetery, I found a new perspective on those often-confusing times. I began reexamining what had happened to the generation of Marines who were almost a decade older than me, guys who faced the hard choice of getting drafted or volunteering for military service. I’d read a number of Vietnam-era books from all sides of the ideological fence about the war. But they didn’t seem to capture the humanity and idealism of the people I’d known. One relative in particular helped me better understand his time and place in this chaotic, confusing period. He’d lived with us near Washington, D.C., during his senior year of high school, and I came to know him like a brother. He joined the Corps in 1966, a decision he said was made, at least in part, by my father’s inspiration.


  That man was James L. Jones Jr. When we started talking in late 1998, Jim had already achieved my father’s high rank—lieutenant general—and was serving as the senior military assistant to then-Secretary of Defense William Cohen. This was a remarkable feat, yet one that seemed to have barely registered on my mental radar. After several casual conversations, it finally hit me that my first cousin and friend was playing a key role in the inner circle of the nation’s military leadership, where the stakes could reach as high as the Washington Monument. And Jim was on a fast track to attain higher rank and responsibility. In mid-1999, he was promoted to four-star general and became Commandant.


  Unfortunately, my father didn’t live long enough to see Gen. James L. Jones become the thirty-second commandant in the more than 200 year history of the Corps. I was fortunate to have a front-row seat on his tenure in office, though, and took it on myself to better understand his professional journey. To better understand the other men of his generation, Jim put me in touch with a classmate from The Basic School where the newly minted lieutenants started their professional education on April 5, 1967. That classmate was Maj. Gen. Les Palm. Les, who heads the Marine Corps Association in Quantico, helped me start connecting the dots by contacting active-duty and retired officers, and other enlisted men with close ties to these Marines. Over time, the dots turned into story lines, and a book began to take shape. Gradually, I had to make some hard choices about how to shape their stories into a cohesive narrative, forcing me to leave out some rich and compelling stories in order to keep others.


  I concluded that the lives of three men captured the rich flavor and cast of this class of officers. Besides Jones, who remains on active duty as Supreme Allied Commander in Europe and Africa, the other two main characters you’ll meet are retired generals—Maj. Gen. Ray L. Smith and Lt. Gen. Martin R. Steele. Smith and Steele blazed their own bright career paths from Quantico to Vietnam to the Middle East to Korea. Each faced unique challenges in war and peace. Their innovative work, often performed in relative obscurity, helped the Corps stay a steady course and prepare for its next battle.


  Thomas Hardy wrote “that war makes rattling good history; but Peace is poor reading.” This may have been true of the English army, but for the Marines, the lull after Vietnam and through the ’80s and ’90s held its own rattling good history—though one that, until now, has never been properly recognized. The Marines, in their zeal to be “the tip of the spear” of America’s military might, always pride themselves on being the first to fight. It’s one thing to talk about it, but quite another to live up to such an ideal. Jones, Steele, and Smith spent years trying to achieve this lofty goal.


  Covering the entirety of their extensive, globetrotting careers would take three separate volumes or more. I’ve done my best to narrate some of the highlights of their lives in and around the Corps. To anyone who has been overlooked, I sincerely apologize. By sharing their most telling stories, and describing the particular challenges of their professional lives, I hope to provide some insight into what drove three highly successful Marines through good times and bad, including one stretch after Vietnam when the Corps’ very future hung in the balance. Unlike their fathers and uncles, these Baby Boomer Marines often received little recognition, and even less credit, for their loyalty and courage. They toiled in backwater bases or on often-treacherous foreign shores in ways that mirrored the forgotten soldiers of Kipling’s poem: “For it’s Tommy this, ’an Tommy that, ’an ‘Chuck ’im out, the brute!’ But it’s ‘Savior of ’is country’ when the guns begin to shoot.”


  No real Marine would ever claim to be a national savior. Yet at the outset of my research, I was struck by how little attention the military was getting from the press or other media in late 1998 and early 1999. At that time, the spotlight was on Monicagate and the accumulation of dot.com wealth—two bubbles that burst soon enough. The national amnesia toward the armed services ended for a while after 9/11, when the country was reeling from the first attack on the homeland since Pearl Harbor. Now, it seemed, the American Tommy—and Marine—would get his or her due.


  But within a couple of years, military recruiters were struggling to fill quotas as the reality of war filled TV screens. Patriotism was out, “reality TV” was in. Nonetheless, the men and women of the Corps pressed on, knowing from personal experience the wisdom of Horace’s dictum that “a wise man in time of peace prepares for war.”


  This is a story of war, but also the preparations for war. It takes us from the mountains of Vietnam to the back alleys of Beirut, from the shores of Grenada to the snow-capped peaks of northern Iraq. It’s told from the ground up—through the eyes and ears and voices of young (and later, middle-aged) warriors trying to make the right decisions in the heat of battle, when, in Napier’s words, “the keenest eye cannot always discern the right path.”


  The right path was not always clear when the bullets were flying and the bombs were falling. In the end, these Marines had to draw on the depth of character and tradition that had first linked them as brothers in arms—Semper Fidelis, always faithful.


  In that spirit, I have tried to be faithful to the facts as presented to me by scores of participants interviewed in person, by phone, or by e-mail over the last five years. Whenever possible I have sought two or more sources to confirm any significant event. Otherwise, I have tried to make it clear when a particular scene is based on one person’s recollections. In a few cases, I have changed a name to protect someone’s privacy, or because the correct name can’t be verified.


  This book is bound together by the colorful threads of the lives of three men with a distinct set of talents and traits—Jones, the cool-headed thinker; Steele, the passionate idealist; and Smith, the courageous combat leader. Their paths sometimes crossed during three decades of active duty, but more often than not, they served in different parts of the world. I have tried to note those rare times they were in each other’s professional orbit, but I’m not trying to suggest that they ever constituted a kind of “three amigos” within the Corps. Ray Smith and Marty Steele did remain close for many years and sometimes socialized, but otherwise each had his own circle of confidantes, allies, and mentors.


  As an outsider peering into this closely-held brotherhood, I found that these men—and many of their colleagues—displayed a quality of character so eloquently described in Churchill’s tribute to Neville Chamberlain: “The only guide to a man is his conscience; the only shield to his memory is the rectitude and sincerity of his actions. It is very imprudent to walk through life without this shield, because we are so often mocked by the failure of our calculation; but with this shield, however the fates may play, we march always in the ranks of honor.”


  I also discovered that early in their careers as platoon leaders each man was forced to confront the one force that links friend and foe alike in combat. Each had a turning point when they had to face their own mortality and find a way to cope with the grief that any compassionate commander feels at the loss of a comrade. As the American military continues to serve in Iraq, Afghanistan and other hotspots, my hope is that, in some small way, this book provides a measure of insight and inspiration.


  “Death, where is thy sting?” Paul asked in his first letter to the Corinthians.


  It is a question with no simple or easy answer.


  Charles Jones


  Richmond, Virginia


  November 10, 2005

  

  




   
  ONE



  The “Warrior Monks”


  In late September 2001, Army general Tommy Franks was asked to stop by the Pentagon office of the Commandant of the Marine Corps to attend a “clear-the-air meeting” with Gen. Jim Jones and Adm. Vern Clark, the Chief of Naval Operations (CNO). The two wanted to ensure that a meeting held the previous day between Franks and the Joint Chiefs of Staff—where Franks had been questioned at length on his plans for the campaign in Afghanistan—had not been misconstrued as being unhelpful in intent. General Franks later dismissed the meeting with the Chiefs as “bullshit.”


  Franks, in his autobiography, haughtily declared he had no time for high-level interference. He was going to fight a war, and the Joint Chiefs had come across to him “like a mob of Title Ten m-f-ers, not like the Joint Chiefs of Staff.”1 The last thing he needed was the Pentagon four-stars getting in his way when the bullets were about to fly. He recalls, in great detail, telling the Commandant and the CNO exactly where they, too, could get off.


  The commander of the U.S. Central Command was well known for his flamboyant behavior, especially in his meetings with the Joint Chiefs. He was also known for regaling his subordinates with colorful tales of how he told the brass a thing or two and how he regularly put them in their place. One of those four-stars he claimed to rebuke was General Jones. A Marine. A combat-tested Marine. A Marine who could smell trouble a mile away—and would walk that much faster to reach it.


  Jim Jones certainly recalls Tommy Franks in those tense meetings. Only he remembers things a little differently.


  “Tom Franks’s ‘performances’ gave us some humorous moments, for which we were grateful,” Jones said, assessing Franks’s recollection of the events in his book as “flawed, self-serving, and inaccurate. Tom Franks did not exchange harsh words with either of us in my office.” For the man who became the first Marine to be appointed NATO’s Supreme Allied Commander, this is a diplomatic way of saying “bullshit.”


  “Despite the absurdity of his behavior towards us, the Joint Chiefs never lost sight of their role of providing military advice [that Franks benefited from] even as he was doing everything possible to emasculate their influence.”


  Jones said he offered Franks two Marine Expeditionary Units to help in the campaign in Afghanistan. “Franks accepted this offer at a critical time in the mission, with expressed appreciation. They made him look very good at a critical moment in the campaign. One would never know it now, however.”


  Franks “did not tolerate being questioned by the Joint Chiefs, whose responsibility, by the way, is to critically examine plans involving the use of the nation’s combat forces. His complaints of turf battles and parochialism are both incorrect and absurd.”


  Jones pointed out that Franks retired from his Central Command post in great haste—certainly before the war ended—and that he “has been fortunate, thus far, in avoiding critical scrutiny of his planning for the war in Iraq. When he took over the Central Command, Tommy Franks said, ‘I am not Norman Schwarzkopf.’ On that point, I emphatically agree.”


  Getting into a pissing match with other military men is out of character for the first Marine to be named Supreme Allied Commander of American and NATO forces in Europe and Africa. But Franks’s personal shots came at a tense time as Jones’s own flesh and blood survived some close calls inside and outside Iraq.


  On October 8, 2002, 2nd Lt. Gregory D. Jones was a platoon leader with the 3rd Battalion, 1st Marines, during a training exercise on Kuwait’s Faylaka Island in the Persian Gulf. His men had just knocked off from work to get out of the late morning heat and struck up a baseball game near the ocean.


  Soon gunfire crackled from the coastal highway. “Holy shit,” a Marine hollered, “they’re shooting at us!”


  A white pickup truck with two Kuwaiti men started taking pot-shots with AK-47s at the baseball players. One of Greg’s lance corporals, Antonio Sledd, died in the drive-by shooting, while his radio operator, Lance Corp. George Simpson, was wounded. As part of their training protocol on foreign soil, the Marines didn’t have their weapons loaded. But the company’s gunnery sergeant, Wayne Hertz, had the presence of mind to keep some ammo nearby. Several Marines loaded their weapons and coolly picked off the assailants.


  In his Pentagon office shortly afterward, Jones reflected: “It does hit home when your son is out there and involved in it. It’s something both of us have prepared for,” he said, referring to his wife, Diane. “We know it’s a dangerous world. I’ve always said to Marines that they are special targets when they’re out there. There is no front line and no rear area.”


  Six months later, Greg Jones was part of the 1st Marine Division’s push toward Baghdad. As reports of house-to-house fighting spread, the general wrote his son a letter that expressed his growing sense of frustration at being on the margins of the fight for the first time in his career. He had been elevated to the position of Supreme Allied Commander, Europe, and Commander, U.S. European Command, by President Bush in early 2003, shortly before the Iraq invasion. Normally, this would have been a time to bask in the historical moment since he was the first Marine appointed to the leadership position first held by the legendary Dwight D. Eisenhower in World War II. His son, now a Marine captain, was to return for a second tour in Iraq less than six months after returning home. The second trip would be no easier for his parents.


  “I’m sitting here feeling rather helpless,” Jones wrote. “I still can’t get used to the idea that one of my children is over there fighting a war. . . . It should be me!” He had been tracking the 1st Marines’ movements, “so I have a pretty good idea of where you all are,” he continued. “Well done; very impressive performance to date. I’m not surprised that it is tougher than the last time, it always is when the enemy has nowhere to go!”


  He noted the ambush of an Army unit—and the taking of the first American POWs—and remarked that he had been in Turkey recently “trying to do a few helpful things to speed things along. It isn’t easy, but we’re making some headway, I think.” Mostly, he wrote as a father to a son, and told him to remember the earlier fatal attack on his platoon on Faylaka Island. “Remember, your island experience should remind you every day . . . there is no front, no rear, and no safe area . . . always watch your six, trust your Marines; even when it’s ‘over’ it never is!”


  He concluded, “We love you, take care of yourself and your Marines . . . you are writing history.”


  This was no idle boast. From the time he began Marine officer training in 1967, Jim Jones found himself putting his own mark on the history of the Corps—starting from the ground up. It had been several decades since he was first thrust into combat in Vietnam, but the faces of his fellow Marines, whose blood flowed into the Asian soil, never left him. The son of a former Marine and nephew of a general, Jim Jones was never one to run from a battle—whether it was taking on a battalion of North Vietnamese regulars or rebutting the ill-chosen remarks of a bellicose Army general.


  He also wasn’t one to underestimate the enemy. As planning began for the 2003 invasion of Iraq, General Jones emerged as one of the few military commanders willing to openly question the notion—touted by Bush Administration officials—of a quick, surgical victory over Saddam’s military and security forces. “Gen. Jones is the latest in a succession of prominent American military figures to issue warnings about the dangers of rushing headlong into war,” reported London’s Daily Telegraph.2


  The British newspaper was commenting on an interview in the Washington Times in which Jones warned against underestimating the resistance American forces surely would face in a country used to war. “The defense of a homeland is hard stuff because they’re not going to go anywhere,” he said.3


  Jones managed to voice his concerns without directly challenging his superiors, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld and President Bush. He appeared to use the conservative newspaper to make a point about Iraq that later seemed right on target. “You better have Plan B in your hip pocket,” he said, “because when you attack someone who has any kind of well-trained army on their homeland they are going to fight differently than if they engage you, say, in Kuwait.”


  Despite his cautious warnings to the press, he privately dismissed reports of a rift with his fellow generals and admirals on the six-member Joint Chiefs of Staff, or with others inside the Bush Administration, from Vice President Dick Cheney to Rumsfeld’s outspoken deputy, Paul Wolfowitz. Such rumors of in-fighting were overblown, he said. Part of the reason lay in the aftermath of the 9/11 terror attacks, when the military commanders found common cause in going after the state-sponsored fanatics in Afghanistan. This ended, at least for a time, the quarreling that broke out in the early days of the Bush Administration as Rumsfeld tried to retool the Pentagon’s massive spending machinery.


  “September 11th, for all of its tragedy, had a forcing function inside this building of recalibrating all of us into focusing on those things that are really the most important,” Jones said. The heads of the Army, Air Force, Navy, and Marine Corps discovered in the wake of the terrorist attacks “much more of a sense of teamwork and people being focused on a very, very important set of circumstances that deserved our complete attention,” he said.


  In a November 2002 interview, a full five months before CNN broadcast the ghostly images of Baghdad under aerial attack, Jones shared what he could about the upcoming battle. His office was full of historical artifacts, including a painting of Marines landing on the volcanic ash beaches of Iwo Jima—a stark reminder of how often young Americans are called to fight, and fall, on foreign soil.


  Wearing a dark green jacket with four stars per shoulder, he folded his arms and calmly pondered the military situation. He refused to reveal anything said inside the “Tank,” the Joint Chiefs’ conference room near the river entrance of the Pentagon. He seemed annoyed at the ongoing media reports about the service chiefs, and their alleged differences over war planning. “Those reports are wrong—the reporters are not talking to me or the CNO [Adm. Vern Clark, Chief of Naval Operations], or the Chiefs of Staff of the Army or the Air Force.” Reporters were relying on second- or third-tier sources, he said, “and that’s when you get down to guessing. Because what goes on in the Tank, stays in the Tank.”


  Speaking broadly, Jones said the prewar discussions were frank and, guided by the steely-eyed Rumsfeld, intense. “You would expect disagreement, you would expect discussion,” Jim said, because Rumsfeld “fosters it—that’s his style. The fact that we have those kinds of meetings is to be celebrated.” In those prewar days, before Franks published his critical account, Jim sounded positive about his Army counterpart, remarking that he “brings up his plan, it’s debated, and we discuss what’s the best course of action. Everything is fair game, so it’s a healthy process.”


  The general fell into the Sphinx-like silence of someone used to keeping secrets. This isn’t unusual for a man whose colleagues wonder at his ability to seemingly slide behind an invisible shield, an emotional barrier that many say they’ve never cracked.


  Such a protective shield may be necessary for anyone who spends much time near the nexus of national power, where the pitfalls are just a slip of the tongue away. From the outing of “Deep Throat” to the phone calls of Karl Rove, when it comes to keeping state secrets, Washington, D.C., is as leaky as an old row boat. General Jones steers a safer course by keeping his own counsel and disdaining anyone in uniform who leaks stories to the press.

  
  ✯ ✯ ✯


  When Greg Jones decided to join the Marines, he expected his father to be ecstatic. He would continue a family tradition that stretched back to 1938, when Jim Jones’s uncle, William K. Jones, was first commissioned as a second lieutenant in the Marine reserves, and entered the regular Marine Corps in 1940. Around this time, William Jones’s older brother, James Logan Jones, returned from Africa, where he was a salesman for International Harvester, and signed up for officer training in the Corps. The fighting Jones brothers distinguished themselves in combat, and Uncle Bill, as Jim Jones knew him, rose to the rank of lieutenant general and became an integral part of the Corps’ leadership of the 1960s and early 1970s. James Logan Jones left the Corps after the war, but became a reserve colonel and steeped his firstborn son in the lore and legends of the men known as Leathernecks.


  Yet when the time came for Greg to announce his plans to enter the brotherhood, he found his own father oddly unimpressed. Instead of rising and clapping him on the back and offering a toast, the general sat in his chair in the Commandant’s house and looked his son in the eye, asking, “Why?”


  His father’s dispassionate question surprised and disappointed Greg. Only later did he see why his father might have been so guarded. Jones had seen hundreds of men die in combat and had almost perished himself during one particularly bloody night in Vietnam on a bomb-scarred hilltop called Foxtrot Ridge. He led an undermanned Marine company that was ordered to hold a piece of bombed-out real estate against a heavily armed battalion of North Vietnamese regulars—a poorly conceived assignment that left Lt. Jim Jones up against a unit with more than five times his manpower. Foxtrot Ridge became the crucible that would harden the resolve of the young Marine and shape his thoughts for decades to come. Years later, as he flew in a jet on his way to another ceremony as Commandant, he answered a question about Vietnam by requesting a notebook. He carefully drew a diagram of Foxtrot Ridge to show the battle lines and positions of American and North Vietnamese forces. With meticulous detail, he sketched the place he put his company command post inside a saddle-like depression on the hilltop, and where he placed the rest of his unit that had been depleted by dysentery, attrition, and troop rotations.


  There was the valley below with the North Vietnamese battalion, and there the landing zone that served as the Marines’ command post. It seemed like it happened only yesterday.


  With a sad smile, he recalled how he had once been nicknamed “Bulletproof” by his radio operator, because “I just never thought that I was going to be killed or wounded.” In his early twenties, this former basketball sharpshooter saw Vietnam “as a kind of athletic contest.”


  That night on Foxtrot Ridge, though, blew away the thought of war as competitive sport. Any notions of invulnerability were left simmering on the bomb-blasted hill—along with the backpack containing his letters and pictures from home. All that went up in a napalm bomb’s wall of flame, along with his sense of invincibility.


  As he sketched the map on an interviewer’s notebook, he commented, “I think it took a number of years to realize the impact” of the night-long clash. Afterward, he was amazed to be alive, and knew that only by learning from his experience—and by fighting smarter in the future—would he get himself and his men out of Vietnam alive.


  Many of his contemporaries weren’t so lucky, and some didn’t make it through their first few weeks as platoon commanders in a shadowy war where a friend by day could become a foe by night. Two of Jones’s Basic School classmates who did survive, Ray Smith and Marty Steele, did so by never dropping their guard and always keeping their cool in the thick of every firefight. Smith and Steele, roommates at Quantico, rose through the ranks of the Corps together and joined Jones as Marine generals in the 1990s.


  Sometimes their career paths crossed, but they could go for years without seeing each other. Yet wherever their orders took them—from the Middle East to Korea to the Marines’ training bases on the Atlantic and Pacific coasts—the three Marines demonstrated a shared passion for their chosen profession. Each had a unique leadership style, an uncanny ability to motivate others, and a free spirit.


  Steele chose to labor in the prosaic, but vital, field of tanks and armored vehicles. As the Army set the pace for high-tech innovations and maneuver warfare, he embarked on a personal crusade to ensure the Corps didn’t get stuck with a fleet of faulty tanks. Despite his best intentions, the hard-driving former runningback from Arkansas often butted heads with authority.


  The same could be said of Ray Smith, whose career was marked by critical moments when he challenged authority if it meant protecting his men. A highly decorated hero of two tours in Vietnam, he later played a central role in one of the least-understood chapters of recent Marine history: the aftermath of the 1983 terrorist bombing of the Battalion Landing Team headquarters in Beirut.


  In retrospect, Ray Smith clearly was the right man for the hazardous duty of leading a replacement battalion into the smoking ruins of Lebanon, coming on the heels of a victorious sweep of the tiny island of Grenada. He held an unshakable belief in the rightness of his mission from President Reagan to hold the low ground stained with the blood of 241 Marines, soldiers, and sailors.


  Notwithstanding his respect for the president, Smith never hesitated to speak his mind to distant theater commanders who seemed willing to risk his men’s lives while withholding the authority to fulfill their training and their fate—to attack and kill the enemy.


  By the 1980s, Ray’s larger-than-life reputation had spread through the ranks of a new generation of lieutenants. They called him “E-Tool” Smith, but only behind his back. It was an honorific that traced its roots back to Vietnam, where, it was said, Smith pummeled a soldier to death with his entrenching tool. Like so many things about the Marine Corps, the legend contained many grains of truth, spiced with a few bits of blarney.


  The lives of Jones, Smith, and Steele need no embellishment, though. Their records stand for themselves—not always perfect, perhaps, but always faithful to the Corps’ high standards and eagerness to be, in the words of the Marine Hymn, “first to fight for right and freedom, and to keep our honor clean.”


  Other distinguished classmates at The Basic School included Les Palm, an artillery officer who fought through the siege of Khe Sanh, commanded Marines in Kuwait, and later became a major general. These boys of ’67 became men of principle and power who helped shape the identity and course of the modern-day Marine Corps. Unlike the fathers and uncles whose boots they tried to fill, these men faced a series of often confusing conflicts waged in unlikely places—from the Iraqi mountains to the South China Sea—where their missions and outcomes often lacked the clarity and national support of an earlier age.


  Today, the question of how to fight—and win—wars in distant, difficult places is as relevant as it was when the class of 1967 boarded planes to begin their odyssey into the jungles of Vietnam. They fought a proxy war against communism, only to return to a native land deeply divided and ultimately hostile to its young people in uniform.


  Still, these Marines didn’t give up on the Corps or on the country that turned its back on them. Why? What motivated them to keep marching, even when the band stopped playing?


  Perhaps part of the answer lies in what Gen. Anthony Zinni has called the “warrior monk” ethic. “For me, joining the Marines was the closest thing to becoming a priest,” Zinni said in a 2000 speech at the U.S. Naval Institute. “One way or another, all of us were programmed to believe what we were doing was not a job; not even a profession; but a calling.”


  When they signed up, the young men of the 1960s left behind the comforts of home to learn the way of the warrior. They traded sports cars for jeeps, left girlfriends for drill instructors, and trusted that if they worked hard, they might survive their trial by fire in Vietnam.


  What they couldn’t have known at the time, though, was just how much of themselves they would have to leave behind, and how deep they would have to dig, to become a United States Marine.





   TWO



  The School of Experience


  All Marine officers begin their training in Quantico, Virginia. Quantico means “by the large stream,” according to Native American lore, and was explored by Capt. John Smith in 1608. It later became a strategic crossroads for the movement of troops and supplies during the Revolutionary and Civil Wars. Located on the Potomac between Washington and Richmond, the River town became a key junction on the 100-mile-long Richmond, Fredericksburg & Potomac Railroad.


  During World War I, the Marines used the federal power of eminent domain to acquire 6,000 acres of land to build a training base at Quantico for infantry leaders getting ready to ship out. The topographical convergence in Virginia—with its creeks, woods, ravines, and beaches—allowed officers to practice leading amphibious landings on hostile shores, maneuvering troops through dense woods, and climbing up rocky gullies. With typical understatement, the Corps called its officer training program The Basic School.1


  In the 1920s, Gen. John Lejeune began to refine the instruction at Quantico to meet the next enemy appearing on the horizon. In 1921, one of Lejeune’s planners, Lt. Col. Earl H. Ellis, developed a 50,000-word operational plan predicting a Japanese strike against American forces in the Pacific. “It will be necessary for us to project our fleet and landing forces across the Pacific and wage war in Japanese waters,”2 Ellis wrote. It would take another twenty years, but his prediction proved prophetic, and the Marine Corps’ focus on amphibious landings—with improvements in both battlefield tactics and equipment—would help turn the tide against Japan during the fierce island campaigns of World War II.


  Before the challenge of the Rising Sun, however, the Corps was a small sideshow in America’s shrinking military. With no imminent threat, the young men who chose to enlist often came from the rural South or the working-class Northeast or Midwest. Given their close proximity to the classic battlefields of the Civil War (or what some southern Marines preferred to call “The War Between the States”), they “amused themselves and official Washington with re-enactments of some of the Civil War battles: Wilderness, Gettysburg, New Market and Antietam,” historian Edwin H. Simmons wrote. The traditional Marine Corps dress blue uniform served as the Yankee garb, while Rebel forces proudly wore the Confederate gray of the Virginia Military Institute.


  Quantico became known for its strenuous competition in boxing, football, basketball, and baseball.3 This tradition would last into the 1960s as the Marines could afford to sponsor travel teams, even playing exhibition baseball games against the Washington Senators and New York Yankees.


  By 1967, the fun and games were over. America was pursuing a major military buildup to satisfy President Lyndon Johnson’s decision to draw a line in the sand against communism in South Vietnam. In response, the Marine Corps was forced to speed up its educational and training rotations to bolster its officer ranks. More than six thousand U.S. soldiers had already been killed in the fighting, and more blood was expected to be shed. Johnson, who worried about appearing soft on communism, vowed in his 1967 State of the Union Address to Congress to “stand firm” in Southeast Asia.4


  Before the Vietnam buildup, The Basic School had trained about 1,200 newly commissioned second lieutenants per year. In 1967, the number more than doubled as an estimated 2,800 lieutenants entered the program.5 The training regimen was shrunk from twenty-six weeks to twenty-one weeks.


  The Basic School’s mission was to educate men “in the high standards of leadership, knowledge and esprit de corps traditional in the Marine Corps in order to prepare them for the duties of a company grade officer in the Fleet Marine Force, with particular emphasis on the duties and responsibilities of the rifle platoon commander.”6


  The school did not act as a screening point for lieutenants, since subpar men were weeded out during the initial training at Quantico in Officer Candidate School (OCS). Unlike the Army or the Navy, The Basic School did not divide its officer ranks into specialists, such as Rangers or submariners. Instead, the Corps trained every officer to lead a rifle platoon. So whether they later led truck convoys or flew jets, every Marine lieutenant knew how to fire a rifle, lead a platoon, and fight at close quarters.


  And fight they would. The next stop for most students was the Fleet Marine Force in South Vietnam, where they would be thrust directly into “the school of experience.”7


  Nearly all of The Basic School students of 1967 were college graduates, and most of the rest had logged some time on college campuses around the country. Ray Smith and Marty Steele were in the latter group, starting college in the mid 1960s; for very different reasons, however, they grew impatient with sitting in classrooms and discussing the hypotheticals of life. The world was changing at a dizzying pace—from the war to Civil Rights marches to riots in the streets. It was a time of extremes, from the anger of the Watts rioters shouting “burn, baby, burn!” to the Beatles’ calming advice that “all you need is love.”

  
  ✯ ✯ ✯


  Ray Smith, for his part, found an early and abiding love of the great outdoors. He started college on a practical note, studying engineering at Oklahoma State University, but after a year in school, he decided to explore a growing interest in forestry. Since an older brother was living in Montana, he moved to Missoula and found a summer job with the state forest service. On his first trip out of the plains, Smith marveled at the towering Rocky Mountains: the crisp air, the scenic vistas, the sense of walking the same ground as Sitting Bull and Lewis and Clark.


  He savored the solitude of clearing fire trails and building logging roads among the towering loblolly pines of the Lolo National Forest. He dreamed of becoming a forester or park ranger, but those dreams were deferred when he got a letter ordering him to report to the local Selective Service office. Dropping out of college had cost him his student deferment from the military draft.


  So at age nineteen, Ray Smith was at a crossroads. Either he could enlist in the Army or join some other branch of the military. That summer in Missoula, a lot of guys his age were finding ways to avoid the draft, by starting families or going to graduate school. Smith had given little thought to military service. He grew up in Shidler, Oklahoma, a small town filled with descendants of oil drillers and cattle ranchers. They had a streak of isolationism in them and felt America would do better keeping to itself and not always jumping into one war or another. His father, Coleman, operated machinery for Skelly Oil Company, a job deemed vital to the nation’s defense industry during World War II. This meant Ray Smith, unlike many of his contemporaries, had few role models to draw on when Uncle Sam beckoned him into the military. All he knew for sure was that he couldn’t live with himself if he dodged the draft. It would be unpatriotic and irresponsible.


  Still, he thought, join the Marines? It was a leap of faith that he couldn’t make without considerable assistance—two six packs’ worth of assistance, to be exact. Suitably fortified, he stumbled into the recruiting office in Missoula, signed the enlistment papers, and never looked back—at least not until he was staring into the flinty eyes of a drill instructor at the recruit training depot in San Diego, California.

  
  ✯ ✯ ✯


  Marty Steele, by contrast, had been inspired to serve. The only question was how soon. His stepfather, Dick Steele, was a hardworking builder and postal official in Fayetteville, Arkansas. As an Army pilot in World War II, he was shot down over France by German antiaircraft fire. He spent months as a prisoner of war and managed to survive until he was liberated by Allied troops. Later, like many World War II veterans, he kept his combat experiences to himself.


  On those rare occasions when Dick Steele chose to talk, he did so in a ritualistic way that left an indelible mark on his children’s psyches. On each child’s eighteenth birthday, they were allowed to miss school, and their father stayed home from work. Pulling up a chair in the kitchen, he poured himself a glass of chocolate milk and said, “Listen closely, because it’s the last time you’ll hear anything from me about the war.”


  Then for eight straight hours, Dick Steele talked about the war: how he flew P-47 Thunderbolt fighters, bombing and strafing German infantry and Panzer forces retreating in France toward the Rhine after the Allied invasion of June 6, 1944; how he was shot down on his thirteenth mission; how he hid for weeks in the countryside, evading the Nazis with the help of the French underground.


  Marty Steele sat mesmerized. This quiet man he’d known only as a parent and authority figure suddenly was transformed into a flying ace, tearing up the sky, then dodging German patrols and hiding in hay wagons. Dick Steele was captured only after a bit of bad luck when a soldier stabbed his bayonet into a hay bale and happened to catch him. He was hauled off to Stalag Luft One in Barth, Germany, where he survived by trusting in himself, fellow prisoners, and God.


  No questions were allowed during his talk to the young Marty. After the day-long monologue—with barely a bathroom break—Dick Steele pushed back his chair and declared, “That’s it.” He was done. The book was closed on his war stories until another eighteenth birthday.


  While Marty’s stepfather instilled a deep patriotism and work ethic, his mother inspired a sense of compassion in her oldest son. Kitty Steele was a nurse who commanded respect through all social stratas of the college town, from day workers to professors’ wives. She raised her children in the Roman Catholic faith, which was no easy task at a time when Catholics in the South were still considered outsiders, believed to be engaging in all manner of mystical nonsense and perhaps even taking orders from Rome against Protestants.


  As America went to war in Vietnam, it was inevitable that Marty Steele, steeped in idealism and history, grew impatient sitting in the classroom at the University of Arkansas, listening to kids prattle on about the Beatles and the Beach Boys. Hairstyles, rock music, and fast cars seemed like foolish diversions to the young man with a boxer’s build and a philosopher’s keen eye. There was one exception to Steele’s no-nonsense attitude toward life: Arkansas football. The fate of his hometown college team always stayed on a par with motherhood and country—and perhaps just a rung down from the Holy Trinity.


  So in January 1965, before the start of his second semester of college, Marty Steele headed west to San Diego, where he, too, reported for recruit training. Later, he joined the 1st Marine Division, and before the year was out, everyone got word they were shipping out to Vietnam. Marty was in an outdoor theater at Camp Pendleton in southern California when the news came over the radio. Everyone tossed their hats into the air as if it were graduation day at the Naval Academy. By early 1966, he was running patrols near Chu Lai, and as his friends began to die around him, he realized this was nothing to cheer about.

  
  ✯ ✯ ✯


  Ray Smith and Marty Steele never crossed paths during boot camp, yet they were on parallel career paths. The Corps was on the lookout for quality young men, often college dropouts, who could be trained as platoon leaders in Quantico. “Everything had a frenetic pace to it,” Smith recalled. “Everything was on a war footing.” Short of drill instructors (D.I.) in San Diego, the Corps doled out extra duties to its top recruits, making Smith a de facto D.I. when he was just a private. His initial goal was to enroll in a flight school for enlisted men, but the program was cancelled because of the war buildup. Finally, a gunnery sergeant suggested in no uncertain terms that Private First Class Smith might want to apply to Officer Candidate School. Before he knew it, the raw-boned Oklahoman was catching a ride to Virginia, his first trip east of the Mississippi.


  Marty Steele also was nudged eastward. After returning from Vietnam in late 1966, his leadership potential was recognized by sergeants, and now a meritoriously promoted corporal, he was sent to Quantico to help train lieutenants at Officer Candidate School. He served as an administrator and field instructor even though he was only nineteen years old.


  Steele had considered returning to college and had been accepted by the U.S. Naval Academy. He probably would have gone to Annapolis but chose not to because they didn’t allow midshipmen to have wives. His long time girlfriend, Cindy Bayliss, was the daughter of an Army colonel who had served as an artillery battalion commander in Patton’s 3rd Army during World War II and later suffered a serious head wound during the Korean War. Cindy had been waiting patiently, but apprehensively, for Marty’s return from Vietnam. They were only in their late teens but were deeply in love. Annapolis would have to wait: the couple decided to get married in early 1967.


  He might have stayed in the enlisted ranks if not for a persistent staff sergeant named Karl G. Taylor. Taylor was an imposing man whose size and bulk reminded the young Steele of a biblical figure like Samson. He was so huge that he blocked the sun when he walked up one day after a field exercise. Taylor also had a speech defect caused by a cleft palate. Another man might have sounded like a weakling. Not Staff Sergeant Taylor.


  “There’s a calling for you, young man, and you’ve been rejecting it,” he said intently. The veteran Marine could see this was a young man who was not meeting his potential.


  He grasped Steele by the shoulders and chided him. “Listen to me, son. You could have played college football or professional baseball, but you didn’t. Why? Do you think I’d be here if I could be practicing with the St. Louis Cardinals?”


  Steele felt stung by the reproach, almost as if his own stepfather was upbraiding him.


  “You turned down the Naval Academy!” Taylor said. “Now you’re saying you want to be a good sergeant. But there’s something more you should do!”


  Steele took a deep breath, wondering what great feat he would have to perform to get out of Taylor’s dog house. “You should quit turning down these opportunities,” the staff sergeant said, “and seriously consider becoming an officer.”


  “But I’m proud to be an NCO,” Steele protested. “I like being with Marines.” He had rarely seen officers in Vietnam, so why would he want to become one now?


  Taylor smiled inscrutably. “I’m not talking about what you like, Corporal Steele. I’m asking you to think about the Corps. We need men like you to lead our platoons into battle.”


  Still, Steele resisted, until the commander of Officer Candidate School urged him to take a college-level examination. After more prodding by Staff Sergeant Taylor, Steele took the test, passing with flying colors. This gained him admission to the twelve-week OCS program.


  Staff Sergeant Taylor’s only regret was that the young Marine wasn’t placed in his training platoon. “I’ll be watching you,” he warned.


  In March 1967, on a clear day in late winter, Marty Steele graduated near the head of his OCS class. As he left the ceremony in the base theater, he saw Taylor, grinning broadly and saluting him. By tradition, the Marine who gives a new lieutenant his first hand salute receives a silver dollar. Steele walked over to his mentor and handed him the silver coin.


  “Do you have any guidance for me, Staff Sergeant Taylor?”


  “Lieutenant,” he said, “do your duty. That’s all you need to know.”


  Marty took the advice to heart, determined to succeed at the next step in his training—The Basic School.

  
  ✯ ✯ ✯


  While Smith and Steele took blue-collar routes into the officer ranks, Jim Jones took a more traditional white-collar walk into the Corps. The soft-spoken graduate of Georgetown University held a degree in international relations and entertained vague notions of someday working for the State Department. One day, perhaps, he could become an ambassador. This was no pipe dream: He had grown up in Paris, the oldest son of an executive for International Harvester.


  From an early age, Jones was fluent in French, adept at social graces, and steeped in Parisian art and culture. He was also rugged and athletic, excelling in baseball and basketball. A natural outdoorsman, he joined the Boy Scouts and took long marches and camping trips through the forests of France and Holland. He was a big, gregarious kid who by age twelve was taller than his father. Yet he always looked up to James L. Jones Sr., a bright, entrepreneurial man who not only read history, but lived it.


  Growing up in postwar Europe, the Joneses saw the aftermath of two world wars: scorched ruins in Berlin, the endless cemetery at Normandy, the monuments to fallen Marines in Belleau Wood. Once a week, the young Jones’s school day was interrupted by tests of air raid sirens—long, mournful wails that made everyone dread the possibility of more bombs and more wars.


  Every July 14, on Bastille Day, his father took Jones and his siblings to the parade honoring the French Revolution. A detachment of Marine security guards from the American Embassy marched past, resplendent in dress blue uniforms. Young Jim came to look forward to this annual parade, and thought he glimpsed a tear in the eye of his normally unemotional father.


  “There they are,” James Jones Sr. proudly declared. “Here come the Marines.” His father stood at attention and saluted the embassy guard passing on the Champs Èlysee. James Jones Jr. followed suit, snapping his first salute on the grandest boulevard of Paris.


  Driving home, he would beg his father to tell him more about the Marines. Like Dick Steele and so many other war veterans, James Jones Sr. kept close counsel about his past. Over time, though, Jones managed to pry bits and pieces of memory from his father. He learned how, as a young officer, he led the 5th Marine Amphibious Reconnaissance Company in the South Pacific. His elite recon unit snuck up on Japanese positions on the Mariana and Marshall Islands, popping out of the ocean from submarines. The Force Recon Marines rode rubber rafts and made midnight raids to disarm mines strung along the beaches of Saipan, Tinian, and Okinawa. They prepared the way for the invasion of the regular Marine forces, which included Jim Sr.’s younger brother, Willie K. Jones.


  The 1st Marine Division commander, Maj. Gen. Holland “Howling Mad” Smith, praised Capt. Jim Jones’ leadership during the Marshall Islands campaign of early 1944. In a unit citation, Jones was cited for “annihilating all enemy resistance” and gathering valuable information about Japanese positions and fortifications. For his work, he received the Silver Star medal and other commendations.


  Jim Jones Jr. also learned that his father’s kid brother had fought in the same battles that bloodied the Pacific beaches. Uncle Bill was awarded a Navy Cross at Saipan, a Silver Star at Tarawa, and received a field promotion to lieutenant colonel at the tender age of twenty-seven.


  After the war, James Jones Sr. left the regular Corps to return to his business career. He always spoke proudly of his younger brother Bill, who stayed in the Corps and became one of its rising stars. In 1961, Col. Bill Jones invited his nephew Jimmy to move from Paris to northern Virginia to attend his senior year of high school. As part of the transatlantic family transaction, he sent his oldest daughter, Carol, to spend her senior year in Paris. (Bill Jones would often say later that his brother definitely outfoxed him on the deal).


  Jimmy Jones, as he was known then, jumped at the chance to live in America and be a regular teenager. He drove around in his Uncle Bill’s 1956 Buick Special, danced at sock hops, devoured dozen upon dozen of Krispy Kreme donuts, played on a championship basketball team, and took long, hot showers, which he never got to take back in Paris.


  More importantly, the string-bean young man with impeccable manners got to know his Uncle Bill and spent hours talking with him in front of the fireplace about the legendary island campaigns of World War II. Sitting in the living room of Bill and Charlotte Jones’s new split-level home, the young Jim could look out on the Potomac River, where boats and barges passed by. He could see something else as well from his newly-adopted home: a future in the U.S. Marine Corps.


  Jim Jones formed a special bond with his uncle and aunt, who laughed off the higher food and utility bills he generated and endured Jim’s series of youthful follies, from wrecking the family Buick on the night of the Marine Corps Birthday Ball on November 10, 1961, to cutting through the carpet as he was wrapping Christmas gifts.


  Five years later, in 1966, Jones graduated from Georgetown University and applied for an officer’s commission in the Marine Corps. By then, his Uncle Bill was a major general and was deputy director of personnel at Headquarters Marine Corps. (In this post, he had the dubious distinction of signing the papers that would send Chuck Robb, the son-in-law of President Johnson, to South Vietnam.)


  Jim Jones was proud of his uncle’s continuing ascent in the Corps, but after enlisting, he learned that such family ties could be twisted into something of a knot for a new Leatherneck. After reporting for duty at Quantico, he managed to keep his uncle’s identity under wraps until the very end of the ten-week Officer Candidate School. The jig was up, though, when each graduate had to list their guests at the OCS, and the new second lieutenant listed Maj. Gen. William K. Jones.


  “My last week in OCS was unusually rough,” Jones later recalled.





THREE



  Obstacles


  From the moment they walked into the Spartan classrooms of The Basic School on April 5, 1967, the class of 516 second lieutenants knew only geography mattered: Vietnam. The deepening conflict was integrated into most of the practical aspects of their training, including a mock village built in the woods to simulate a hamlet in Southeast Asia.


  The Marine trainers donned the black pajama-like garb of the Viet Cong, while their students cautiously approached. From morning until night, the instructors crammed as much information into the lieutenants as they could—from small unit tactics, to the care and feeding of weapons, to platoon and company organization. (Anything above the company level was outside the lieutenant’s domain.) They read a variety of texts, including the Marine Corps’ Small Wars Manual, a classic primer from the 1940s that drew on the Corps’ experience in “low-intensity” conflicts from Nicaragua to Haiti. Parts of the manual were outdated, such as its advice on handling pack mules and horses: “in desperate situations, it may be necessary to shoot these animals to prevent them from bolting into the enemy positions.”1


  Yet much of the manual’s hard-won lessons still rang true, such as a cautionary note on ambushes. “The closeness and suddenness of the attack is supposed to disorganize and demoralize the enemy. A necessary protection against complete disorganization, and possible demoralization, is to prepare the troops mentally for the shock of ambush. They must be steeled to withstand a sudden blast of fire at close quarters and to react to it in a manner that will unnerve the enemy. To accomplish this, the troops must have a thorough understanding of what is likely to happen if they are ambushed.”2


  The lieutenants studied more modern texts about the use of tanks and other weapons. With supplies and ammunition being diverted to Vietnam, they had to make do with classroom training or field exercises. For example, when they were given a demonstration of light antitank assault weapons, they were told the rockets cost too much for each man to actually fire one. The same rule applied to calling in offshore naval gunfire, directing air strikes, or ordering indirect artillery fire. So even though they practiced such tactics during field problems, their final exams would not come until they reached Vietnam.


  The student-warriors did get time on the firing range with the M-14 rifle, M-60 machine gun, M-79 grenade launcher, and the officer’s sidearm—the .45 caliber pistol. In those days before global positioning systems, they also mastered the art of navigating in the bush with nothing but a map and compass.


  Physical training was also paramount. The 516 graduates of the Basic School class of April 5, 1967, had many former college athletes or high school sports stars. Les Palm, a slim, taciturn kid from California farm country, played safety for the University of Oregon football team. Clebe McClary, a lanky South Carolina boy, was a track phenom who had become a high school coach before deciding to join the Marines in his mid-twenties. Burly Ron Oyer played in the same backfield as All-American Floyd Little at Syracuse University.


  They were young thoroughbreds who jockeyed for position in the pecking order of their class. They nervously watched their class rankings and always strived to gain a few extra points on written tests or shave a few seconds off their times on the obstacle course. Few pushed themselves harder than Marty Steele, who was determined to break the record for the double-running of the obstacle course.


  Carved out of the thick Virginia woods just past The Basic School complex, the O-course was the linchpin of the ongoing physical tests the lieutenants had to pass every few weeks. As summer approached, and the heat and humidity turned the forest into a natural sauna, it could be a grueling challenge to get past the series of barriers on the course—long wooden logs, eight-foot-high bars, six-foot-high walls, and, at the end, a twenty-five-foot-high rope. To pass the physical fitness test, the lieutenants had to run this not once, but twice, and get it done in less than three minutes. The physical challenge followed a three-mile run with a sixty-pound pack.


  Ray Smith first became aware of Steele’s O-course obsession one night in June, midway through the twenty-one-week-long training course. It was a hot, muggy night, and the air was thick with sweet honeysuckle. A crackling chorus of katydids in the woods reminded Smith of how far he had strayed from his old terrain out west.


  Only a year ago, he was a carefree mountain man, hiking the Rockies among hawks and eagles and enjoying clear views of Montana’s infinite possibilities. Now he was stuck on a southern military base with precious little time for himself. Smith longed to get back to the fresh air of the Rockies, far from Quantico’s poison ivy and muddy trenches with barbed wire only inches above your nose.


  He was lost in thought about Montana when he noticed something move behind O’Bannon Hall. Someone, or something, was scurrying about the field outside the dormitory. It appeared to be a gung-ho grunt out for some extra calisthenics. Sometimes he wished his fellow lieutenants would lighten up once in a while. Even during free time, this nut was trying to shave a few precious seconds off his O-course time.


  Ray could see how the proud work ethic of the Marine Corps could drive men to such extremes, though. It was how the organization got rid of all but the most willing—or stubborn—players. The class of 5-67, as it was known, began with 542 men, but over the first couple of months, two dozen had dropped out. This left 516 hormonally-charged guys fighting to prove themselves at every turn.


  Smith peered into the darkness, where fireflies flitted in and out of the night. He noticed something familiar about the figure running in and out the shadows.


  It was his roommate, Martin R. Steele, the outspoken and irascible native of Fayetteville, Arkansas, who had dropped out of college to join the Marines when Vietnam started heating up. Perhaps because they both started as enlisted men, they had become fast friends—even though they were as different as hot, humid Virginia and cold, clear Montana.


  Steele was the passionate perfectionist who was never happy with himself and always ready to pull all-nighters with the books. Smith was no less determined to succeed, but he had that rare knack for keeping his reading to a minimum while managing to coolly ace most tests. Smith also was a gifted athlete, but one who enjoyed competition rather than painful exercise. He sometimes appeared at Steele’s off-campus apartment with a couple of baseball mitts and, tossing a ball up and down, asked his friend if he wanted to play catch. Smith’s off-handed ability to do well without working too hard drove Marty Steele crazy.


  The sight of his relentless roommate was too tempting to resist. Smith zigzagged over to the field, and when Steele was close by, he jumped up and shouted in a command voice, “Lieutenant, atten-hut!”


  Steele skidded to a stop and stood stock still. He looked around in the darkness, searching for the officer who had issued the command. Smith jumped out of the shadow, guffawing.


  “Jesus, Smith, are you nuts?” Steele screamed, kicking the grass. “I could have sprained my ankle from stopping so fast.”


  Smith laughed. “What are you doing down here at this time of night?”


  Steele was drenched in sweat. He wore faded gold gym shorts, a red T-shirt, and white high tops. At five foot nine, he had a compact build with muscular arms and legs that were like coiled springs ready to pump iron.


  “I’m practicing,” he replied.


  “Practicing?” Smith scoffed. “For what? Hasn’t the Corps gotten its pound of flesh out of you today?”


  Steele ignored the wisecrack and shook his calves to keep them loose. “I’m practicing for the double running of the O-course race. I aim to smash the record.”


  Smith laughed again. That was just like Marty Steele. It was hard enough running the O-course twice, but Quantico’s stifling heat and humidity provided another obstacle. It wasn’t unusual for men to collapse in the summer sun and get thrown into tubs of ice to stave off heatstroke.


  “Isn’t it bad enough they make us run it twice without trying to kill yourself getting ready for it?”


  Steele thought that over with a furrowed brow and the conscientious look of a penitent. Since becoming roommates in The Basic School dormitory at O’Bannon Hall, Smith had realized that Steele was the most intense and idealistic man he’d ever met. At twenty years of age, Marty Steele was the youngest officer at the school. Yet he was one of the few who had actually been in combat, two years earlier while serving with a tank battalion near Danang. In this school of warrior monks, Steele already had a leg up on the competition. Smith wondered if Steele’s time in combat was what fueled his intensity. He seemed to already know the answers to the nagging questions lurking in the back of every lieutenant’s mind: How will I do under fire? How will I react when my life is on the line? Will I prove myself worthy to be a Marine?


  Steele kept to himself about Vietnam, making veiled allusions to nighttime ops against the VC and one tough mission to find the body of a dead buddy. And yet you could ask Steele anything else about the military trade and he might deliver a dissertation worthy of Clausewitz, the nineteenth-century Prussian military strategist on their reading list.


  “You’re wondering why I’m out here getting ready for the double run of the O-course?” Steele said. “Let me ask you something. Do you think the enemy goes beddy-bye every night, and lets the Marines stay tucked in, all nice and cozy?”


  Smith protested. “I didn’t mean that, Steele.”


  “And,” Steele went on, “do you think that when you are in combat, you are somehow going to know exactly when and how your body will respond to the stress of being under fire?”


  This got Smith’s attention. Like every other lieutenant-in-training, Ray Smith wondered how he would respond to being in real combat. Would he wilt under pressure as a few men always did, or would he rise to the occasion
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capture weapons and restore calm after a
military coup.
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Winner of the 2006 Military Writers Society
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FrROM VIETNAM TO IRAQ,
THE EXTRAORDINARY STORY OF
A FEW GooD MEN

CHARLES JONES

"An intimate and vivid account of a small band
of remarkable Marines." —Rick Atkinson,
Pulitzer Prize-winning author of An Army at Dawn
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