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For the Marines of Camp Lejeune who drank the poisoned water and never came home.

For those who are still fighting that silent war.

For my brothers who earned the title, Marine.

Semper Fidelis.

AUTHOR'S NOTE

This memoir is a work of truth as I remember it. Some names have been changed or completely omitted to protect privacy, but the events described happened. The abuse at MCRD San Diego in 1976 is documented in newspaper investigations of that era. The toxic water contamination at Camp Lejeune from the 1950s through the 1980s is now recognized by the Department of Veterans Affairs and has affected thousands of Marines and their families and continues to do so.

I write this not out of bitterness, but as testimony. Someone needs to bear witness to what happened. Someone needs to tell the story for those who can no longer tell their own.

The tremors sometimes make typing difficult. The cognitive decline makes sustained concentration nearly impossible. But I write anyway, while I still can, because this story matters.

Once a Marine, always a Marine.

R.D. Parrish

North Carolina

January 2026
Prologue: The Weight of Water

Present Day, 2026

The tremor starts in my right hand before dawn. It always does. Some mornings I wake to find it already dancing against the bedsheet, a small rebellion my body wages without consulting me. 

Today it’s particularly insistent, as if it knows what I’m about to do. I need to drag myself out of bed and take my meds so I can forget for awhile that something’s not right.

I’m sixty-seven years old, and my body is betraying me in ways no drill instructor ever imagined. Stage 3 Parkinson’s disease, the doctors’ clinical term for what thirty-plus years ago, coming into contact with contaminated water at Camp Lejeune put into motion. But that diagnosis came decades after I drank from those fountains, showered in those barracks, filled my canteens, brewed coffee in those mess halls. We all did. We were Marines. We didn’t question the water. Why would we? We were trained to engage the enemy. None of us were trained for this.

***
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MY WIFE FINDS ME AT the kitchen table, laptop open, photographs spread across the surface like evidence at a crime scene. There’s one of me in dress blues, eighteen years old, jaw set, eyes forward. Another from the rifle range at Pendleton, dirt on my face, M16A1 cradled like it was part of my body. In that one, I’m smiling, actually smiling, because I’d just qualified Sharpshooter.

“You’re starting today,” she says. It’s not a question.

“I have to.”

She nods, squeezes my shoulder, and I feel the steadiness of her hand against the unsteadiness of my body. Two previous marriages destroyed by undiagnosed anxiety and PTSD before I found her. Before the VA finally connected the dots. Before I understood that the kid who walked out of MCRD San Diego in 1976 wouldn’t be broken by weakness, but by water.

I’m doom scrolling the news, focused on information about how bad it is. On one of the forums I follow, I see another obituary notification. Another Marine from my era, gone. And yet the cases drag on.  Another name I recognize from the duty rosters, the barracks, the formations. Leukemia. Kidney failure. Liver disease, Parkinson’s.

The toxic cocktail from Lejeune’s water system is patient. It waited decades to collect. Trichloroethylene (TCE), Tetrachloroethylene (PCE or PERC), Vinyl Chloride (VC), Benzene, those four are the chemicals most strongly linked to health effects Marines and their families have been dealing with from 1953 through December 1987. The EPA’s Superfund listing shows more than 70 contaminants were detected across various sites at Camp Lejeune. For instance; • Lead


•  DDT

•  DCE (1,1‐Dichloroethene and 1,2‐Dichloroethene) • Toluene

•  PCBs

•  Arsenic

•  1,2‐Dichloroethane • Trinitrobenzene

•  Methyl naphthalene


These varied by location and concentration, but the VOCs (TCE, PCE, benzene, vinyl chloride) were the most widespread and hazardous in the drinking water systems.

I can’t wait anymore.

This memoir isn’t about settling scores. The Corps gave me what my childhood couldn’t, discipline, purpose, brotherhood. But that doesn’t mean the story doesn’t need telling. Especially now, when so many of the men who lived it can no longer speak.

Someone has to testify.

In 1976, the Marine Corps reported 234 confirmed incidents of recruit abuse, more than twice the combined total of the Army, Navy, and Air Force. I was there for some of that. I survived MCRD 

San Diego during a period that would later be described, in careful Pentagon language, as requiring “renewed oversight.” What they meant was: we were beating the hell out of recruits, and it had gotten out of control.

I watched a kid disappear during drown-proofing. One moment he was there, the next he wasn’t. No official record. No family notification I ever heard about. Just gone, like he’d never existed.

That kind of thing happened.

But here’s what the statistics don’t show: I watched drill instructors transform terrified teenagers into United States Marines. I saw acts of courage that had nothing to do with combat. I learned what it meant to be part of something bigger than myself, forged in a brutality that, God help me, I’m still somehow grateful for.

That’s the contradiction I’m trying to hold.

My hands sometimes shake as I type. The medication helps, but only so much. I have to write when the tremors are manageable, when my mind is clear, before the disease steals more than it already has. This isn’t about bitterness. It’s about bearing witness.

The photographs stare up at me. That young Marine in the dress blues, Private First Class, meritorious promotion from boot camp,  he had no idea what was coming. Not the gang attack between boot camp and ITR. Not the toxic water. Not the Parkinson’s diagnosis forty-plus years later. Not the friends and “brothers” who would die from the same invisible enemy.

But he knew this: Once you become a Marine, it changes you. It’s a burden and a blessing. It’s the reason that even now, when I can barely button my own shirt some mornings, or lose my balance getting dressed, I still wear my “Proudly Served” hat. Because complete strangers will see it, nod, and say “Semper Fi, Marine.” And for just a moment, I’m not a sixty-seven-year-old man losing a fight with his own nervous system.

I’m a brother.

This is not a story about fighting wars, but it is a story for the Marines who can’t tell theirs anymore. For the recruits who didn’t make it out of boot camp. For the men who drank the water at Lejeune and died decades later, never connecting the dots. For my fellow 0341s, the mortar men, who humped those tubes across God knows how many miles.

This story is my testimony.

Before time runs out.

Before the tremors and cognitive and memory problems take the rest.

Before I become another obituary on another Marine’s phone.

I place my hand flat on the table and look at that photograph of the kid in dress blues.

“All right,” I tell them. “Let’s go back. Let’s tell them what it was really like.”

And I begin to type.
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Chapter 1 - The Bucket
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1973-1975

I need to tell you a little about my childhood, not for sympathy, but because you need to understand what I was running from to understand why I eventually ran toward the Marines.

My parents married young, too young. My father was barely sixteen, my mother fifteen and pregnant with me. I was born in 1958, and by the time I was eleven or twelve, their marriage had dissolved. These things happen. Young people make choices, life gets hard, and sometimes families break apart. I don't judge them for it now. All has been forgiven and resolved years ago. I didn't understand it back then.

After the divorce, my mother moved us, me, my two brothers, and my sister, to a small house in the country near railroad tracks. The house had an outhouse and no indoor bathroom, but when my mother met someone who lived in the same area, things changed. He had six children. She had four of us. When they married, we all ended up together in a one-bedroom house that was never meant to hold that many people.

The dining room and living room became bunkbeds and a couch. The only bathroom was a back porch with a five-gallon bucket and a toilet seat balanced on top. It was my brother's and my job to carry that bucket out back every day and dump it into a hole where an outhouse used to be.

There were no lights on that porch. You learned to be careful in the dark. Especially with rats scurrying around in the dark while you’re going to the bathroom.

The rats came with the poverty. You'd hear them at night in the walls, and during the day you'd see them scurrying across floors. That's the sensory detail I remember most, the sound of rats moving through a house full of children, all of us trying to live in a space too small for the life we were living.

My stepfather had steel-toed work boots and a temper. When he was angry, and he was often angry with that many children and that much poverty, he'd line us up and kick us with those boots, or take off his belt and use it. There were a lot of beatings in those years. I learned early to read moods, to make myself small, to take what came without crying. That skill would serve me later, though I didn't know it then.

What I didn't tell anyone for many years was that during this time, a neighbor did something no adult should ever do to a child. He made threats, said he'd do the same to my sister and stepsisters if I ever told. So I didn't tell. I carried that silence for years, the way children do when they're trying to protect the people they love. I'm mentioning it now only because it's part of the picture, part of why I felt so alone, even in a house full of people.

Eventually my mother convinced my stepfather to buy a different house in a small town several miles away. The new place was better, it had indoor plumbing, no rats, but the beatings continued. Looking back now, I understand they were struggling, overwhelmed, doing the best they could with too many children and not enough resources. But when you're living it as a kid, you just know you're not safe.

Around age fifteen, something shifted in my mother. The stress of everything had built up, and she began joining in the discipline. One day, my sister took a beating, and when I tried to intervene, tried to make it stop, my mother turned on me with a plastic Hot Wheels track in her hand. The stress of all those kids at once and finances were taking it’s toll. She just didn’t realize it yet.

I grabbed her arm before she could swing. I looked her in the eye and told her she would never hit me again.

Then I ran.

I left through the door and didn't stop. I found abandoned railroad tracks and followed them, running approximately five miles through the dark to my father's house in town. He'd remarried by then, had what looked like a stable life. I didn't expect much, just somewhere that wasn't where I'd been.

When I showed up on his doorstep after running five miles, my father's response was brief: "I am not sure you will be able to stay."

His second wife wasn't cruel, but we kids knew she didn't particularly like us. We were another woman's children, and she and my father fought about it sometimes. I understand that better now, the complexity of blended families, the strain of it all. But at fifteen, understanding doesn't make rejection hurt less.

Still, my father didn't send me back.

I lasted there about six months. Not too long before my sixteenth birthday, my stepmother was very upset over something I said, I don't even remember what about, and I was asked to leave. I refused to go back to my mother and stepfather. By then I was going to be a senior in high school, and I was determined to finish.

A friend's parents, people who knew my father and stepmother,  offered to let me stay above their garage. I found a job and put myself through that senior year, working to feed myself while earning enough credits to graduate six months early. My father worked one street away at his shop, but we rarely saw each other. I was solving my own problems, learning to be self-sufficient not by choice but by necessity.

The other kids at school had parents who worried about them, helped them, planned for their futures. I had a space above a garage and a job. I learned not to need things. Not to expect things. To handle whatever came because no one was going to handle it for me.

That's the context for what happened when I turned sixteen.

At sixteen, with a parent's signature, you could enlist in the military. At sixteen, you could leave and have structure, purpose, three meals a day, and a place to belong.

The Marine Corps recruiting office was in town, spotless windows, posters of Marines in dress blues, everything communicating order and certainty. I must have walked past it dozens of times before I finally went in.

I wasn't motivated by patriotism or family tradition. My uncle had been wounded in Vietnam during his first year after being drafted, and my grandparents were proud of him. That stuck with me, the idea that military service could make people proud of you. But mostly, I needed a way forward that didn't involve living above someone's garage forever.

The recruiter asked my age immediately.

"Sixteen."

"You'll need your father's signature."

That summer of 1975, I walked into my father's shop where he worked. I had the enlistment papers in my hand. I asked him to sign.

He looked away from his work briefly. "Why?"

"There's nothing for me here," I told him. I mentioned my uncle, the one who'd served and been wounded in Vietnam.

My father signed the papers. Then he went back to his work without another word.

I'm not telling you this to paint my father as a villain. I loved my father. But in that moment, his signature felt less like permission and more like acknowledgment that neither of us knew what else to do.

My mother didn't know I'd enlisted. We weren't speaking at that point. That reconciliation like my father's would take more time, forgiveness and maturity later in life.

I scored well on the ASVAB and could have chosen something technical, something safe. But I picked 0341, 81mm mortars. Infantry. Combat arms. The hard stuff. Because I needed something that would break me down and rebuild me into someone new.

My ship out date was January 1976. MCRD San Diego.

The day I left, one family friend came to see me off at the bus that was picking up recruits. My father lived one street away. He didn't come.

I boarded that bus at seventeen years old, graduated high school one day before I left for boot camp on a very early, cold January morning. I was barely 120 pounds, malnourished but functional, carrying more damage than anyone could see.

I had no idea what I was walking into. The Marine Corps in January 1976 was still processing Vietnam's aftermath. The war had just ended, and the institutional anger needed somewhere to go. The training methods hadn't adapted to peace. And just one month before I arrived, a recruit named Lynn McClure had died at MCRD San Diego after a severe beating during pugil stick training. The first few years immediately after Vietnam, especially 1975-1976 were responsible for a lot of changes in the future of Marine Corps training.

But I didn't know that yet. All I knew was that whatever waited for me at boot camp, whatever brutality, whatever cost
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