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INTRODUCTION

Lieutenant General Dan Christman, West Point’s Superintendent, is a big, florid-faced man with a wide smile, an overpowering charm, and a very specific vision for the United States Military Academy. West Point, he will tell anyone who will listen, is “America’s premier leadership school.”

In 1998 I heard Christman use this phrase repeatedly during a three-day meeting with the presidents of West Point’s regional alumni organizations. In that room, at least, Christman was preaching to the choir, and the choir already believed. Graduates know the names of the West Pointers who have shaped American history: Eisenhower and MacArthur, Grant and Lee, Pershing and Schwarzkopf and Patton. They also know of the scores of leaders who serve the nation in the military and, after their service, in a wide array of civilian professions.

At the twentieth reunion of the Class of 1980, for instance, a visitor could meet: a member of Congress, four people who have worked at the White House, the military attachés to Vietnam and Jordan, a shuttle astronaut (and space walk veteran), a heart surgeon, an eye surgeon, an FBI special agent, CEOs, physicians, university professors, ministers, lawyers, entrepreneurs, engineers, scientists, airline pilots. This would also be the place to get firsthand accounts of what it’s like to command five hundred peacekeepers in the Balkans, or a battalion of Green Berets, or half a hundred attack helicopters on the DMZ between North and South Korea.

West Point may or may not be, in Christman’s words, the school for leaders, but it is arguably among the best. If the successes of its graduates are any indicator, the Academy’s approach offers a template for leader development in and out of the military. There certainly is a need for leadership. Most American institutions are, in the words of Harvard’s John P. Kotter, overmanaged and under-led. Businesses spend millions on consultants who wheel in checklists and decision-matrices. Then the consultants go home and we find, to our constant surprise, that employees are still not inspired.

For two hundred years West Point has taken talented young Americans and put them through an intense four-year program to build leaders of character. On graduation day the Superintendent sends them out with a rolled-up diploma and an astonishing set of experiences. How do those experiences help mold leaders? I’d spent four years as a cadet and another four on the faculty (out of eleven years’ service), and still wasn’t sure I could put my finger on exactly how it happened. So in 1998 I started looking for an answer, and I began my search in the office of a leadership professor at USMA.

“If you ask five people around here how leaders are made, you’re going to get five different answers.”

Lieutenant Colonel Scott Snook delivers this not-quite-what-I-was-looking-for answer in his windowless office deep inside Thayer Hall, the Academy’s largest academic building. Unlike the stereotypical professor’s office, this one is neat: The books are arranged by subject, there are no piles of student papers or coffee-stained journals. One large bulletin board shows a military map of Grenada and a photograph of some GIs—armed, their faces dark with camouflage—holding a Cuban flag. The soldier kneeling at the lower right is then-Lieutenant Snook. In the corner of another bulletin board is a movie still of John Wayne from the 1962 D-Day epic, The Longest Day. Snook’s Harvard degrees—an M.B.A. and a Ph.D.—hang on another wall.

I met Scott Snook when he was a much-less-accomplished yearling, or second-year cadet, and we were assigned to dig a foxhole together.

Snook rolls his chair to a filing cabinet and pulls a folder, then slides the packet across the desk insistently. The document inside, dark with close-spaced type, is the result of an in-depth study of leader development at West Point. The language, dense and pedantic, goes on for several mind-numbing pages. Then, a sentence in bold type: “USMA has no clearly articulated ‘learning model’ or theory for how to develop leaders of character.”

I thought this a pretty serious omission for an institution charged with doing exactly that—at great expense to the taxpayer.

“We do what we do now because it has worked in the past,” Snook says. But there is no master plan, no theory to help determine what does and does not contribute. This explains why old grads (anyone from the most recently graduated back to eighty-year-old alumni) can talk about the same rite of passage, and one will claim, “It made me the man I am today”; while the other will say, “It was mostly stupid, fraternity-row stuff and a waste of my time.”

“Think of it like an academic course,” Snook says. “The Cadet Leader Development System is the syllabus. It describes what you do throughout the forty lessons of the semester. Then you have the tests and exams and papers to evaluate the student’s understanding. We have all that in place, too. What we don’t have is what comes before the syllabus, a theory of how students learn the subject.”

This finding was not well received by the Commandant, the one-star general responsible for cadets’ military training. Was it possible, the Commandant wanted to know, that this self-described “premier leadership institution” had merely stumbled onto something that had worked well for so long? How, exactly, does West Point develop leaders of character?

Snook’s group wrote, “Our typical response is descriptive at best: ‘We have three programs: the military, the academic, and the physical. Within each program, cadets participate in a series of progressive and sequential activities. Here is a list of those activities …’”

The study doesn’t claim that what West Point is doing is flawed, but without a clearly articulated theory of how leaders are developed, there is no yardstick for evaluating new programs, no measure by which to judge current practices. The lack of an underlying theory means that questions about how to do things—and what the right things are—are difficult to address.

The report goes on to say that, “If we believe that the West Point experience is fundamentally sound, then we should be able to start with what we already do and back in, get the theory from practice.” Following this reasoning, the report offers a model for leader development:

The basic ingredient is good people. West Point takes great pains to admit young men and women who have demonstrated a readiness to learn, a willingness to take on responsibility. That’s why the admissions committee looks for the above-average student who is also the team captain, a leader in her church, a volunteer firefighter.

Then there are four key elements of the developmental experience. The first—and West Point excels at this—is challenge: dragging cadets out of their comfort zone, giving them novel experiences and difficult goals, forcing them to resolve conflicts and take on new roles. There must also be a variety of challenges, from the physical to the purely intellectual. The goal is to make sure that no cadet can function solely in the arena he or she feels most comfortable in. Quiet cadets are made to speak up, the football players do gymnastics, the women take hand-to-hand combat.

To get the most out of these challenges, the cadets must have support, which is the second part of the model. Every member of the staff and faculty is a coach; professors and instructors are Army officers first. The third part of the model is assessment. USMA has a variety of feedback tools, some of them obvious: Cadets are graded for performance in leadership roles. Some of the assessment tools are not so obvious: A lot of self-examination goes on in the conversations among teammates, classmates, roommates. The fourth part of the model calls for reflection, for time to let the lessons sink in. Maturity doesn’t come overnight.

The final part of the model is the freedom to fail. There is ample evidence in educational theory, Snook says, indicating that young people are most open to learning after they’ve experienced a failure, particularly one that challenges their assumptions.

I recognized parts of this model from my own cadet experience. The challenges were frequent, daunting, and often downright painful. Cadets have a saying that describes it aptly. West Point, they say, is, “a two-hundred-thousand-dollar education, shoved up your ass a nickel at a time.”

I also remembered receiving and giving lots of coaching. During my years in the English Department, my boss was explicit about our duties: We were there to develop the next generation of military leaders, and to teach them to write clearly. I certainly remembered the assessment. Nearly every aspect of cadet life has some grade attached to it, down to the ridiculous, nit-picking detail.

But there were other parts of Snook’s model I didn’t recognize. There was little time for reflection and “the examined life.” One former Superintendent, General William Westmoreland, said that the ideal West Pointer is a man of action—as opposed to a man of thought. Many at the Academy and in the Army equate reflection with touchy-feely ivory-tower intellectualism at best; with navel-gazing egocentrism at worst.

Nor do I remember anyone telling me it was OK to fail. At West Point, as in many organizations, there is no room on the grade sheet for, “I dropped the ball, but I developed as a leader.” In this highly quantified world, in the long, detailed record of their performance, cadets get little credit for trying and failing and learning.

Then there were the things Snook’s model didn’t address. I could remember no particular moment I could point to and say, “That’s how they taught us about character.” I also had questions about those cadets who are not served well by the West Point experience: those who flee at the first chance, and the ones who graduate, then cut themselves off from all contact with classmates. I know graduates who have been bitter for twenty years over things that happened to them in their first year as a cadet. Finally, as in any large group, there are those who just didn’t get it, who remain dishonest, narrow-minded, bigoted.

Of course, my personal experience is dated. The only way to find out how today’s West Point goes about its stated mission of building leaders of character was to go there, to see what happens or fails to happen. Because I am not versed in educational theory or psychology, I went about this the only way I know how: by looking for the stories. I followed a cross section of people through the course of a year, from the plebes at the bottom of the chain, to the Superintendent at the top.

During the nearly two years of researching and writing this book, I continued working as a keynote speaker, talking to business audiences about leadership. Time after time I met people who assume that military leadership has nothing to do with leadership in the civilian world. One businessman I know (who is not a veteran) characterized the military approach as, “You tell em what to do, and they have to do it, right?”

Not exactly. Sure, there is some room for autocratic leadership, the “do this or else” kind, but there are limits to what that can accomplish. On the other hand, there are almost no limits to what can be achieved by leaders who inspire people. In its most critical task—combat—the military practices an extreme form of decentralized leadership that makes today’s dot-com wizards look like hidebound traditionalists. Current peace-keeping missions require an unprecedented degree of independent decision-making and flexibility. There are brand-new, one-year-out-of-college lieutenants on duty in Kosovo who are the de facto mayors of small towns. They act as mediators, judges, counselors, and police chiefs in villages torn by bloody strife and haunted by four-hundred-year-old vendettas.

Many of the young men and women who will take over those responsibilities in a year or two are at West Point. The ones who learn their lessons well will succeed in and out of uniform. This is the story of how they prepare.




DAY ONE: WE’RE NOT IN KANSAS ANYMORE

West Point, New York
June 29, 1998

Aslim pamphlet published by West Point gives the following details about the United States Military Academy Class of 2002: Twelve thousand four hundred and forty applicant files were opened by the admissions office; 2,245 young men and women received congressional nominations (the first competitive hurdle) and met the academic and physical requirements of West Point. Twelve hundred and forty six were admitted.

Of these, 74 percent ranked in the top fifth of their high school class. None were in the bottom fifth. Sixty-four percent scored above 600 on the verbal portion of the SAT; 78 percent scored that well on the math portion. Two hundred and thirty-three received National Merit Scholar recognition, seventy-eight were valedictorians, 732 members of the National Honor Society; there were 224 Boys or Girls State delegates, 222 student body presidents, 191 editors or co-editors of school newspapers, 556 scouts. Of these, 139 were Eagle Scouts (men) or Gold Award winners (women). One thousand, one hundred and twenty-one of them—a whopping 89 percent—were varsity letter winners; 774 of them were team captains.

They are accomplished, educated, healthy, and willing to forgo much of what makes college life fun, including summer vacation. Today is their first day at West Point, and most of them are having trouble just walking and talking.

In the concrete and blacktop expanse called Central Area, a young man puts his left foot forward, on the command of the upperclass cadre member who is teaching drill. Inexplicably, his left arm swings forward. Since this eighteen-year-old learned to walk, probably around 1982, he’s been doing it one way: left foot, right arm. The right foot comes out; the left arm does, too. Not today.

It’s not that he isn’t trying. His face is set, intense with concentration. He sweats, moves his lips as he repeats the commands. He doesn’t look around, although he is a little disoriented. This day is meant to be disorienting.

“We want them to feel a little like Dorothy did when she landed in Oz and said, ‘We’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto,” says Brigadier General John Abizaid, Commandant of Cadets.

Cadet Basic Training, also called CBT, also called “Beast Barracks” or simply “Beast,” takes up most of the summer before freshman year. Six and a half weeks to learn how to look, walk and talk like soldiers; to begin to absorb—or be absorbed by—the military culture; to learn soldier skills, everything from how to march to how to fire a weapon; to learn how to obey.

There is a great deal to take in, and like so much of the West Point experience, it is accomplished pressure-cooker style. It shocks the delicate sensibilities of these teenagers who, for the most part, have led privileged lives in the wealthiest nation on Earth. It is this shock, as much as the fact that today is the beginning of the greatest adventure of their young lives, that makes R-Day memorable.

Four seniors—”firsties,” in West Point jargon—stand on the low step outside Bradley Barracks, a six-story, L-shaped granite box that forms two towering sides of Central Area. Three of them are men; one of the men and the one woman are black. They wear the summer dress uniform called white over gray: white hat; pressed white shirt with gray epaulets and the black shield that marks them as seniors, or first class cadets; gray trousers with a black stripe running down the outside of each leg; leather shoes shined to a threatening luster. Each cadet also wears, as a badge of office, white gloves and a red sash that wraps around the waist. Thick tassels hang exactly over each cadet’s right rear pants pocket.

This is “the cadet in the red sash,” every West Pointer’s first, unfriendly, welcoming committee.

A gaggle of new cadets lines up in four haphazard files. Green tape on the ground marks lanes, and they readily comply with the unspoken instruction to stand between the lines. At the top of each lane is the word “Stop,” spelled out in the same green tape. Then a no-man’s-land of a few feet and another line, behind which stands a burly senior wearing the red sash around his waist.

“New cadet,” the firstie says in a voice meant for command. He raises one gloved hand, fingers extended to a knife-edge and aimed at the new cadet’s nose.

“Step up to my line.” He points at the line just inches from his gleaming shoes. “Not over my line or on my line but up to my line.”

The new cadet steps forward, glances down, and aligns the toes of his shoes with the tape. The instructions come rapid-fire from the firstie, who punctuates every sentence with, “Do you understand, new cadet?”

No one pauses to acknowledge the moment, but something important has just taken place.

An hour ago most of the youngsters trying so hard to get to the line … not-on-the-line-or-over-the-line-but-to-the-line … were civilians, the majority of them just recent high school graduates. And even if they didn’t report to West Point with baggy jeans, exposed boxer shorts, and skateboards, they were a lot closer to the denizens of MTV than they were to soldiers.

Yet here they are, in the first few minutes of a career that will, for some, last thirty years—and for others thirty hours—and not only are they doing what they’re told, they’re trying to do it right. They are all, to this point at least, willing participants in a long endeavor to turn them into soldiers and leaders of soldiers.

A few of them may even be aware of the significance of this moment. Many of them have spent months dreaming of the lofty phrases of the admissions literature. They came, as one cadet wrote, “for parades and rifles,” dazzled by the name, by the history, by the knowledge that they stand where many of America’s great captains stood. Others of them (and these will be the most unhappy) are here because their parents want them to be here. For some, this is simply the best school they could attend for free, or the only Division I school to recruit them for sports. Under the gray sky they all look the same: the ones who will become generals, and the ones who will drop out in time to start classes at some other university.

“New cadet, you are allowed four responses: ‘Yes, sir,’ ‘No, sir,’ ‘No excuse, sir,’ and ‘Sir, I do not understand.’” Then, with no pause, the red-sash demands, “New cadet, what are your four responses?”

It takes a couple of tries before the neophytes learn the code. It will take a little while longer for them to stop trying to explain things. In that phrase, “No excuse, sir” (or “ma’am”) is an early, critical lesson. Take responsibility for your actions. Always. No matter what the consequences.

It is a lesson they will hear repeated for four years. Most of them will get it.

The new cadets have been warned about the first day; some of them by family members who have gone through this, some through careful attention to the recruiting literature, books, and documentaries. They were even given helpful advice that morning at the official welcoming station, Michie (pronounced mike-ee) Stadium.

For most of the morning, a long line of candidates and their families stretches out behind the back gate of the football stadium. They enter in small groups, waved through a few hundred at a time by cadet ushers. They file in quietly, as if under some invisible instruction that this is a place of order, and sit in a section of the lower stadium seats. Before them, dressed in green “Class A” uniform of coat and tie, stands an Army colonel and a firstie.

“I’m Colonel Maureen LeBoeuf, head of the department of physical education.”

LeBoeuf’s official title, “Master of the Sword,” dates from a time when West Point taught swordsmanship because it was a combat skill. She is five ten, with dark red hair cut short and stylish, the lean build of a runner. A few people in the crowd exchange appreciative glances; a couple of the fathers suck in their guts.

“Cadet Basic Training is both intensive and rigorous,” she says in a gross understatement. “It requires dedication and motivation. I urge you to keep three things in mind during the coming weeks.

“First, remember to listen and do as you’re told. If you’re told to step up to the line,” she says, turning her body so that she can take a long step on one of the bleacher seats, “step up to the line. Not over the line …” she takes a dainty step too far, “not short of the line, but UP TO THE LINE.”

“Next, maintain a sense of humor.”

“Third, remember that you are not alone. Every member of your class, every cadet before you, every member of the Long Gray Line has gone through this day. Experience tells us that it’s best to take it one day at a time. With each day you will gain strength and confidence.”

Although Colonel LeBoeuf is not a West Point graduate (she was already in college when West Point started admitting women), she is here in part because she is a model West Point would like all these young people to aspire to. A pioneer in Army aviation, a Ph.D. from the University of Georgia, the first woman to head a department here. Smart, successful, charismatic, with a sense of humor. This is how it can turn out, West Point says when she takes her spot this morning, with the sunlight glinting off the brass and silver and gold of her uniform. She is the same age as many of the younger parents in the stands, a perfect model for the loco parentis they all want to see.

LeBoeuf nods to the firstie beside her, who centers himself before the parents and candidates. Unlike LeBoeuf, who speaks naturally and from the heart, the cadet’s speech is rehearsed, right down to the inflection. “West Point is a beautiful national landmark,” he tells the families without a trace of enthusiasm.

And so it is. From the home bleachers one can see the low mountains across the Hudson River. There are long, unobstructed views up and down the valley, with Storm King Mountain rising to the left, New York City some forty miles downstream to the right. In fact, Michie Stadium was chosen by Sports Illustrated magazine as one of the most beautiful places in the world to view a sporting event. All over the bleachers, people crane their necks to take it all in.

“We urge the families here to enjoy your visit today.”

Then he addresses the candidates directly. “At this time I’d like to ask the candidates to prepare to move down the stadium steps with your baggage.”

He turns and indicates another cadet who has suddenly appeared far below, at the very bottom row of seats, beside a gate that leads from the stands and onto the football field. The distant cadet is at “parade rest,” feet shoulder-width apart, head and eyes to the front, hands clasped in the small of his back.

“You will form a single file directly in front of the cadet you see standing there,” he says, pointing. Then he turns back to the crowd. No more “please,” no more “I’d like to ask …” This time it’s just, “You have ninety seconds to say your good-byes.”

A little ripple of shock rolls up the bleachers.

In the back row, Billie Wilson, a big football player from Texas, stands and palms his small bag. His little sister climbs up on the seat next to him so she can reach his neck for a hug. When her face appears above his shoulder, she bursts into tears. His mother’s eyes are already red from crying, but she bites her lip to hold it together. Billie hugs his parents, shifts his bag to the other hand, and makes his way into the crowd moving down the bleachers.

The candidates start to line up. The first young man holds a guitar case in one hand, a suitcase in the other. The cadet at parade rest suddenly looks a little like Charon, preparing a boatload of souls to cross the river to Hades. When he is satisfied he has all that are coming, he turns smartly and steps out onto the playing field, leading them in a precise file across the fifty-yard line. A door opens in the opposite bleachers. Only one young woman in the line looks back over her shoulder. As they disappear under the visitors’ stands, the families break into applause.

Maureen LeBoeuf appears again, standing next to the aisle as families file by on the way to the buses that will take them to their tour. Many of the parents thank her. One father chokes on, “Take care of my boy,” and she says, “We will.” When the younger brothers and sisters walk by, LeBoeuf frequently reaches out and touches them on the shoulder. One little boy of about ten, his face wet with tears, looks up at her.

“It’s going to be all right,” she says. “You’ll see.”

Many of them don’t meet her eyes. Others try brave smiles. Some blink and squint as if in bright sunlight, although it is a cloudy day. On the other end of the home bleachers, another group is being processed by another colonel, another set of cadre members. Moments later another cadet, a woman, tells this group, “You will move out in ninety seconds.”

Pete Haglin waited until the last possible minute to turn himself over.

“I was in the last group to go through at Michie Stadium,” he says later. “I was so excited and nervous I don’t remember much. I do remember walking across the fifty-yard line, and I could hear yelling coming out of the tunnel in front of us, but it was dark in there, and you couldn’t really see what was going on. I wanted to look back, but I didn’t.”

Haglin has straight, almost-black hair inherited from his Korean-American mother; his height—about five eleven—comes from his father, a 1975 graduate of West Point. The elder Haglin, also named Peter, coached his son on what to expect on R-Day. He’d even made Pete practice reporting to the cadet in the red sash.

“‘Here’s what you have to do,’ he told me. So I knew. When they said, ‘Drop your bag,’ I dropped it. I didn’t step on the line. It made things a little bit easier.”

Haglin received his acceptance letter only weeks before R-Day. His parents had already made a deposit for housing at another college. Haglin knows the late notice means the admissions office had to work its way down the list of candidates before it got to his name. But none of that matters on R-Day. Haglin wants to be an artillery officer, like his father, so he takes a long-range view of the Academy: West Point is something to get through on his way to the “real” Army, the one he knows from his father’s stories, and from his experience growing up an “Army brat” on posts all over the world.

The Haglin family—Pete, his parents, and two sisters—traveled together from Kansas City for R-Day. At the end of the briefing at Michie Stadium, when the ninety-second warning was given, his mother and sister dissolved into tears. But Pete was completely focused on what lay ahead.

Jacque Messel showed up at Michie Stadium by herself. She and her family had gotten the crying out at home.

“My parents said that it didn’t make much sense for them to come along, that they couldn’t really spend any time with me … but I think they were trying to make it easier on me,” she says.

Messel is tall at five nine, with light brown hair and a résumé of clubs, honors, and athletics behind her. Her father is also a West Point graduate, class of 1968. On the night before R-Day, she stayed with the family of her father’s classmate, a retired colonel who works at West Point. Jacque spent the evening watching television and trying to relax in someone else’s home.

“He had to go to work early that day, so he drove me to the stadium. He stayed with me for a while, but then he left. Everyone around me was with their families.”

Messel’s father also tried to give her advice, but she wasn’t as receptive as Pete Haglin. There were no practice reporting sessions or shoe-shining clinics.

“He did tell me it was all a big mental game,” she says. “He was always big on teaching me responsibility and discipline. He’d make me get up in the morning and go running with him. This was in the summer, when all my friends were still sleeping in. And I always had jobs around the house, stuff I was responsible for.”

Unlike Pete Haglin, who is headed into Beast willingly, Messel is reluctant, her commitment to West Point is not as strong. But once the acceptance letter came, and the family started talking it up and everyone started congratulating her, she felt like she couldn’t back out.

On the morning of R-Day Jacque Messel spent an hour and a half waiting in line at Michie Stadium, plenty of time for the anxiety to sink in. And it will never quite leave her, at least during basic training.

Bob Friesema remembers sleeping most of the way as he drove, with his parents and two younger brothers, from Wisconsin. The family spent part of the weekend before R-Day hiking at Bear Mountain State Park, which is just south of West Point. On Sunday, they went to church in the Cadet Chapel.

“It’s this huge church, really impressive,” says Friesema. “And it was good to know there was a nice church I could go to.”

Church life has always been important to Friesema and his family, but the service wasn’t exactly comforting. “The chaplain asked all the incoming new cadets to stand up, and everyone was looking at us. There were lots of cadre members there; I tried not to make eye contact with any of them.”

Friesema spent his first hours of R-Day waiting in line outside the stadium.

“There were officers, admissions officers, I guess, going up and down and talking to families and candidates. They were being real nice, I guess so we’d know there were nice people in the Army.”

Then came the shock of the ninety-second warning. “Mom started weeping right away. Then my little brothers started crying. I knew I had to get out of there before I lost it, too. I gave them a quick hug and left.”

Friesema lined up quietly near the entrance to the field.

“I had my bag in my left hand,” he says later, “because that’s what everyone else was doing. We stepped out onto the field and there were these cadets walking along beside us. They started whispering under their breath, with their teeth clenched, saying things like ‘Don’t look around! Keep your head and eyes to the front! No talking!’

“And I thought, ‘If they’re doing this right out here on the field, where all the parents can still see us, I can’t imagine what it’s going to be like when we’re out of sight.’”

By 11:00 in the morning the last new cadets have arrived from Michie Stadium. The large quadrangle of Central Area echoes with commands and martial music. Junior and senior cadets in white shirts and hats move about like border collies, shepherding new cadets here and there. Hundreds of new cadets are led in hurrying files back and forth to issue points in invisible basement rooms. They are issued big blue nylon bags full of supplies for their new life: underwear and socks and towels and shoe-shine equipment and boots and shoes and hats and gloves and belts and gym shorts. They are hurriedly fitted for gray trousers and white shirts. They are sent for quick haircuts and to drill stations to learn to march, to salute, to do facing movements. They are shepherded to lunch in waves; meals are measured in minutes. As the day wears on the big Alpha Company tote board (with the company motto “Aces Are Wild” across the top) fills up. The little white boxes beside the names of new cadets fill with check marks as they make their way through the stations and toward the parade. In between these stations, the new cadets check in with the cadet in the red sash.

“Sir, New Cadet Paley reports to the cadet in the red sash for the second time as ordered.”

Paley needs three tries to get this right. She stumbles over the order of the words and is told to do it again because her voice has too much inflection.

“This isn’t a conversation, this is a report,” the red sash says.

Beside Paley, another new cadet renders a passable salute; his fingers tremble beside his eye. Behind her, other classmates move their lips silently as they practice the new language. All around them cadre members in white shirts bark orders. There is no yelling, but there is nothing pleasant about the sound or the experience. It is meant to be jarring, and it is.

The instructions come rapid-fire from the upperclass cadets, who end every sentence with, “Do you understand, new cadet?” No one speaks up or claims to not understand.

A large young man, his shirt soaked in sweat, moves his body with every word he speaks, as if he’s using all the muscles of his chest to squeeze them out. “Hold still,” a white shirt says. An upperclassman stands behind another new cadet and gives instructions. No inflection, no hint of human concern, just a rapid-fire string of words that is meant to impart information, but only to someone who can process things quickly. The new cadet keeps his head and eyes locked straight ahead. A tiny, nervous smile comes to his lips.

“Did I say something funny, new cadet?” the red sash snaps.

One new cadet is so tall that when he steps up to the line, he can’t see the eyes of the cadet in the red sash, which are hidden beneath the black hat brim. He lets his eyes wander just as the red sash looks up.

“Is there a set of instructions for you on that wall behind me? Is there someone holding up a billboard to tell you what to say?”

By this time all the new cadets have been processed through a brief medical screening (one of many they have endured to get to this point). They have been issued a basic uniform of black socks, black gym shorts with gold letters that spell “ARMY,” a gray T-shirt with the Academy crest, a plastic ID tag on a chain (worn around the neck), and a long paper tag with a list of in-processing stations to be checked off that day.

The new cadets don’t look down at their own cards. The upper-class cadets check the list, mark the appropriate boxes (“HAIRCUT” or “UNIFORM ISSUE 1”) and record each new cadet’s progress on a large board that sits beside this barracks entrance. These new cadets are to join Alpha Company, but none of them know that yet. It’s on the card, of course, but no one has given them permission to look down. With their paper tags dangling from white string, they look like a group of second-graders preparing for a class field trip.

“New cadet, are you wearing sunscreen?” a red sash asks in a tone that suggests there is some moral failure involved in being unprotected from the sun. The new cadet is sent to one of the green wooden tables nearby; a dozen bottles of Army-issue sunscreen and a stack of paper towels are piled there. He slops the cream on, rubbing it in with both hands on his freshly shaved head. Every few minutes the new cadets are sent to another table that holds metal canisters of cold water. During basic training the new cadets are constantly being told to drink water. Dehydration and heat injuries are preventable, and the chain of command is determined to ward off preventable injuries.

Other new cadets are sent to stand inside a rectangle taped on the pavement, where they wait in line. A thin second class—junior-cadet in white over gray strands nearby, collecting new cadets who haven’t yet been to the barber shop. For the remainder of the summer, the new cadets will be escorted or travel in a group nearly everywhere they go. There is no sight-seeing, no strolling about the campus, no taking in the historical markers, no time to slow down and think.

“I will be moving very fast,” the cadre member tells them. “You will keep up with me. You will keep your eyes on the back of the head in front of you.”

These sentences could be placed alongside the Academy’s official motto of Duty, Honor, Country. Everything here happens at the double-quick; there are always too many requirements and not enough time.

The new cadets stand in a tight file, feet spread shoulder-width apart, hands clasped in the small of the back. They do not talk, look around, or reach up to wipe sweat from their eyes. In the space of a few minutes, three different upperclass cadets ask, “Does anyone need to use the latrine?” They’ve been drinking ice-cold water by the cupful, yet no one raises a hand. It’s unclear whether the new cadets know what a latrine is.

Twenty yards from the entrance to Bradley Barracks a young woman, a junior, teaches ten new cadets the fundamentals of drill. The woman wears her hair pulled up tight onto the back of her head. Firm voice, complete control of her material—she is all business. The young woman’s mentor watches from twenty yards away. “She’s ready to pass Drill Sergeant School right now,” he says.

Sergeant First Class Tim Bingham, a combat engineer in the Army, is the tactical Non-Commissioned Officer—Tac NCO—for Alpha Company. Bingham, a stocky thirty-two-year-old, has thirteen years in the Army, including a three-year stint as a drill sergeant at Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri. His job is to teach the cadre—the upperclass cadets—about sergeants’ work. In the Army, noncommissioned officers such as Bingham are the doers. Everything that gets done—from teaching a soldier to shoot to making sure a combat vehicle is ready to roll—gets done because some sergeant makes sure it gets done.

Bingham delights in bringing a healthy dose of Army-issue common sense to the intellectual development of cadets.

“Joe [a typical Army private] doesn’t care if you’ve got a civil engineering degree,” Bingham says. “He wants to know if you can take care of him … on a six-month deployment.”

Looking around the crowded and noisy area with some delight, he notes how the cadre greet the new cadets. He summarizes it neatly as “Welcome to the team. This is how we do business.”

Cadet basic training is run by cadets, juniors and seniors operating under the supervision of U.S. Army officers and non-commissioned officers. Alpha Company has two officers, two NCOs, and thirty-some cadet cadre. Their R-Day mission: turn the 158 civilians about to join Alpha Company into New Cadets—uniformed and marching in some semblance of order—in time for the Oath Ceremony scheduled for 4:00 that afternoon.

Cadet Kevin Bradley a senior, is Alpha Company’s twenty-year-old cadet commander. He got this job—a choice assignment—by demonstrating his leadership potential and earning high grades in military aptitude through his first three years. Bradley has the fit, scrubbed, and earnest look of many cadets: five nine, light brown hair cut close to his head, blue eyes. He tends to the quiet side.

“When he talks,” an officer says of him, “the other cadets listen.”

Bradley describes himself as “pretty much the standard West Point candidate,” meaning he was no stranger to leadership positions even before he came to West Point. In his case that means captain of his high school football and baseball teams, student council president, and member of the National Honor Society. While the admissions office has no checklist of minimum achievements for a candidate, the academy does look for young men and women with “demonstrated leadership potential.” Bradley was a good candidate for success on the day he walked in. In his three years at West Point he has worked his way up through positions of increasing responsibility, supervising anywhere from one to a handful of cadets. This summer is his biggest challenge.

Bradley will work most closely with Major Rob Olson, Alpha Company’s Tactical Officer, or simply, “the Tac.” Olson, West Point ‘87, has already spent ten years in the Army as an artillery officer. He is tall, loose-limbed, and talkative, given to jokes, Army aphorisms and the occasional profanity. He has an aw-shucks way of talking, as if what he’s saying has just occurred to him and it might not be that important, but, gosh, since we’re standing here …

Olson and Bradley spend much of the day watching. Their work, the preparation before R-Day gives way to NCO work, which will be handled mostly by juniors. As he stands with the taller Olson, Bradley is learning an important lesson: how to stay out of his subordinates’ way and let them do their jobs.

[image: ]

By noon the threatening sky has made good on its promise; it is raining. Not in the kind of drenching showers that sometimes visit here in the summer, just an annoying drizzle. Some cadre members have ordered their plebes to wear ponchos. None of the cadre members wear rain gear because whatever keeps the rain out also traps so much body heat that the wearer will certainly sweat through his clothes.

Major Olson pulls Kevin Bradley aside; together they survey the area.

“What’s different here?” Olson asks. A few score of the hundreds of new cadets around them are draped in the green plastic ponchos.

“Some of them are wearing ponchos,” Bradley says. Anyone who’s been in the military more than a day knows it’s called a uniform because everyone is supposed to look the same.

That’s the obvious answer, and Olson nods. But he expects more from his cadet company commander.

“What’s going on?” Olson prods.

“Well, some of the squad leaders decided their people should wear ponchos,” Bradley ventures.

This is also pretty obvious. The new cadets, part of the culture for less than three hours, are already at a stage when they’ll wear only what they’re told to wear. Besides, most of them wouldn’t have known to look for the poncho amid the piles of gear in their closets.

On the surface, this seems like a good idea. Common sense. The Army issues rain gear so soldiers won’t get wet when it rains.

“Right,” Olson says. “Ordinarily, not a bad idea. What’s wrong with it today?”

Bradley is still thinking about uniformity, about appearances, about how things will look for him and Alpha Company if some high-ranking visitor comes along. He’s still operating at the surface level. Olson could simply tell Bradley what he’s thinking, of course, but Olson’s job isn’t to get Bradley to follow orders (Bradley already knows how to do that.) He wants Bradley to think for himself, at a level higher than “everybody needs to be in the same uniform.” Olson wants Bradley to think like a commander.

“They’re running up and down to the sixth floor,” Bradley says.

“Right,” Olson says. “Heatstroke city. So what do you think you should do?”

Bradley checks the sky. It isn’t raining very hard; his own shoulders are just damp. “Let em get a little wet,” he says with authority.

“You can always change the plan later,” Olson reminds him. “You just gotta remember to have a plan.”

Other seniors help Bradley run the company: He has an executive officer, a supply officer, and a training officer. Each of the four platoons has a senior platoon leader, a junior platoon sergeant, and a junior squad leader for each of the four squads. Seniors are first class cadets, or firsties; juniors are second class, also called “cows.” (In the nineteenth century, cadets got only one furlough in four years: the entire summer between sophomore and junior year. Cadets left behind talked about school starting “when the cows come home.”) Until the end of basic training, new arrivals are simply “new cadets.” Those who make it through Beast will become plebes (as in plebeian, the Roman underclass), also called fourth class cadets.

Beast Barracks revolves around the squad leader and his or her relationship to the new cadets. The squad leader is the focal point of the new cadet’s life: mother, father, counselor, coach, and trainer. It is a difficult, exhausting job, but it will teach the upperclass cadets who hold it the most about direct leadership. The cadets in this role say that their Beast squad leaders had a tremendous impact on them. Now they want to have the same effect on their new cadets.

Bradley and his cadre members have been here for almost two weeks before R-Day rehearsing the canned speeches and practicing the skills the new cadets will learn during the first half of Beast Barracks. They talk about their own Beast experience like old soldiers who went through this fifteen or twenty years, instead of twenty-four months, earlier. Yet that short time has been enough to make them aware of the changes in West Point’s recent history, in particular the move away from what is now considered “abusive” leadership.

“No one is going to be in their faces yelling at them when they make a mistake,” a second class squad leader says. “But we’re going to be right there making sure they do things right. That’s harder on them and us.”

“You don’t want them doing things just because they’re afraid to mess up,” another squad leader says. “You want them to do things because they don’t want to let people down.”

This theme is repeated over and over again at West Point. The best leaders inspire their followers to want to perform. It is the party line. There is quite a bit of formal instruction on how to treat people with respect. There is even a senior whose job is “Brigade Respect for Others Officer,” a fact that astonishes graduates who remember Beast and plebe year as a time of deliberate humiliation and even abuse. But today’s cadets are not parroting the latest buzzwords. They have figured out on their own, through experimenting and being the subject of experiments, that leading is not about pushing.

By 2:00 the new cadets have moved into larger groups for drill. They move about the area in the blocklike formations they will use during the afternoon’s parade. The drum beats steadily, bah-boom-bah-boom-bah-boom, the noise bouncing off the stone walls.

Inside the barracks, it is cooler, but not quieter as new cadets pound up and down the metal stairs. There is tape on the floor, running down the middle of the stairs and splitting each landing. The new cadets have been told to drive on the right side of the line, a precaution to help avoid collisions as they run up and down.

The rooms, small and Spartan, are designed for two, though most new cadet rooms will have three occupants. The linoleum floor is polished. The windows open on to Central Area, and the drumbeat and sharp commands carry up six stories. On one wall is a single bunk; the other wall has bunk beds. On each bunk are stacked a GI green blanket, sheets, a pillow. On the sink are three toothbrushes, toothbrush holders, bars of soap, plastic soap dishes, cans of shaving cream and disposable razors, all lined up like toy soldiers. Inside the open closet are rucksacks, helmets with camouflage covers, folded shelter halves, pistol belts, all the things that will remind the young men and women that they didn’t choose Notre Dame or UCLA.

On the desk is a box of Academy stationery: heavy and formal with an engraved Academy crest. The new cadets will be required to write home tonight. There is a small paperback book with a camouflage cover, a manual of what the Army calls “Skill Level One” tasks: all the easiest things a soldier must master. There is also a copy of Bugle Notes, the “plebe bible,” which is full of information and West Point lore, and a paperback study guide of fourth class knowledge. The new cadets will spend much of their summer memorizing information about the Academy (Who is the Dean? What are the names of the Army mules? What are the words to the Alma Mater?) and the Army’s equipment and organization.

Also on the desk is a one-page letter written by the squad leader for the room’s occupants. Though it appears to have been written in a rush (and would make the squad leader’s English professor cringe), it carries a critical message for the new cadet.


WELCOME!!! You are now a member of the Good Ole Gang, 4th squad 3rd platoon. I Cadet Jett will be your squad leader for the next three weeks. You have just started to infringe on the beginning of your West Point experience today, 29 June 1998. I as well as the rest of your company cadre (The Aces) are looking forward to working with you this summer. You will experience many new things in your life this summer as well as the future that lies ahead in your road to success at USMA. There will be times that will seem impossible this summer and others that will be more fun. No matter what you are faced with you must stay motivated and work as a cohesive squad to make it through. You will hear me speak of team work quite often the next three weeks, because it will be the key reason for your successes and failures not only this summer, but the rest of your future at West Point.



The author, squad leader Grady Jett, is a wide receiver on the Army football team. He believes in attitude, practice, and teamwork, and his squad will hear those words over and over in the coming weeks. The upbeat tone of Jett’s letter contrasts with a famous “Welcome” speech delivered to a long line of plebe classes by a now-retired department head.

“Look to your left and right,” he said. “One of the three of you won’t be here on graduation day.”

For the first two years, cadets have the option of resigning, with no commitment. They can leave free and clear and owe the government nothing for the two-year scholarship. The decision point is the first academic class of junior year. A cadet who is present at the beginning of that class is obligated to serve for five years after graduation. A cadet dismissed during junior or senior year (for violations of the honor code, academic failures, or as part of a disciplinary action) can be sent into the field Army as a private soldier.

While at West Point, cadets are members of the United States Army, subject to military law and discipline. They are also on full scholarship, which includes tuition, room, board, medical and dental care, and a stipend of seventy-two hundred dollars a year, most of which goes to paying for books, computers, and uniforms.

Downstairs, a squad of new cadets is lined up in a single rank facing their squad leader, a young woman who wears her hat pulled low. She leans her head back slightly to peer from beneath the brim. Her charges, who were civilians when they ate breakfast this morning, stand in a straight, evenly spaced rank. They are all dressed in white shirts, gray cadet trousers, and black shoes. (They were told to bring well-broken-in, plain-toe black leather shoes from home. The few who didn’t bother to break-in the shoes already regret it.) The men have fresh, severe haircuts; the women wear their hair very short or pulled up into tight buns.

“What are your four responses?” the squad leader demands.

All around them other groups are drilling; there are overlapping marching commands, the heavy beat of the bass drum, now accompanied by several bugles. Other squads and individuals are reciting their four responses, or answering the constant question, “Do you understand?” But this group is intently focused on the woman in front of them. They have known of her existence for only a few intense hours. They don’t know her first name, or where she’s from, or much about what she expects of them. Most don’t know what she can do for them, or even that she has been preparing for this role for weeks, months. Most of them cannot imagine that this apparition of military exactness, with the sharp uniform and erect carriage and command voice, was in their position just two years earlier. They know none of this because no one has told them, because no one thinks it’s important they know anything other than the four responses. And everything about them is focused on answering her correctly. They respond in perfect unison, rattling the windows, oblivious to everything but the need to perform.

“Ma’am, my four responses are …”

Captain Brian Turner is the associate tactical officer of Alpha Company. A 1991 graduate of West Point, Turner just finished a year in the Tactical Officer Education Program (TOEP, rhymes with rope). At the end of the summer, he will become the Tac of Company F-2, one of the academic year companies. He is twenty-nine years old, unmarried. During Beast, he is an assistant and understudy to the more experienced Rob Olson. Turner and Olson could hardly appear less alike—except for their uniforms.

Rob Olson is a tall, thin, and white. Raised in Minnesota, he played one season of hockey at West Point. He is a natural storyteller, full of self-confidence, a man who gives the impression that nothing would rattle him. He has been tested in a variety of field assignments and in Desert Storm. Based on this performance, Olson was promoted ahead of his peers; he pinned on the gold oak leaves of a major a year before most of his classmates. Rob is married to a West Point classmate (now an Army doctor) and is the father of two small children.

Brian Turner is black and shorter than Olson, with the compact muscularity of a wrestler. In the minimalist language of stage directions, he would be described as eager. Like many of the young officers and most of the cadets, Turner is all energy. He can barely stand still, but shifts his weight back and forth from one foot to the other. In conversation, he swings back and forth from the very serious to a playful broad grin. Five eight, with coffee-dark skin, a native of inner-city Chicago, he is losing his hair prematurely, a look he helps along by keeping his head close-shaved. When he removes his hat for a photo he jokes, “I have so much forehead they call me five head.”

Tuner, like Olson, has commanded troops. He is eager to marry his army experience with the theories he has learned in the TOEP program. He speech is rapid-fire, full of Army jargon.

“The cadre has to plan, resource, train,” he says. “Cadets who don’t make the standard this summer don’t get a spring break, so the plebes will be motivated to pass their skills tests.”

“The focus of the summer is on the cadre. If the new cadets fail, it’s on the leadership. If the platoon is unable to pass, we’ll look at the platoon leader. This is a steep learning curve for these cadets over the summer.”

Turner walks up the six flights of stairs to where the new cadets of Alpha Company are stowing gear, sorting through uniforms. As the day wears on, the new cadets undergo a visible transformation, going from gym shorts and athletic T-shirts to gray trousers and athletic shirts, to gray trousers and the white uniform shirts they will wear in the Oath Ceremony on the Plain this afternoon.

“Somewhere in this hallway is a future general,” Turner says. “They’re definitely Generation X, though. They want to know the ‘why’ behind everything. They’re sponges, they want to learn about leadership.”

He acknowledges that changes have been made in the way basic training is run.

“Beast is just as hard as it ever was,” Turner says confidently. “Now it’s hard on everyone. I mean, the old grads have been bad-mouthing changes of any kind since MacArthur reformed the place.”

When Douglas MacArthur returned to West Point from the battlefields of World War I, he was a decorated combat veteran, cited for gallantry. He entertained the idea—considered outlandish by many—that cadets should not spend their summers on the parade field, as they had throughout the nineteenth century, but should have to learn the combat skills required of junior officers. He ran into stiff opposition, especially from the academic board, the tenured professors who saw it as their job to keep West Point as it has always been. The battle is part of Academy lore.

In recent years West Point has undergone another period of major change in its attempt to stay a top-ranked college and provide leaders for a rapidly changing Army. But even while administrators update the curriculum, seek funds for the physical plant, study the demographics of college applicant populations, solicit input from the Army on the quality of graduates, and track the promotions and separations of West Pointers, the alumni (known collectively as “old grads”) mostly seem interested in whether or not plebes are getting yelled at. The most pitched battles have been over attempts to get rid of pointless abuse while maintaining a tough—and toughening—experience.

The Class of 2002 will remember R-Day as a visceral experience; nevertheless, each succeeding class thinks the ones following have it easier. And in fact the expression, “The corps has …” (as in “the corps has gone to hell”) is so well known and accepted as true that it needn’t even be finished. Use the first three words and a West Point graduate will not only get the message, he or she will probably agree.

Some alumni recognize the usefulness of their own experience—even if they hated it—while accepting that change might be good.

The old plebe experience paid off for John Calabro, ‘68. “When I was a kid I was a wimpy evader of difficult things. This place broke me of that. When I came up here I wasn’t sure what to expect. The first stop was at the gym; we were just shoved around by some disgruntled enlisted men and I thought to myself, ‘I can handle this.’ Then a soldier marched us to the edge of Central Area and pointed across this vast expanse of open space to a cadet in a red sash and said, ‘That’s where you’re going.’”

“As soon as we hit that area, all hell broke loose, and I thought to myself, ‘This is what they were talking about.’”

“What they were talking about” was the noise; the screaming; the nose-to-nose, spittle-flying screeching of upper class into the faces and ears of shocked new cadets. It was a hallmark of plebe year that started on R-Day and lasted until graduation: eleven months of hell.

It’s gone.

Brigadier General John Abizaid, ‘73, is determined to make West Point more like the Army and less like initiation into some fraternity.

“Here’s the way someone explained [the changes] to me,” Calabro says. “You have the trainee, the trainer, and the task. It used to be that the trainer was part of the problem, part of what was making the task difficult. Now the idea is that the trainer is part of the solution. If you want to make things difficult, you raise the standards of the task, make the task harder.”

This is a move toward what the academy calls “inspirational leadership.” It is also more in line with the paternalistic nature of Army leadership than was the old system.

In his novel Honor and Duty, Gus Lee, a 1968 classmate of John Calabro’s, begins his story by describing the blast-furnace quality of the first day. Lee details the abuse handed out by upperclass cadets, twenty- and twenty-one-year-old youths with near-absolute power. Everything about the plebe’s life was at the whim of whatever upper-class cadet happened to be around. As late as the seventies plebes were ordered to “pass out their plates,” returning untouched meals to the waiter for an error in the bizarre table etiquette of the Cadet Mess, or for incurring the displeasure of an upperclass cadet. Lee writes about eating toothpaste in his room, of smuggling little plastic packets of jelly out of the Mess Hall and licking them clean in the darkness after taps.

Yet some treasure the system that treated them this way, not for the treatment itself, but for the results it produced.

Charles Murray, USMA ‘62, now practices law in Florida after retiring as a colonel. Murray is almost wistful as he speaks of the hazing that helped shape him. There were shower formations, in which plebes dressed in sweat suits and raincoats were made to stand in steamy shower rooms until they nearly fainted; uniform drills in which plebes were given orders to appear in a certain uniform in an impossibly short amount of time, the game repeated through endless varieties of uniforms until the plebes dropped from exhaustion in rooms littered with articles of clothing and equipment. And then, almost inevitably an upperclassman would announce “Room inspection in ten minutes!”

“Steel is forged in fire,” Murray says. He is worried that the furnace has cooled too much. He admits that some of the hazing was just stupid, boys-school and fraternity-row stuff, but he also insists it was useful in the ultimate test: combat.

In Vietnam in August 1966, Murray led a relief force that fought its way to a besieged company of American infantry. The company commander had been killed; Murray took command of the shot-up unit in the middle of a firefight, surrounded, he says, “like Custer.”

“I had bodies of my own men, including my classmate [the dead commander], piled around me. We could hear the enemy shouting and hollering, like they were holding a football pep rally, all through the night,” Murray says with a little laugh. “I thought it was going to be the shortest command in history.”

When he talks of that night, with his new command decimated by fire, with dead and wounded all around him and the enemy within earshot massing for an attack, Murray credits plebe year with giving him what he needed to perform.

“Plebe year is supposed to teach you how to function under pressure, how to control your emotions and still make decisions when people are counting on you. I’m not sure plebe year does that anymore.”

In February 1998, hundreds of West Pointers thrilled at the following e-mail message posted by Bo Friesen, ‘83. It was passed around and around among the classes with the recommendation, “Here’s an awesome defense of the old 4th class system.”


As I went through [plebe year], I did not understand how cutting a cake into nine equal pieces [plebes were required to prepare dessert servings] would help an officer lead soldiers into battle. The myriad of disjointed memorizations, ludicrous tasks and perpetual panic mode seemed to have very little to do with the profession of arms. I maintained this attitude throughout my upperclass years … right up until the moment I commanded a cavalry troop in the Gulf War.

One night, around 0100, we conducted a passage of lines to assault an airfield. We had gone almost 60 hours without sleep and it was raining with a vengeance (yes, rain in the desert… lots of it). Our own artillery was falling short and landing amongst us, one of my platoon leaders was heading off in a tangent to the direction he should have been following, the squadron main body was drifting too far to the north, my driver was heading straight for a ravine, a tank in my 4th platoon threw a track, we found ourselves in the middle of one of our own … minefields, the objective was spotted on our right flank (instead of in front of us, where it should have been), almost no maps existed for our area of operations, my boss was perpetually screaming for me to change to his [radio] frequency (an impossibility with the wonderfully designed, single-transmitter command tanks), a half dozen spot reports were coming in from my troops (all critical), my intell NCO had a critical update, my XO [executive officer] had a critical update, my ops NCO had a critical update, my 1SG [first sergeant] had a critical update, my gunner had spotted dismounts [enemy soldiers on foot]. The regimental commander was forward with us adding his own personal guidance, visibility was almost zero, there was a suspected use of chemical weapons, regimental S-2 [intelligence] reported 500 heavily armed Republican Guards on our objective (later determined to be a squad of American engineers), and I had a moderate to severe case of dysentery. (A run-on sentence, I know, but then again it was a run-on night.)

It was during this little slice of heaven (of all places) that the 4th Class System was illuminated to me in all its glory. Its goal was not harassment, ridicule or punishment. Its goal was to train the neural network to deal with an overwhelming amount of disjointed information, quickly process that information, categorize it, and make rapid, sound decisions. At that moment, I would have gladly given a month’s pay to the genius who devised the 4th Class System.



Graduates who defend what the old system did for plebes never add, “and it taught good leadership techniques to the upperclass cadets.” West Pointers do not say that learning how to abuse, insult, and intimidate subordinates proved useful later on. And it is on those grounds—that the old system taught bad habits to upperclass cadets—that the system was attacked.

At an alumni luncheon at the West Point Officers’ Mess, a member of the class of 1970 told how he had taken the lessons he’d learned as an upperclass cadet to the Army, with almost disastrous results.

“We were in Berlin, and so we had pretty good soldiers. One day I heard that one of my men had dope in
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