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 CHAPTER ONE 

 22 APRIL 1997 

 

 

 Alone in a crowd of people, I found myself in the grand ballroom of Hibernian Hall. The hall 

was neither light nor dark, but bathed in a pervasive twilight ï spectral shades of gray so 

indistinct that all seemed on the verge of slipping together. 

 I stood in a circle of gentlemen wearing the most generic of tuxedos. Our jackets were black 

with narrow collars, our trousers black with narrow stripes down the legs, our cummerbunds 

black with the creases pointed dutifully upward, our shoes black plain-toe Oxfords, our studs 

black concave disks within round matte silver frames, and our shirts were white with vertical 

pleats. In the twilit vagueness of the room, all of this black faded to an indistinct dark gray, and 

the white to a dull light gray. 

 Throughout the hall, the constellations of gentlemenôs circles were separated from one 

another by clusters of ladies. Like the gentlemen, the ladies wore generic evening attire. Their 

dresses were long, sweeping the floor. Their necks were open, adorned with pearl necklaces 

matching their dangling earrings. Their shoulders were covered with puffs of pleats, stretching 

slightly down their arms. They wore long evening gloves that matched the pale grayness of the 

menôs shirts, and they clutched small dark handbags. While it was clear that the hair and the 

dresses of the ladies were of different colors, they all appeared in the twilight as but slight 

variations of gray. 

 In my circle of gentlemen, I faced toward the eastern side of the ballroom, just opposite the 

mid point between the entrance on the left and the corner in the right. The entrance ï to my 

northeast and in the center of the wall ï was open, revealing the balcony that ran around the 

cylindrical space below the rotunda and above the lobby. I recalled that from the black and white 

checkered floor of the lobby, you could take either of two curved stairways, one north and one 

south, to reach the grand ballroom. The balcony above was reached by inner stairways, of which 

I was tentatively aware, although I had never seen them, much less attempted to use them. 

 While the building was called Hibernian Hall, everything about it was Hellenic. The fluted 

door frame of the entrance to the ballroom was punctuated in its corners by squares containing 

concentric circles ï just as you would find in the entrance of a Greek temple. The same 

concentric circles could be seen in the dome, although these were interrupted by vertical lines 

that continued the dynamic of the space going up through the balconies and meeting at the 

pinnacle in unity. For me, the most impressive sight in this central space was the columns. Eight 

per level, the fluted columns culminated in graceful Ionic capitals, like the tall majestic women 

they were designed to represent. 

 Of all the objects I could see around me, the Ionic columns just visible through the entrance 

gave me the most comfort. Their white was the closest thing to real white in the indistinct 

continuum of grayness. Perhaps because of this, the wavering confusion that seemed to dominate 

all things gray was least apparent in the columns. They stood erect, providing bearings in a sea of 

uncertainty and separating the floors into distinct levels. 

 Far behind me, flanked on either side by double faux columns, was the stage where a small 

orchestra played music that I could not discern. It struck me that while I could hear a great deal 
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of music and conversation in the hall, I could perceive nothing aurally. In the multitude of 

sounds, each interfered with the other. It was like being on a small boat with waves coming in 

from all directions and causing a confused jumble of crests and troughs, multiplying and 

canceling each other out. No wave could be distinguished from another. And throughout the hall 

the noisy silence served to isolate. 

 At least, it served to isolate me. As I looked around my circle of gentlemen, I was amazed to 

see them talking casually and apparently understanding each other quite lucidly. Across from me 

stood two gentlemen who seemed to dominate the discussion in the circle. The one on my left ï 

just north of east and standing with his back to the entrance ï was short and round. He held a 

cigar in this right hand, a drink in his left, and he waved them about as he spoke loudly and 

jovially to the circle and occasionally up to the ceiling. His speckled complexion led me to 

believe that he was ruddy and had red hair streaked with white. In the general grayness, though, I 

could not be certain ï of this or of anything. He laughed easily, and whatever he said brought 

waves of laughter from the circle, especially from the gentleman to his left ï just south of east 

and standing with his back to the corner. This gentleman was tall and thin, with sparse hair over 

thin-rimmed glasses and a fine aquiline nose. The other five in our circle were of nondescript, 

average appearance. 

 The short round man leaned in toward the center of the circle, looked mischievously to his 

right and left, lifted his glass and shook it slowly to make a point, and said something in feigned 

confidence that set the circle into an uproar of laughter. I could hear that he said something ï and 

that in a jocular tone of voice ï but I had not the faintest idea what the words were. The tall thin 

man looked over at me with a grand smile and his eyebrows arched high in a gesture that seemed 

to inquire what my thoughts were on the subject. Flustered and confused, I simply rocked back 

on my heels, held my drink out in my right hand as though in some formal sort of toast, and 

lifted it slightly. Both men seemed to take this as the funniest thing that they had ever seen. The 

small round man bent over in laughter with his elbows nearly touching his knees. The tall thin 

man arched back and laughed straight at the ceiling. Then he straightened up again and leaned 

forward, patting his friend on the back. 

 Rather than making me feel more a part of the circle, the entire episode drove home to me 

that I was isolated in this noisy silence. It dawned on me, too, that I had no idea how I had come 

to the grand ballroom of Hibernian Hall and why I was here. The only people who stood out in 

the crowd of generic gentlemen and ladies were these two opposite me in the circle, and neither 

of them looked at all familiar ï at least, not as individuals, though perhaps as types. Were these 

two destined to be different from the rest, or had they simply not yet become as generic as the 

others in the wavering merger of all things gray? 

 Disoriented and confused, I felt oppressed by this indistinct twilight, in which people and 

objects grew increasingly difficult to distinguish one from another. Everything in the room 

seemed to be bent upon slipping together with everything else. I looked through the entrance 

toward the Ionic columns to try to reestablish my bearings. There in the columns I could see 

something familiar, something at least relatively constant, something that served the purpose of 

differentiation ï holding the various levels apart. 

 When I looked away from the columns, however, the confusion returned in an even more 

distressing form. As I glanced over to my left, I thought I caught the faintest, most cursory 

images of plants and archways. But when I looked harder, they faded away. Yet, I could feel 

their presence, whether I could see them or not. 
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 I tried to remember what had happened in Hibernian Hall that drew me to it now. It seemed 

like an age ago, a world away. There were plants and there were archways on the lower level of 

the hall. I remembered being in a room on that lower level. Yes, a room with plants and 

archways. There was color there, too. The plants were a dark green and the arches were a light 

blue. I was with friends. As I looked back, my friends seemed to be gray, but not the gray that I 

saw around me in the grand ballroom. My friends were wearing gray uniforms. And there were 

young ladies in dresses of various refreshingly brilliant colors. Of most importance, it seemed, 

was one quite near to me. I remembered some shiny green material ... and a sudden feeling of 

isolation. 

 It was a different level, a different world ï a world of people I had known, of things I had 

seen and touched. Why did I see the plants and archways up on this level as indistinct shadows 

of the matter that had once made them up? Could it be that not only was everything on this level 

slipping together into a single mass of gray, but the lower level was joining in? Were the 

columns being overpowered by the twilight? Was what remained of distinction on the verge of 

disappearing, allowing all to become one? 

 The disorientation was too much for me. I looked down at my feet ï at my dark gray shoes 

blending in with the lighter gray wood-veined floor. As I tried to reassure myself by tracing out 

the boundaries of my shoes from the floor, I felt aware that right below them were those plants 

and those archways. They, too, were now encroaching upon my existence on this level, even 

though they were of a time and of a matter alien to my present role here ï whatever that role 

might be. 

 As I stared down at my feet, desperately trying to get my bearings and to figure out where I 

was and what I was doing here, I did not notice the room becoming quiet. Not the hushed quiet 

that descends upon a crowd of people from time to time, but a significant quiet ï the quiet that 

occurs when one existence is ending and another beginning, the quiet of the void between 

worlds. 

 I felt a hand on my right shoulder. It was a firm hand, a strong hand, a hand that held me 

upright so that I would not fall. Nor could I move. Standing in place, I turned my head to the 

right. I should have expected to see some generic gentleman uttering a comment I could not hear, 

but I was inexplicably relieved to meet the man who had his left hand on my shoulder. He was 

taller than I, but he was leaning forward so that our eyes were level. His curly hair and well-

trimmed beard were jet black, and his deep green eyes stared into mine with pride and solemnity, 

but also with more than a slight glint of mischief. He was wearing the generic tuxedo, but with 

emerald studs that matched his eyes both in color and in brilliance. 

 As I looked at him, it occurred to me that I was seeing color. Everything else in the hall was 

like an old black-and-white photograph that had long ago started to fade and lose its contrast. He, 

however, was crisp and distinct. He appeared completely at home in the Hellenic-style hall. 

Indeed, he could have leapt from the scene in an ancient Greek vase ï minus, of course, the 

tuxedo. 

 Slowly, he raised his right hand palm-downward in a fist ï not in a threatening manner, but 

as though he wanted to give me some sort of sign. On his fourth finger was a massive silver ring. 

Its sides were unadorned, but on its face was an emblem of gold: A pole standing vertical with a 

pair of wings at the very top, where a small globe was attached. Around the pole and around each 

other rose two snakes, each with an eye of shimmering emerald. The gleam of the gold against 
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the silver made it appear as though the snakes were alive. Oddly, I was relieved and thrilled by 

the sight. 

 In an instant, the ring turned green in a veritable explosion of emerald. I had been taking all 

of this in as reassurance and comfort in the wavering, merging world of the gray ballroom. The 

emerald explosion, however, threw me once more into a helpless state of disorientation. But the 

man with the ring smiled knowingly and calmed me, patting me gently on my shoulder. I 

realized that the ring had not changed color at all, but it was simply reflecting something else ï 

something of the most magnificent green somewhere behind my gaze. Something about the 

green as it was reflected reminded me of the green that I had remembered from the lower level ï 

from the world of plants and archways. Yet, it was here a fuller, more radiant green. This was a 

green that was different, somehow purer ï a green not affected by any other color. Could it be 

that color on this level, rare as it be, was somehow fundamentally different from color on the 

lower level? I wondered. 

 Slowly, he raised his index finger. He pointed in the direction of the entrance. I wanted to 

keep my gaze upon the enthralling green reflected in the ring, but I knew that I had to follow my 

guide. Slowly, I turned my head. And there she was. 

 The world was still engulfed in absolute silence, as I beheld the Lady in the Shiny Green 

Dress. She had just entered the grand ballroom, and she was standing between me and the 

entrance. Through the entrance doorway, I could see the Ionic columns, two of which now 

framed her with an air of reverence as she stood proud and erect. Although the columns had 

provided me with bearings in this wavering world of gray, they appeared far less distinct, far less 

comforting now that she was there to provide ... something. Was it protection? Or was it 

something deeper, more complex? 

 She appeared to be about thirty years of age, but age quite clearly did not apply to her. Her 

dress was a vibrant, radiant green with an open neck and open arms. With her tanned arms thus 

exposed, she looked athletic and untamed, as though she would be just as comfortable running 

through the meadows as standing in a ballroom. She wore no jewelry, for her natural beauty did 

not need baubles to enhance it. Nor did she appear to be wearing any cosmetics. But her glowing 

smooth tanned skin, her pink cheeks, and her red lips displayed purer color than any substances 

mortals may have devised. Both in their brilliance and in their intensity, her eyes matched the 

color of her dress; though as she surveyed the hall and looked upon its inhabitants, I detected a 

gentle softness in them. 

 Most curious was her hair. It was the color of ripened wheat blowing in the fields ï 

variegated and shimmering. But it was styled all wrong. It lifted up in front over her forehead 

and fell down in a smooth curve on either side, curling forward and framing her face. It was an 

outdated style, by about three decades. As I looked around the hall, though, it may not have been 

so far out of place here. Yet, for her it was not right ï not right at all. For some reason beyond 

my immediate comprehension, I knew it was supposed to be different, although I could not 

recollect how it should have looked or why I was so sure. 

 In silence she shifted around, searching out the crowd with a detached, but benign interest. 

Others moved around in the hall as well, although I could hear no sound. It was like watching an 

old silent movie running slowly ï almost frame-by-frame. Everything was in shades of gray, but 

she had been colored in the deepest, most magnificent hues. 

 I felt the manôs hand rise from my shoulder, and in that very instant the oppressive noise 

returned to the room. Whatever became of him, I did not know. He may simply have moved 
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away from me, or he may have vanished altogether. All I could see was the Lady in the Shiny 

Green Dress. She alone was not wavering in the general grayness of the ballroom. 

 Along with the noise, eight young ladies ï her entourage ï swept into the room. They were 

much smaller than she. Indeed, next to her they had the appearance of children. Perhaps they 

were children; for in that wavering twilit hall, it was difficult to tell. They gathered around her as 

though they were performing some ancient ritual dance. They wore Southern-style dark saffron 

dresses with black trim that accented her green, yet blended in with the general gray of the hall. 

They seemed to be creatures of some in-betweenness. 

 Thus surrounded, the Lady in the Shiny Green Dress looked here and there among her 

retinue, as she chatted with them now thoughtfully, now frivolously. It disturbed me that her 

ladies had thus cordoned her off from the multitude. Once they had danced in around her, she no 

longer appeared to be even aware of the rest of us, but she seemed content and happy to be 

isolated. I felt this to be a disturbing, and even a personal loss. 

 For the first time, I noticed that she was indeed wearing a very peculiar ornament ï a large 

round golden pin just above her left breast. As she spoke with her friends, she would from time 

to time raise her hand and touch the pin, as though invoking some sacred bond vested in it. In the 

middle of the pin, I could make out the picture of a manôs face. He had very dark, curly hair, a 

short well-trimmed beard, and deep black eyes. Except for the eyes, he looked rather like the 

man who had put his hand on my shoulder. The man in the picture, however, was also quite pale; 

and the contrast between his dark hair and his light skin made it appear as though the picture 

were in black and white. Indeed, it may well have been. 

 Around the picture were thickly cut block-style gold letters that allowed the green of her 

dress to shine through and around them. I marveled at the colorlessness of the picture set off by 

the brilliant green and gold surrounding it. I stared as hard as I could, and finally I made out what 

the inscription said: ñI am his fianc®e.ò 

 I was shocked at the inscription. Why was she identifying herself as his fiancée? Why did the 

letters not spell out that he was her fiancé? Was her self-image really determined by who 

possessed her? As soon as I asked myself that question, some feeling of unease deep within me 

struggled to make itself known. I knew there was something there, something buried deep within 

my soul, but I could not figure out what it was ï and I was not sure I wanted to. Certainly, when 

it came to the lady, I was downright agitated that she would define herself in these terms. She 

seemed the type of person whom no one could (or would dare try to) possess. She seemed even 

less the type of person who would relish such a relationship, or deign to allow it. 

 As I stood there transfixed by this divine sight so fraught with contradiction, the feeling 

welled up from deep within me that I was somehow a part of her ï as though some strand of her 

being reached down and passed through my soul. Here was a person so majestic that I dared not 

approach her in any capacity; yet, I seemed to perceive some special kinship on some higher, 

deeper level. 

 Meanwhile, the noise of the hall continued: The orchestra continued to play indiscernible 

music, the short round gentleman continued to amuse his cohorts with exaggeratedly confidential 

proclamations, and the tall thin gentleman continued to laugh. In the conventionality of this most 

unconventional setting, it occurred to me that I had been staring at the lady so intently ï and for 

how long? ï that it must appear unseemly. So I returned my attention to my circle of gentlemen 

and pretended to understand the jovial conversation and to appreciate the fine music. 



 

 

Cadetôs Dream, Toby Griffen        ©2008           6                               

 I was so busy pretending to be a part of my circle that I did not notice when the music 

stopped and the conversation halted. Reflexively, I looked behind me to see if the black-haired 

man with the bright green eyes and the large silver and gold ring had returned. He was not there, 

but I saw that everyone in the hall was looking in the direction of the lady. 

 Thus justified, I once again looked over at her. My heart ached and my soul collapsed, as I 

beheld her standing with her head bowed, sobbing. The pin that she had worn so proudly, if so 

curiously, was gone from her dress. In its place were to small holes with some loose threads and 

wrinkles in between them. In her left hand she was grasping something in despair ï the pin. The 

grand ballroom of Hibernian Hall was silent, as even her sobs produced no sound. 

 Slowly, she raised her head, her soft green eyes swollen with tears. She arched the inner part 

of her eyebrows in supplication ï to me. The Lady in the Shiny Green Dress was looking to me 

for something. Words? Actions? I felt lost and afraid. I simply stared back into her eyes like a 

deer hopelessly cornered by an archer. Then, everyone in the hall slowly turned and faced me. 

What was I supposed to do? 

 

 I opened my eyes wide and awoke, still shaken with distress, compassion, and outright terror. 

I was lying on my back staring up at the ceiling fan that hung motionless above me. I looked 

over at the clock. It was moments before midnight. It was a crisp, pleasant night, and I had 

opened the windows to enjoy the gentle breeze. The room was bathed in a glowing light, as the 

full moon climbed toward her zenith in a cloudless sky. 

 As I awoke, I thought I heard the distant echo of a feminine voice, whispering in my ear: 

 

           ɢɟŮɧɜ ůŰɘ 

           ɢɟŮɧɜ ůŰɘ 

           so múst it be 

           so múst it be 

 

She spoke the words in an ethereal, lilting tempo with the sole accent on the second syllable of 

each phrase. The lilt was even more pronounced, as the accent was one of high pitch rather than 

of heavy stress. The Greek sounded like khrayón estee ï as it tripped out in a rhythm dum-dée-

dum-dum. In spite of its lilt, the voice sounded consummately sincere, compassionate, and above 

all, reassuring. I felt comforted by the presence of the moon, and I felt protected by the feminine 

voice. The feminine voice? Could this be the voice of the Lady in the Shiny Green Dress? 

 At once all my concern and disorientation from the dream cascaded back down upon me. She 

had been in great pain, and she had looked directly into my eyes ï she and everyone else. I had to 

do something, to find the words to say to her, to bring her solace. It was urgent. In my reasoning 

mind, I was aware that it had been but a dream; in my soul, I knew that what had happened there 

in the cool glow of the full moon was far more real than anything that might occur under the 

warm light of the sun. 

 Taking a deep breath, I calmed down. I could not begin to approach her in her torment unless 

I could delve back into my own past and find a time when something similar had happened to 

me, when I had personally experienced the same feelings that she was suffering with right now. 

Only if I could make this connection through some shared feeling, could I begin to know what it 

was I was supposed to say and to do. 
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 Immediately, my mind drifted back thirty years. Could it have been thirty years to the very 

night? Deep within me, I knew what my pain had been ï the pain that must now connect with her 

pain. Using no words, but letting myself be drawn deep within my soul, I drifted ï deeper ... 

deeper ... higher ... higher. Somewhere in the turbulent shallows that swirl between waking and 

sleeping, my memories and my dreams merged in a long, wearying vision. 
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 CHAPTER TWO 

 THE DESCENT 

 

 

 A disembodied soul, I found myself floating high over Charleston. The moon was entering 

into her fullness and was just climbing down from her zenith. She shone with stark splendor as I 

drifted above the clouds that enshrouded the city. Despite the thick veil of clouds, I knew it was 

Charleston, for here and there through less dense portions, I could see the moonôs slight 

reflection on the Ashley and the Cooper Rivers, flowing together to form the Atlantic Ocean. 

 For a time, I hovered, content to bask in the soothing presence of the moon and to gaze out 

over the soft expanse of clouds below. I am not sure how long I waited or when I started my 

descent. As I entered the clouds, I felt as though I were passing through some dark tunnel that 

would take me from the blissful company of the moon to the world of matter below. Down ... 

down ... down, into the world of matter. 

 Once I had passed through the clouds, I could see that the city was dark. It was just moments 

before midnight on 22 April 1967 ï a date I seemed all too aware of. Behind me, the moon could 

barely be seen or felt through the clouds, and she illuminated neither the land below nor its 

people. As I drifted closer to the ground, I saw a lone figure hurriedly walking beneath the 

artificial glare of the streetlights. 

 He was a cadet. His gray dress blouse with its high black collar and its starched white collar- 

and cuff-inserts sported sergeantôs chevrons high on the sleeves and second-class, junior stripes 

below. He wore stiff white cotton trousers over highly polished plain-toe Oxford shoes. His 

white cap with its shiny black visor obscured his eyes. High on the front of his cap was the 

emblem of The Acropolis, The Military Academy of the South. 

 To me, he looked at once familiar and alien. Everything about him and his uniform seemed to 

come out of my own memory. But the hat device with its prominent waxing crescent moon and 

the name of The Acropolis were different from what I had in my memory. No, it had not been 

The Acropolis ï it had been ... something else. What had it been? Suddenly, it struck me that, 

important as the scene may have been both to me and to this cadet, I could no longer remember. 

 It was clear, however, that as he walked along Ashley Avenue, he was distressed, for his 

movements were hesitant and uncertain, and his left hand was oddly closed and shaking, perhaps 

concealing some wound. I came nearer to him and observed that as he walked from streetlight to 

streetlight, a shadow hovered behind him and then sped up and passed him, only to wait once 

more for him to pass in turn. Where had I seen such a shadow before? 

 Ah yes, now I remembered. When I was a small child, I lay in the back seat of my familyôs 

car and stared up at the ceiling. Was I ill? ï Perhaps, but I could not recall. There over my feet on 

the passengerôs side I could see a tomahawk form and hover as a distinct shadow just above the 

rear window. After a time, the tomahawk would speed across to the driverôs side, hesitate, and 

disappear beyond my head. Then another would appear over my feet. This had just been a trick 

of shadow and streetlight, but for some inexplicable reason it had given me comfort as a child. 

Looking back on it now with the faintest hint of the Hellenism of Hibernian Hall still clinging to 

my imagination, I wondered if the strange shadow I had taken to be a tomahawk in my youthful 
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experience might more appropriately have been a labrys, dispensing death and birth in the cycle 

of life ï the cycle of the moon. For a brief moment, the thought of a fasces crossed my mind, but 

this made me ill at ease. Shuddering, I purged the fasces from my thoughts in favor of the labrys. 

 The shadow that accompanied the cadet was far larger and more lumbering. It was like some 

big, black bear that guarded him from behind and then rushed up to guard him from the front. As 

I looked down through the eyes of a bird, my perspective grew. I could now see the cadet 

through the eyes of the bear as well. As I rushed past him and glanced up at his face, I could see 

tears falling down below the shadow of his visor. This made me all the more determined to 

protect him from behind and from the front. 

 I ran forward, waited for him to catch up, and then ran forward again. I marveled that the 

shadow of a bear would be giving protection to a cadet on the streets of Charleston. But this was 

not all. I could still see the scene below ï including myself as a bearôs shadow ï from the eyes of 

the bird. In that persona as well, I seemed to be lending him some form of protection. I should 

have been completely disoriented with this double view, but I could feel something or someone 

with me, deep within me, who made it seem entirely in accord with nature. 

 Watching the cadet from above and from below, I was soon provided a third view. Gradually, 

I began to behold the scene through the eyes of the cadet himself. This was indeed disorienting, 

but only because his tears were obscuring the landscape, at least from my new perspective. 

Somehow I knew that I had to connect with the soul of this young cadet to learn the answer to 

what now seemed to me the most pressing question in the universe: ñWhat is wrong?ò 

 With my triple perspective, I took in the entire scene. More and more, though, I concentrated 

upon the view through the cadetôs eyes, but warily kept watch over him from the bird persona 

above and the bear persona below ï personae that I knew I was only borrowing for a time by the 

grace of another. 

 In his left hand, I began to feel an object. The more thoroughly we joined together, the more 

the object hurt ï hurt not only because it was digging into the hand we now shared, but because it 

was also digging into our heart. I did not need to finger the object with his hand or to see it with 

his eyes, for I knew all too well what it was. It was a gold vermeil pin with two crossed 

Acropolis swords, each precisely one and three-quarter inches long and forming a trapezoid one 

and one-half inches long (points to pommels on the sides) by one inch wide (point to point on the 

top) and seven-eighths of an inch wide (pommel to pommel on the bottom). In the midst of each 

hand guard was a tiny ruby. Where the swords crossed was the seal of The Acropolis. Attached 

to the pin on the back was a chain connected to a smaller pin, with the gold block-style number 

ñ68ò ï our class. 

 The cadet was walking up Ashley Avenue. The upward direction was evident to me; 

although, despite the fact that my feelings came through him, I was not sure how well he 

perceived it. He crossed Congress Street and walked for a short space until he was faced with 

some construction on the sidewalk in the next block. He hesitated, and I knew he was deciding 

whether to walk out into the street or turn to the left, in the general direction he needed to go, 

anyway. He turned left; but as he did so, he looked up at the street sign: South Allan Park. He 

hesitated, and I was aware that he was not familiar with this street. Nonetheless, it was in the 

right direction ï up and in. 

 As he walked, I became increasingly aware of his thoughts. He was unfamiliar with the park 

on his right. He had never seen it from this perspective. It was confusing. He came up to 

Glenwood Avenue, where South Allan Park ended, and he turned right. 
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 ñYes,ò I thought, as though trying to communicate with him. ñThatôs the way to The 

Acropolis.ò Then the disorientation hit me again, as my memory was fading in and fading out. 

The Acropolis? And why did the word Academy strike me as peculiar? Peculiar, and yet ... 

 Of course, he could not hear me anyway and was unaware of my consternation. The cadet 

continued on past North Allan Park on the right to Huger Street. Here Glenwood Avenue ended, 

throwing him into panicky confusion. He looked straight across the street at rickety old houses 

he had never seen before. His thoughts became more and more discernible to me. ñWhy didnôt 

this street go on to Moultrie? Where am I? Am I lost? How will I get back before midnight and 

the end of general leave?ò 

 We looked around and turned left. We ran now, up to Court Street. But Court Street only led 

down to the left, and that was the wrong way. Up ahead just a few paces, though, was a T-shaped 

intersection leading to the right. Sutherland Court ï that sounded familiar. We hurried up the 

street and found ourself on Moultrie Street. Now came tentative relief, rapidly overtaken by 

anxiety. We were practically in sight of the Main Gate and had to run as fast as our weary legs 

could carry us up to the gate and then walk as quickly as possible back to the barracks. 

 As we approached the Main Gate, I realized that I had lost the bird and the bear perspectives 

and was seeing everything now through the eyes of the cadet. In my last independent gesture, I 

looked up to where the moon, her light barely visible through the clouds, was beginning her 

descent over The Acropolis. I offered my thanks for her guidance and protection. 

 With the gate in view, our souls slipped ever-more completely together. I was amazed, yet 

comforted to realize just how easily and utterly our souls were joining, as though on some inner, 

higher level they were and had always been the same. I became aware of his memories; and once 

again I felt disoriented, for some of his memories seemed to be very similar to my own ï or at 

least to the memories I believed I had possessed up to that moment. Other memories were 

different, and I found these fascinating and disturbing. But we were joining rapidly now and I 

knew I had to accept his and somehow speak for both of us, for we were now ... yes ... one ï I 

was Cadet. 

 I ï we? No, I ï approached the Main Gate and slowed down to an extremely rapid walk. 

Then, in spite of my hurried movements, for the barest of instants another image of the Main 

Gate flashed through my mind. I recalled approaching this hallowed portal ï the Propylaea ï 

long, long ago. It seemed as though a lifetime had passed. It was 7 September 1964, the day I 

arrived in Charleston to join the Corps of Cadets of the Military Academy of the South, The 

Acropolis. 
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 CHAPTER THREE 

 SERGEANT OF THE PROPYLAEA 

 

 

 Monday, 7 September 1964, Charleston was hot and muggy. Her charm had not yet 

insinuated itself into my psyche, and I considered the city to be disappointingly dilapidated, 

compared with my native Washington or my home in the suburb of Bethesda, Maryland. The 

oppressive humidity, however, was certainly familiar, if not terribly reassuring. 

 My parents and I were staying at the Francis Marion Hotel in the heart of Charleston. I gazed 

out my window at Marion Square, with its immense statue of John C. Calhoun. Over on the left 

of the square, I could see the municipal office building that had once been the original Acropolis. 

As I waited for my parents to come get me for a reception and speech by the President of the 

Academy, I thought back to the journey of the day before. 

 

 My parents had driven me down to South Carolina. All day, we traveled from north to south 

as the dark outline of the moon glided on her cross course from east to west. For some odd 

reason, it struck me that the moon and I formed the quadrants, as though we were taking part in 

some slow ritual dance. 

 That day, we made it as far as Florence, where we stayed in a two-story red-brick guest 

house attached to a dental clinic. My father was measured for dentures at the clinic, which was, 

to my surprise, opened for him on Sunday. The dentures would be ready for pick-up on Tuesday, 

the day my parents would leave me off at The Acropolis. 

 That evening, we were sitting together in the hospitality room of the guest house along with 

several other, mostly elderly denture-wearing guests. It was a good-sized room, allowing for a 

wide circle of about a dozen people, all seated in comfortable, overstuffed chairs. The Victorian 

lamps with their thick shades and tassels provided little light, but I could make out the burgundy 

and black wallpaper with vertical floral designs interrupted occasionally by reproductions of 

great art. 

 At seventy-two years of age, my father was a robust man of my height, though considerably 

heavier. A civil engineer, he had served for thirty-three years as a Navy officer, retiring with the 

rank of captain. He still worked as an engineer in Washington and always wore the engineerôs 

uniform ï sports jacket or suit, white shirt, and bow tie. He hailed from a small Welsh colony in 

Duchess County, New York, where he had still heard the old language spoken in his childhood, 

especially from an aunt who had difficulties in comprehending English. Indeed, the one phrase in 

the language he still remembered was her frustrated Siarad Cymraeg! óSpeak Welsh!ô. He 

himself spoke little at all; but when he would sit in his chair in the corner of the living room at 

home and I would sit on the couch to his front right, across the large square entranceway to the 

dining room, I could always feel his presence in a sort of communion of souls. He was my 

spiritual connection. 

 My mother was a short, thin lady fifteen years his junior and full of things to do and the 

energy with which to do them. While my father was relaxed and quiet, my mother was 
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outspoken, and her speech was richly peppered with óshouldsô, óoughtsô, and ómustsô ï every 

inch the Navy captainôs wife. She made sure that I did my homework, accomplished my 

household chores, and, most important of all, stood up straight. She was my factual connection. 

 All of a sudden, and certainly to my surprise, my father spoke up to the other guests, ñMy 

son here is enrolling at The Acropolis.ò This he uttered with such confidence and pride that I 

blushed and, typical for a boy of eighteen, wished I could sink through the suddenly 

uncomfortable chair and disappear. He beamed as the other guests, all from the South, raised 

their eyebrows, smiled, and chimed in with the universal ñIs that so?ò This was followed by a 

rush of information about the importance of the Academy not only in the history of the South 

and the ñLate Great Unpleasantness,ò but also of a more personal nature ï sons and relatives who 

had joined the Corps of the Military Academy of the South and how the experience had formed 

them into men. 

 One particularly old gentleman smiled in an awkward series of contortions that testified to 

his dire need of the dental clinic. ñThe Acropolis,ò he proclaimed in a shaky voice filled with 

nostalgic pride and a thick South Carolina accent. ñWait, wait just a moment,ò he gasped 

urgently as he slowly pushed himself out of his chair and walked bent over and hesitant out of 

the room. 

 A few moments later, he reentered, standing straighter and walking with a more assured gate. 

ñThe Acropolis,ò he once more proclaimed, this time firmly as he held up his right hand to 

display a massive gold ring with the lunar seal of the Academy. 

 The room filled with a palpable awe. ñClass of 1892.ò With every word, decades dropped 

from his frame. He stood erect and proud. 

 ñThatôs the year I was born,ò my father said in wonder, and he started an applause that 

reverberated throughout the whole house and brought the landlady scurrying in. She took a small 

camera out of a drawer in a little desk in the corner and insisted on taking a picture of my parents 

and me with the Acropolis Man. 

 That night, I lay awake in the total darkness of my guest room. In spite of my immediate 

reaction that evening, I was joyful for my fatherôs words of confidence and pride. I recalled the 

chilly evening late in winter when I had wrestled for my high school in the last match of the 

season. To my surprise, my parents had come to this match ï the only athletic event I had taken 

part in under their eyes. That season, I had wrestled above my weight, as a transfer student had 

beaten me in my weight class, and I had managed to defeat the boy in the weight class above me. 

 The three matches before mine had all gone poorly for Walt Whitman, and the drop in 

morale was rendered audible by the silence in the stands, punctuated only by the occasional 

groan reverberating off the geodesic roof of the field house. When I stood up from the row of 

metal chairs beside the mat, though, a cheer could be heard in the gymnasium. Some boys right 

in front of my parents, but not knowing who they were, clapped loudly. One turned to the other, 

pointed at me, called out my name, and said with encouragement, ñThings are going to turn 

around now! Heôs good!ò Fortunately, I won, and our team went on to triumph over the visitors. 

 When I got home that night, my father was bubbling with an enthusiasm I had never seen 

from him before. He told me about the boys in front of them and kept repeating ñHeôs good!ò In 

the darkness of the guest-house room in Florence, I could still hear the pride in his voice. Deep 

within me, I felt confident that this pride had indeed always been there, even if my father rarely 

said the words. And I knew with quiet certainty that it always would be. 
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 The wrestling match took place less than a week after I had received my acceptance letter 

from The Acropolis. The letter, which ï in my impatience ï had taken its sweet time coming, 

was dated on Valentineôs Day, a fact that seemed somehow propitious. Just how significant the 

day was would not be clear to me for some time though. But it would certainly have its effect as 

my career at The Acropolis took shape. 

 A month after the letter arrived, I took my first trip to Charleston ï my orientation visit. 

Perhaps ñorientationò was not the best choice of words, since I managed to miss my connecting 

flight out of Charlotte. On the other hand, it probably was an appropriate term after all, since I 

then took it upon myself, without any phone calls for help, to catch a bus to Charleston and find 

my way to The Acropolis. The next morning, I arranged to go to the airport to retrieve my bag, 

and the visit proceeded with no further incident. I was proud of myself for having the tenacity 

and presence of mind to accomplish this, and I was filled with confidence that night in Florence 

that I would not only succeed at the Academy, but even excel. 

 Looking back over my accomplishments, I felt a wave of self-assurance. I had fairly good 

grades, four varsity athletic letters, the pride and support of my parents, and the will to excel. I 

also had an older brother who was at the time entering his first-class, senior year at the Naval 

Academy and who had told me what to expect at a military college. He had even taught me such 

critical skills as spit-shining shoes to the reflectivity of a mirror ï a dark mirror, to be sure, but a 

mirror nonetheless. 

 As my mind drifted back from thoughts of home and the night before in Florence, I heard a 

knock on my door at the Francis Marion. It was time to meet the General. 

 

 We entered a large hall with metal folding chairs facing a stage and with white-linen-draped 

tables covered with hors dôoeuvres along the dark wood-paneled walls. The reception line at the 

entrance was a gauntlet of high-ranking officers and their wives, culminating in the tall, thin 

figures of General James Mitchell and his wife Sadie. It was said that General Mitchell would 

float across campus like a retired God ï a feat certainly befitting The Acropolis. In his day, he 

had been considered a brilliant tactician, known for taking the calculated risk (though his 

detractors would add that it was a risk with other peoplesô lives). As I shook his hand in the 

receiving line, he towered over me, and he cast me a grim smile that contrasted with a slight 

glimmer of hope and pride in his eyes that reminded me of my father. I liked the man and was 

sad to hear him announce after the short reception that this would be his last year at The 

Acropolis. 

 With that announcement, he invited the prospective cadets to leave the room. He had a few 

things to say to our parents and was sure we would understand. My future classmates and I 

gathered in the hallway outside the door to eavesdrop on the speech that had been forbidden us. 

It was, as I would come to learn, the standard speech, full of patriotic references to us as the 

future standard bearers of our country and the free world, as well as to The Acropolis as the last 

bastion teaching its young men how to lead armies, businesses, and communities to defeat the 

threat of Communism. 

 After a while, the crowd at the door became stifling, and I wormed my way out of it and 

drifted away down the hall to find relief in isolation. I stood alone and looked back at the crowd 

of eighteen-year-olds. They all seemed to lose interest in the speech and to start murmuring with 

each other, striking up friendships, finding out which company their new friends would be 

joining, but all the while knowing that the next morning would disrupt their lives completely. 
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 As I stood there alone in the crowd of young men, I suddenly felt a firm hand clasp onto my 

right shoulder. I turned my head to see a tall, thin, but athletic young man with remarkably jet-

black curly hair and intense green eyes. A spark of mischief flared up in his eyes as he 

introduced himself in a strained whisper, ñHi, Iôm Herm, Herm Poynter.ò 

 I introduced myself to him, and then I noticed something odd. While I could still hear the 

General droning on with his increasingly dull speech, I could not hear any murmuring in the 

hallway. Was everyone so bored by the speech that they had in turn become speechless? Had 

they suddenly become apprehensive of the reign of terror that would break out the next morning? 

Or was it something else? 

 Appearing to take no notice of the silence, Herm continued with the same mischievous, yet 

intense look, ñLetôs get out of here. Iôm going to The Acropolis to check it out. I know the way. 

Would you like to come with me?ò Something about him inspired confidence in me, as well as a 

desire to leave the stifling hallway and travel across the long intervening boundary of Charleston 

for a secret, unauthorized visit. 

 We walked out of the building and turned right up Calhoun Street. Herm easily slipped into 

the role of guide, showing me the various sights along the way. He did not have a South Carolina 

accent, yet he seemed to know the location and history of every building of note in the city. As 

we passed along the street, the sun was falling to the horizon and shone upon us as we passed 

between the buildings. 

 Approaching Routledge Avenue, Herm nodded left to a building down the street with a 

circular porch and columns. ñThereôs Americaôs first museum,ò he said with authority. ñWell, 

not that particular building. It used to be down in the College of Charleston. And, for that matter, 

it will eventually move to a larger location, leaving the nice columns behind. Itôs nothing like the 

Smithsonian, of course, but I think youôll enjoy it.ò 

 Much of what he said seemed cryptic, as though concealing some information that he should 

not have known and imparting that information to me, who had no idea of what to do with it. But 

it came across so subtly that it seemed beyond question. Why was he so sure about the fate of the 

columns? The fact that he compared it with the Smithsonian without my telling him that I was 

from Washington simply glided past me, not to make me wonder until he was long gone. Perhaps 

it was merely coincidence. Perhaps everyone was familiar with the Smithsonian whether they 

visited it regularly or not. I did not know, and that is why his strange little asides ï flowing out 

block-by-block along the way ï seemed so mysterious. 

 We walked up to Lucas Street and turned right. As we came to the end of the block, we saw 

to our left a large building with two wings going back in a V shape. Facing the intersection, the 

blunted point had two long stairs going toward the building, then angling in, and finally joining 

together in front of the door above. We had to walk all along one side of the building and then 

the other. Just as we turned on Doughty Street in front of it, Herm stopped, faced the building, 

and put his fists on his hips. ñThis,ò he said smiling broadly but with mock determination, ñis the 

School of Nursing of the Medical College of South Carolina ï better known simply as the 

Nursing College. Donôt worry, youôll have to deal with them soon enough!ò Another cryptic 

remark to confuse and befuddle me some time down the road. 

 We turned right up President Street and plodded on in silence for a few blocks. Herm kept 

looking over to the left, as though trying to find an exact spot in an itinerary he constructed on 

the fly. As we were walking along a morass-filled empty lot, he stopped and declared, ñHere! 

Letôs cut across this field.ò 
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 We slogged through the soaking grass. I was glad to be wearing my civilian shoes and not the 

plain-toe Oxfords I had been shining up for my report to The Acropolis. The sun had just fallen 

below the horizon, and I was amazed to see the brand-new moon following him. The sky had 

been so hazy, and the moon so attenuated that I had not seen her all day. We climbed up a small 

embankment, where I could behold the moon in all her youthful glory just as she disappeared 

over the horizon directly in front of us. 

 I remained there for a moment as Herm walked on. I thought about the new moon ï not the 

new moon as many people call the dark moon, but the gentle sliver of light that calls forth a new 

month in our lives. Seeing this newness descend in the twilight over the horizon on the way to 

The Acropolis made me wonder if it might be some kind of omen. If so, of what? 

 Herm stopped some yards ahead of me and turned with a sympathetic smile. He beckoned me 

forward and said something that would later stick with me as disturbing or even shocking, 

although at the time it seemed perfectly natural ï a talent he had developed well. ñSheôs setting 

now. Come on, Iôll guide you!ò 

 As we trudged across the rest of the field, Herm asked casually, ñYouôll be going to H 

Company, wonôt you? I can tell by your size ï about five foot seven, Iôd say. At The Acropolis, 

they arrange the sixteen infantry companies by height, so that when everyone is lined up on the 

parade ground on Friday afternoon, the tallest companies are on the ends and the shortest in the 

middle. From the reviewing stands, this gives the illusion that the entire Corps is the same 

height. Itôs something like the optical trick in the Parthenon on the real Acropolis ï the one that 

makes the columns look straight by curving them. Be this as it may, the real benefit for you ï 

and for everyone ï is that youôll be able to look your comrades straight in the eyes. No one will 

feel inferior or superior on account of some genetic accident of height.ò He said this with 

conviction, but then he added playfully, ñAnd, of course, youôll be able to borrow shirts and 

trousers when you need to.ò 

 We climbed up out of the morass to Chestnut Street and he added, ñAnd from H Company, 

youôll look out over Indian Hill, which is widely thought to be the highest point in Charleston ï 

certainly the highest point west of Ashley Avenue. Sixteen feet above sea level! You probably 

wonôt like it, though. Thatôs where they put the obstacle course.ò How much of this was cryptic 

and how much of it was simply chatter I could not tell. Hermôs statements were rather 

unpredictable, but I enjoyed his company and his manner of speaking, with the hint of a British 

comic tradition that I had always delighted in. 

 Now we walked up Chestnut Street to the right, and it turned into Hagood Avenue, leading 

past the football stadium. We were going ever so slightly upward as we closed in on The 

Acropolis. Just past the stadium, we turned right on Congress Street and then left on Elmwood 

Avenue for two blocks, to avoid the rather uninteresting locked gate behind the academic 

buildings. Finally, we saw on our left the narrow end of the humanities building ï Philanthropos 

Hall. And beyond that, the Propylaea ï the Main Gate of The Acropolis. 

 Most cadets referred to the Propylaea with its English equivalent of the Main Gate. When 

The Acropolis was laid out in its newer setting, Greek words were used for those first structures. 

So just beyond the Propylaea was Philanthropos Hall for the humanities and Techne Hall for the 

sciences, and also for the administrative offices. The original barracks building right behind the 

reviewing stands in the center of the long end of the parade ground was originally called the 

Epaulis. That term was too foreign for most peopleôs tastes (not having a convenient cognate in 

English), and as more barracks were added, they were all given names for famous graduates. 
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Since there was neither rhyme nor reason for these names, though, everyone simply referred to 

each by the number of the battalion that lived there. 

 The best way to get your bearings at The Acropolis was to go around the parade ground. 

Entering the Propylaea, you could see the Bibliothek (or simply the Library) on your right and 

Philanthropos Hall on your left. Like all of the buildings on campus, they were of light gray 

stucco with ample castellations, especially on the round corner turrets, and seemed to fit in nicely 

with the bumper crop of Spanish moss. Going straight ahead, you would pass a T-intersection on 

your right at the southeast corner of the parade ground and start up the road along the south 

(short) end across another T-intersection on your left between Philanthropos Hall and Techne 

Hall, with its central tower topped by an eagle looking enigmatically to its left. At the southwest 

corner of the parade ground, you would face an intersection with Fourth Battalion to your front 

left and Third Battalion to your front right. Turning right on the road along the west (long) end of 

the parade ground, you would pass Third Battalion, Second Battalion (the original Epaulis, with 

its high central tower and clock), and First Battalion. At that intersection, the Armory would be 

to your front left, and the Engineering School to your front right ï at that point in the 

construction of the campus, Greek was seldom taught (and it is doubtful that Mechanopoios Hall 

would have been at all acceptable, regardless of its English cognate). Turning right down the 

road from there along the northern end of the parade ground, you would pass the Engineering 

School, the old Gymnasium, the Business School, and Jasper Hall ï the military science building 

that also housed the Commandantôs offices. Turning right again and proceeding along the east 

end of the parade ground, you would pass the new student union named for General Mitchell and 

the Chapel, and you would then end up back at the Bibliothek, or Library. 

 On 7 September 1964, all of that lay beyond the Propylaea, and Herm and I just gazed at the 

gate itself. While not as elaborate as its namesake in Athens, this Propylaea was still quite 

impressive. Two massive rectangular columns on either side of the road each held high a flag ï 

American on the left, South Carolinian on the right as we faced them. Beneath each flag was a 

different seal of the state. The columns anchored massive iron gates that could be closed to seal 

off the entrance. On the outer side of each was a personnel gate framed in stone and connected to 

the column, and each gate boasted impressive iron-work featuring a massive iron sword, a 

replica of the sword carried by an Athenian hoplite. The point of each sword faced in toward the 

road when the gates were closed, though they seldom were, and they were not on this night. 

 Through the personal gate on the left, Herm and I spied a small guard house next to the road. 

In front of the guard house stood a cadet sergeant ï the Sergeant of the Propylaea, or the 

Sergeant of the Main Gate (both renditions abbreviated as SMG). He stood proud and erect, 

facing the road with detachment bordering on aloofness. Perhaps he was aware that curious 

prospective cadets would be sneaking by this evening and he wanted to put on a good show for 

them. Perhaps he had been one of these prospective cadets two years earlier. In any case, his 

sharp stance of parade-rest in his starched light gray cotton uniform with white web belt, white 

hat, and white gloves certainly impressed me. 

 As I gazed at the SMG, I determined that one day I, too, would stand there erect and proud. I 

would be such a model cadet that my classmates and the Commandant would have no choice but 

to make me Regimental Commander. I saw myself in a crisp gray cotton uniform with three 

diamonds on each collar, as I approached the SMG. 

 ñAnything to report, cadet sergeant?ò I would ask in a relaxed but official inquiry. 
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 ñOnly the usual, sir,ò he would reply. ñA couple prospective cadets sneaking a preview of 

The Acropolis from outside the gate. Weôll deal with them tomorrow,ò he added with a confident 

smile. 

 ñIndeed we shall, SMG. Indeed we shall. Carry on!ò 

 During my imaginary conversation with the SMG as the future Regimental Commander, I 

did not notice Herm looking intently at me with more than a hint of amusement. 

 ñYou know,ò he said quietly and sympathetically, ñyou may well serve as SMG, but theyôll 

never make you Regimental Commander.ò 

 ñWhy not?ò I shot back. I was not sure whether I was more perturbed by Hermôs guessing 

my very thoughts or by his lack of faith in my leadership qualities. 

 ñYouôre not tall enough,ò he replied as a matter of fact. ñGeneral Mitchell has a rule that no 

Regimental Commander can be shorter than he is. And heôs well over six feet tall. I doubt if the 

next President will change the standard, or be much shorter himself.ò 

 ñThatôs ridiculous!ò I muttered, thoroughly incensed. ñLook at all of the great military 

leaders who have been no taller than me. Donôt they realize that leadership has nothing to do 

with height?ò 

 ñItôs their preferred expectation,ò Herm replied calmly ï perhaps a bit too calmly. Noting that 

this did not quite satisfy me, he continued, ñYou know, itôs not just them. And itôs not just 

height. Franklin Roosevelt pulled this country out of the Great Depression and saved the world 

from Fascism (at least for a time). Do you think for one minute that he would ever have won an 

election ï even in 1944 ï had it been generally known that he used a wheelchair and could stand 

for his famous photographs only with pain and difficulty?ò 

 ñSo heôd had polio,ò I countered. ñA lot of people had it in his generation. The fact that he 

could stand only with pain and difficulty made him that much more admirable for standing. I 

thought perseverance in the face of adversity was one of the hallmarks of a great man. What kind 

of people would pass up such a leader just because of a wheelchair?ò 

 Herm smiled at me in a way that combined his wryness with affection. Then a cloud came 

over his eyes, and he seemed to look out into a distance that I could not perceive. ñThe same 

people who condemned Socrates.ò He sighed heavily and bowed his head, as though he had 

known the martyred sage personally. 

 When he looked back to me again, his green eyes seemed more thoughtful than mischievous. 

Indeed, after the mention of Socrates, the mood of the evening became more somber, even 

melancholy. For our trip back from The Acropolis, Herm led us straight down Moultrie Street 

(the street that comes out of the Propylaea) to King Street. 

 ñThis is the usual way downtown. King Street leads right back to the Francis Marion and to 

most of the places cadets like to visit ï from a good shoe repair shop (while you wait in a little 

booth just high enough to hide your holey socks) to the cinema and places to eat and drink.ò He 

was trying hard to shake off the ghost of Socrates. But the philosopher followed us all the way 

back to the hotel. 
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 CHAPTER FOUR 

 8 SEPTEMBER 

 

 

 Whatever desire I may have had to excel, whatever ambitions I may have had for Regimental 

Commander, height or no height, ran headlong into Thete Week. This was the week before the 

beginning of the academic year reserved for the intense training of the new fourthclassmen, or 

freshmen ï better known as ñthetes.ò The name thete, which rhymed with feet, came from the 

lowest class of Athenians, those fit only for menial tasks. 

 Marked by physical, emotional, and psychological exhaustion, Thete Week was the first step 

in becoming an Acropolis cadet. And it was by far the most harrowing. From his reporting for 

duty to the return of the upperclassmen and the beginning of classes, every thete felt the constant 

presence of one burning, overriding question: ñWhat madness have I gotten myself into?ò After 

Thete Week, whatever answer may have come made this perhaps more clear, but that hardly 

provided much comfort. 

 My parents drove me up to the great entrance arch, or sally port, of the Second Battalion. I 

kissed my motherôs cheek, shook my fatherôs hand, lifted up my one suitcase, and strode into the 

barracks with all the false confidence I could muster. Once inside the sally port, I faced a large 

quadrangle with a red and white checkerboard design. To my left front, I saw an enclosed 

stairwell in the corner with a large H painted on the front of it in the light Acropolis blue. Going 

sun-wise from there, the next corner had G, the one after that F, and then finally E to my left. 

The two thick columns on either side of the rear sally port facing me held the vertical letters 

REGT and BAND. The Regimental Band occupied the first level to avoid accidents with the 

instruments. Each infantry company occupied the next three levels ï the three divisions, each 

corresponding roughly to a platoon. 

 Determined to make a good first impression, and ignorant of the fact that this was a 

completely impossible task, I marched up to the desk in front of the H. Seated behind the desk 

was the company supply sergeant named Stanley Jarmon ï MISTER Jarmon to me for the 

duration of thete year. Behind him was Munro Sinclair, the guidon corporal ï the highest ranking 

sophomore. The company commander Cadet Captain Powell was speaking a few steps back with 

Cadet First Sergeant Grant Woodward. The two made an interesting study in contrast. Although 

they were both the same height, Mr Powell was thin and had a slight frame, and this made him 

look considerably taller than Mr Woodward who was boxy and had a muscular frame. 

 As I raised my hand in a stiff salute and reported for duty, I noticed several cadet sergeants 

lurking in the shadows of the stairwell, ready for action. These were all members of the Training 

Cadre, selected for their military expertise ï and their ability to whip the new cadet recruits into 

shape. 

 ñYou donôt salute me, thete!ò screamed Mr Jarmon. ñYou see these stripes!ò he bellowed, 

pointing to the three stripes with the horizontal bar at the bottom on his right collar. 

 ñYes, sir,ò I answered, beginning to get flustered. 

 ñIôm your supply sergeant, not a cadet officer. You only salute officers, thete!ò 

 ñWhat seems to be the problem?ò asked Mr Powell, casually walking up to the table, as 

though on cue. 
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 ñWell?ò Mr Jarmon slammed his hands on the desk and leaned all the way over until we 

were practically nose-to-nose. ñWhat do we have here?ò 

 ñS-s-sir?ò I stammered, now totally confused. 

 ñDo you see what this gentleman is wearing?ò 

 I looked at him and saw that he had a gold band on his black service hat (which, for some 

reason, was called a garrison hat at The Acropolis), black epaulets on his shoulders, and three 

circles, or ñpips,ò on his right collar. 

 ñHeôs a cadet captain, sir.ò 

 ñVeeeery good, thete. And what do we do when we see a cadet captain?ò 

 I executed a sharp half-left turn and saluted as briskly as I could. In the meantime, however, a 

cadet sergeant had moved swiftly up to my right side, and my elbow made contact with his 

shoulder.  

 ñHe touched me!ò the sergeant screeched. ñThis thete touched me!ò 

 From all sides, cadet sergeants descended upon me, yelling often conflicting commands in 

my ears. 

 ñGet that stomach in! Get those shoulders back!ò 

 ñI wanna see your chin so far in itôs coming out the back of your neck!ò 

 ñWhat are you doing, thete? We havenôt started bracing yet! Put your chin back out!ò 

 ñYouôre gonna be in a heap of trouble, thete, if you donôt get that chin in!ò 

 ñGet that chin out, thete! We havenôt started bracing yet.ò 

 They swarmed around me like angry wasps. Eventually, thatôs all I heard ï an incessant 

buzzing in my ears that made no sense whatsoever. All the time, First Sergeant Woodward was 

observing the operation of his sergeants with grim satisfaction. He leaned over to his right to say 

something to Captain Powell. Mr Powell kept looking at the show as he nodded in Mr 

Woodwardôs direction. 

 ñOkay, boys. Letôs get this thete registered,ò Mr Woodward tersely ordered. 

 Mr Jarmon handed him a card from the index box in front of him on the desk. 

 ñWell, well, well,ò said Mr Woodward bobbing his head forward as he looked at my card and 

repeated my name over and over, ostentatiously committing it to memory. ñSo you want to be an 

Acropolis cadet?ò 

 ñVery much so, sir!ò I exclaimed with all the enthusiasm I could dredge up after the 

onslaught of the sergeants. 

 ñWhat?ò he asked, looking closely into my eyes. At this point, Hermôs idea that you could 

look your comrades straight in the eyes offered me no comfort. I had the distinct feeling that 

these gentlemen did not view me as a comrade ï at least, not yet. ñI donôt recognize that answer. 

A thete has only three answers for an upperclassman: Yes, sir; no, sir; and no excuse, sir. Do you 

think youôve got that?ò 

 ñYes, sir,ò I answered obediently. 

 ñNo, no, no, no,ò he replied calmly. ñI havenôt given you permission to answer. Wait till I 

say pop-off. Do you understand now?ò 

 ñY-y-y..ò I caught myself before completing a reply. 

 ñVery good, thete.ò He leaned forward, stretching out his thick muscular neck and placing 

his mouth right next to my ear. ñNow, pop-off!ò he commanded in a booming voice. 

 ñYes, sir!ò I replied in a voice to match his in volume, if not in confidence. 

 ñExcellent!ò He turned to his sergeants and proclaimed, ñHeôs all yours, gentlemen.ò 
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 And the grilling continued. Somehow in amongst the yelling, I found myself holding an 

athletic uniform consisting of dark blue shorts and a white shirt with ñThe Acropolisò 

emblazoned across the front in a blue that matched the shorts. I also possessed a card with my 

white-on-blue name tag and a silvery metal 4 attached to it and a room number written on it. 

 The sergeants continued yelling in my face, ears, and the back of my neck. Then there was 

silence and the distinct feeling that one of the orders screamed at me was supposed to be 

followed. But they had all merged into one loud drone. ñMove it!ò came back in a chorus, ñand 

get right back down here. Youôve got two minutes. Go! Go! Go!ò 

 I grabbed my bag and ran to the stairwell. Glancing at the card, I saw a number that began 

with a 4, so I figured that I had to go up to the fourth floor, the third division of H Company. 

 ñMove it! Move it! Move it!ò came the command from below. ñI wanna see you move like 

greased lightning!ò 

 I ran up the stairs, taking two or even three stairs at a time in my panicky rush. 

 ñOne at a time, thete! One at a time!ò bellowed Mr Woodward in his stentorian, but calm 

voice. 

 After running up two flights of twisting stairs, each time turning left onto the gallery, left 

around the corner, and left again onto the next flight, I came to the last flight, feeling slightly 

dizzy. There was a thin, blond-haired upperclassman on the stairs. As I started up, he shouted out 

in a thick New England accent, ñHalt, thete! I havenôt given you permission to step onto my 

stairs.ò 

 I stood transfixed for a moment, then I shouted back to him, ñMay I climb up the stairs, sir?ò 

 ñMay I climb up the stairs?ò he retorted sarcastically. What kind of a request is that? This is 

the way you say it thete, and donôt you forget it ï óSir, Mr Sardis, sir. Cadet Recruit Bozo, U.R., 

requests permission to drive up the stairs, sir.ô You think you can do that?ò 

 ñYes, sir, Mr Sardis, sir!ò I answered in what I gathered to be the complete form of address. 

 ñHave I told you to pop-off?ò 

 ñNo, sir!ò As soon as I said it, I knew what I had done. 

 He simply smiled menacingly at me, came down the stairs, and put his face right up to mine. 

ñPop-off!ò he screamed. 

 ñNo, sir!ò 

 ñYou mean you donôt get it then?ò he asked incredulously. 

 ñNo, sir. I mean yes, sir. I mean...ò 

 ñGet up those stairs, thete. Move it! One at a time, thete. One at a time!ò 

 Finally, I made it onto the top gallery. I looked at the number on the card and tried to match it 

to the numbers on the doors to my right. Following the numbers, I turned left and saw in horror 

that my room number had been skipped. Looking back and forth in confusion, my eyes lighted 

on a small extension of the gallery going back from the corner. The number on the small room 

on the right-hand side of the extension matched the number on my card, and I entered through 

the screen door and then through the heavy, green wooden door, glad to be, at least for the 

moment, out of the line of fire. I knew, though, that there was not much time left after my 

encounter with Mr Sardis on the stairs. 

 The room was on the southwest corner of the building, off the gallery and behind the 

stairwell (which, although chained off, continued on up to give access to the roof), so it received 

no morning sunlight and was accordingly dreary. There was a sink just inside the door on the 

right and a metal bunk bed with ancient thin mattresses beyond it. The bunk was faced by two 
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large metal presses with dilapidated doors and with shelves on the left and hangers on the right. 

Beyond the bunk and the presses were two antiquated wooden desks with chairs to match, and 

beyond them were rickety wooden bookcases. The window was straight ahead, with latticed bars 

inside the screen and a transom on top (as also over the door). To the right of the window was an 

old-fashioned heated-water radiator. There were pegs on the wall behind the desks on a plain 

wooden cornice that surrounded the room, a match for the chair rail beneath. Above it all was a 

high ceiling with acoustic tile above exposed pipes. 

 Not being used to an upper bunk, I tossed my suitcase onto the lower. My roommate and I 

could discuss that later. I hurriedly put my athletic uniform on and dashed out the door. 

 Approaching the stairwell, I spied Mr Sardis on the second division below me. He had his 

foot nonchalantly on the lowest step, which I took to be a trap. I popped off smartly, shouting out 

my request to drive down the stairs, just as he had taught me a minute before. I did not want to 

take the chance of any further delays, although from the yelling that drifted up from the 

quadrangle, I could tell that my classmates were arriving and I was probably not being timed 

terribly precisely at that point. 

 ñDrive on down, thete!ò shouted Mr Sardis, with a look of satisfaction ï he had performed 

his duty nicely as keeper of the stairwell. He then went on to inform me, however, that I also had 

to request permission to ñdrive aroundò him, staying always on the row of tiles nearest the 

quadrangle (except when driving around or when approaching a room or bulletin board). On the 

stairwell, I was supposed to use only the outermost portion, next to the concrete wall ï not the 

inside with only the black steel railing separating me from a precipitous drop down the stairwell. 

This gave the thete an extra distance to go, but it also afforded some safety on the dizzying path.  

 When I arrived at the bottom, I ran out onto the quadrangle to a chorus of shouts, ñWho do 

you think you are, thete? Get off my quadrangle! Stand over there so we can line up a squad.ò 

 I stood at the edge of the gallery facing in toward the quadrangle just to the left of a thick 

column and with the stairwell further on to my left. This, I would learn, was where we would 

always form up before running out ï yelling ï onto the quadrangle in a group. 

 ñWho are you, thete?ò Mr Sinclair said in a tone that left no doubt that I had made a big 

mistake. 

 I answered using the formula that Mr Sardis had taught me on the stairs. 

 ñAnd how is anyone going to know that?ò 

 I stood mute, as it dawned on me that I should have put my name tag on. 

 ñGet back to your room and get your name tag! Put it here,ò he ordered, pointing to his name 

tag on the left side of his shirt over the flap of his pocket. ñGo! Go! Go! Run, thete! One at a 

time! One at a time!ò 

 Back up the stairs, back down the stairs, shouting out requests to drive up, down, or around, I 

made the circuit again. This time, I came back and stood at attention where I had been. So far, I 

was still the only one there, though I suspect some of my classmates might have been sent back 

in the meantime for their name tags as well. 

 ñItôs the early worm,ò expounded Sergeant Gunn. ñYou know, the one that gets devoured? 

Wipe that smile off your face, thete! Now hit it and give me ten.ò 

 This I knew was the order to pump out ten push-ups. Half-way through, Sergeant Jung 

rushed up to me, knelt down and shouted in my ear, ñWeôre not doing push-ups yet. Those come 

later! Stand up, thete!ò 
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 Of course, as I was at this point expecting, Sergeant Gunn smiled grimly at me and 

demanded, ñWhy didnôt you finish my push-ups?ò And the shouting back and forth in one ear 

and then in the other and then in both simultaneously faded into a menacing drone. Through it 

all, I barely heard the outraged voice of Mr Jarmon shouting at one of my classmates, ñYouôre 

supposed to salute me when you report for duty, thete!ò 

 At last, there were ten of us lined up on the gallery, all being yelled at in the same manner. 

First Sergeant Woodward was still standing behind the desk, which now had six more cadet 

recruits lined up, looking anywhere between nervous and terrified. Mr Woodward glanced over 

to the company commander who stood rigid. He then turned toward Mr Gunn and said firmly, 

ñTakeôem away.ò 

 Mr Gunn stood in front of us and barked out ñSquad, attention! Right face!ò 

 Someone in the back of the line had never attempted a facing movement before, and he 

managed to fall into the cadet recruit in front of him, creating a domino effect all the way up the 

squad. I put my hand out and braced myself against the thick column in front of me. 

 As at least two sergeants descended upon my clumsy classmate in the rear, Mr Gunn strode 

up to me shouting, ñGet your filthy hand off my column, thete!ò 

 I immediately complied, but the tangled mess behind me had not yet recovered, and I fell 

headlong onto the gallery, twisting hard so as to miss the column. At that point, I could not have 

told whether I was so intent on missing it in order to avoid being hurt or to avoid getting my 

filthy face on it. 

 Eventually, we were ordered into some semblance of a military formation and marched off, 

receiving both threatening, demeaning insults and chanted drill instruction along the way ï 

ñSwing your arms, nine to the front, six to the rear!ò Our first stop was Mitchell Hall across the 

parade ground. Mr Gunn put us in a long line outside the barbershop and disappeared. 

 We received the traditional thete cut ï a thin layer of bristle sticking up out of a bald head ï 

from a cluster of aged barbers who seemed perpetually amused at the varied hair styles they saw 

entering the shop and how they stood in contrast to the satisfying uniformity created from them. 

When the first few of us were done, we walked over to the door, but Mr Gunn was nowhere to be 

seen. We waited in the hallway just outside the barber shop, not wanting to get lost but 

suspecting we were doing it wrong. 

 Once we were all there, one of my classmates spoke up. ñHi. Iôm Tadd.ò We all replied 

hastily with our names, though I knew that after another round of marching, the names would 

lose their faces and then fade away completely. ñThis is probably some sort of a test,ò he 

continued, ñwhich weôll inevitably fail, whatever we do.ò Each of us nodded in resigned 

agreement. ñLetôs just line up here at parade rest against the wall and look as sharp as we can.ò 

 After a few minutes, Mr Gunn strutted back into the hallway, and we snapped to attention. 

He walked slowly in front of us, examining our haircuts. I believed that Taddôs suggestion took 

the wind out of his sails, but only for a moment. ñLeft face!ò he commanded, and the line 

wavered and fell into itself again. 

 Off we went to the Gymnasium, where we had to climb up the right-hand leg of an A-shaped 

stairway into the second floor. Rows and rows of tables brimming with uniforms and equipment 

lay before us as a cadet from some other company shoved a mattress cover into each of our 

hands. We snaked through the Gymnasium, as trousers, shirts, sweat suits, and other uniform 

items were held up to us in a cursory attempt at measurement and then stuffed into our mattress 

bags along with sheets, towels, blankets, and so forth. 
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 Just before we went out the door, we were ñmeasuredò for hats. Two types of garrison hat (as 

they called the visored kind), one black and one white, were shoved onto our heads until one pair 

fit. These were placed more carefully on the top of the pile in the mattress cover. Finally, the 

same procedure was followed to fit us with two thin rectangular field caps (known, confusingly, 

as garrison caps in the military), black with white trim. One was stuffed into the cover and one 

was left on our heads as a sign of our cadet recruit status ï as though anyone really needed a sign 

after taking a cursory glance at us. 

 From here, we lugged our burdens down the left-hand leg and marched back to Second 

Battalion, around the quadrangle on the gallery, and then back to our spot by the stairwell. 

ñSquad, halt!ò shouted Mr Gunn, his voice straining to be heard over the rest of the shouts 

reverberating throughout the barracks. ñRight face!ò Each time we were getting better, and this 

time no one actually tripped. 

 ñAll right, thetes,ò he shouted. ñTake these mattress covers up to your rooms. You can 

unpack your precious treasures later. Just search through them and find a pair of white cotton 

gloves, put them on, and report back here.ò He paused for dramatic effect. ñOn the double! Go! 

Go! Go!ò He did not have to shout out ñOne at a time,ò because we were so weighted down by 

our full mattress covers that we could barely make it up the stairs as it was. 

 With difficulty, we got to the top of the first flight, and one cadet peeled off and entered 

room 248, just at the top of the stairs and to the right of the company bulletin board. We looked 

at him in envy and continued on. Besides Tadd, who turned right down the gallery, the rest of us 

were on the second and third divisions. Thankfully, or by design, Mr Sardis was only milling 

about while we carried our burdens. He would return to the stairs as new cadet recruits reported. 

I put my mattress cover by the table on the right, located the gloves, and dashed back out the 

door. 

 This time, I was the last one back in formation beside the stairwell. ñAnd what took you so 

long, thete?ò Sergeant Gunn drove his index finger into the middle of my chest to make his point 

ï the first of many chest pokings I would receive that year. A few feet behind him, Mr 

Woodward gave a slight cough, and the poking ceased. 

 ñIôll deal with you later, thete,ò he whispered hoarsely into my ear. Whether he really did 

deal with me later for being the last one down, I could not tell. The harassment was so 

ubiquitous, and he was so good at it, that such threats carried little weight beyond the immediate 

terror and the lingering unease they generated. 

 Again, we marched out, but this time through the side sally port nearest us. We made a 

reasonable column-right down the road and came to an intersection. In front of us and to the left 

was the mess hall, where we could smell lunch cooking. It occurred to me that it was still early ï 

the sun was just climbing above the barracks. We executed another column-right and passed in 

front of the print shop on our left. We continued on behind Second Battalion, between the 

laundry on our left and First Battalion on our right, and across the road to the Armory ï a long 

field house replete with cylindrically curved roof. 

 Most of the Armory was used for speeches, hops (formal dances), and basketball. At the rear, 

however, was where the arms were issued. After much signing of documents, we each received 

an M1 rifle, complete and serviceable, except for the absence of a firing pin. 

 We stood outside in a line as Mr Gunn proceeded to tell us how to hold the rifle at right-

shoulder arms. From there we made our first visit with our newly issued rifles to the parade 

ground, where he continued drilling us in the manual of arms. 
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 ñIn your rooms,ò he concluded, ñyouôll find three publications attached to the inside of the 

door. The Blue Book is the book of regulations for the Corps of Cadets. Customs and Courtesies 

tells you how you are expected to conduct yourselves properly in nineteenth-century society, i.e. 

Charleston, South Carolina. You will be regularly questioned on the contents of these books at 

mess, along with the fourth-class knowledge section of the orientation manual sent to you this 

summer. The third book is the Infantrymanôs Guide, which contains all of the information youôll 

need for drill. Except, of course, for some arcane Napoleonic troop movements we still use 

here.ò 

 Ordinarily, I would have found Mr Gunnôs dry humor very much in keeping with my own; 

and ordinarily, I would have appreciated it. Coming from his mouth and in this context, however, 

I found it sarcastic and disorienting. 

 After marching us back to our position in the barracks, Mr Gunn addressed us: ñFormation 

for noon meal will be at 1200 hours sharp. It is now 1145 hours, so go back to your rooms, put 

your rifles in the racks at the end of your bunks, take off your drill gloves ï donôt forget to wash 

your face and hands ï and take it easy for awhile. ñOh, yes,ò he added carelessly, ñyou might 

want to take a shirt and trousers out of your mattress cover and hang them up so they wonôt be 

wrinkled this afternoon when we teach you all how to dress yourselves. Now move! Move!ò he 

shouted as we scurried up the stairwell. 

 As I placed my rifle in one of the slots on the end of the bunk next to the sink and above a 

box for shoe-shining and cleaning supplies, I saw another suitcase on the top bunk and another 

mattress cover by the desk to the left. Evidently, my roommate had arrived, although his 

whereabouts were as yet a mystery. 

 When we assembled by the stairwell for mess, there were a lot more of us now, and the 

sergeants formed us into three rows. When the bugle blew over the public address system, we 

stood there awaiting instructions. 

 ñWhat are you standing there for?ò the sergeants yelled at us from every direction. ñRun out 

there and form up. No, no, no ï not like that! Run out yelling. I wanna hear your voices bouncing 

off the walls of the barracks. What? You call that a line? Okay, form up in three squads. You, put 

your toes up to this line; you, up to this line; and you here.ò 

 Gradually, they formed us into some semblance of a platoon. Actually, there were two 

platoons, upperclassmen on the right and thetes to the left, with sergeants at either end of each of 

the three squads. In front, Mr Woodward observed us and then executed a crisp about face and 

saluted Mr Powell, who returned the salute and executed his own crisp about face, turning away 

from us. As the other three infantry companies did the same in their corners of the quadrangle 

and the band formed up in the middle, an imperious group of cadets strode out from the front 

sally port ï the Second Battalion staff. Reports were made, orders were given, all in a flurry of 

well-rehearsed roles. Before we could figure out what it all meant, we were being marched out 

the side sally port to the mess hall. 

 In the mess hall stood rows of tables shoved together in pairs, each to form two messes. At 

the head of each mess stood the ñmess carver,ò usually a senior officer in charge of the table, and 

to his right was his assistant. We were man-handled into positions at random, each thete standing 

behind a chair. After grace, we all sat down, and waitresses brought out the food in large serving 

dishes. Although the mess-hall rituals had not yet begun, we did learn right away that the mess 

carver received all food first, followed by his assistant. Our duty was to make sure that they 

wanted for nothing. It would become a lot more complicated, though. 
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 After the meal, we were not free to leave (as most of the upperclassmen were), but remained 

seated until we were ordered to form up outside. We were marched back and remained in 

formation, while Sergeant Sardis and Guidon Corporal Sinclair stood in front of us. Mr Sinclair 

was wearing no accouterments on his uniform, as this was to be our instruction on how to dress 

ourselves. 

 Mr Sardis took out a 4 and showed how this was to be placed on the right collar. Under the 

collars went two spring-operated collar stays. The belt buckle was affixed to the belt, with the 

extra webbing removed. The lacquer would also have to be removed from the buckle ï front and 

back ï so that it could be properly shined. The name tag went through the left-hand pocket flap, 

even with the top ï we would not be using these pockets anyway. A handkerchief was stuffed 

down in the right-rear pocket, with none of it showing. And off we went to put ourselves 

together, with a whole fifteen minutes in which to accomplish the task. 

 When I returned to the room, another young man came through the door just behind me. 

ñHoly Cow!ò he exclaimed. ñOh, Iôm Orrin Murphy.ò He was an intense-looking young man, 

and the thete haircut over his short, aquiline nose and his gray eyes gave him a slightly stern, 

avian appearance. 

 ñHoly Cow is right!ò I replied and introduced myself. We shook hands and rummaged 

through our mattress covers. 

 ñThis thing here says itôs a collar stay,ò he said in his broad Massachusetts accent. He held 

up a card with a strange-looking contraption on it. It had two spring-operated points on arms that 

were connected just below the top, like a very shallow continuous H. 

 ñThat doesnôt look like what we just saw,ò I replied and pulled out a card with two separate 

stays. ñI think this is what we need. The other one has a picture of a tie on it, so I guess itôs for 

use with ties.ò 

 We managed to find our things and put them on our uniforms. We checked each other out 

and ran out the door, seconds to spare. Down we ran to our spot on the edge of the quadrangle, 

and we all formed up into three ranks, with some ñhelpò from the sergeants. 

 We were then ordered out to the same positions we had taken before noon meal. We were 

immediately sent back and ordered to yell on the way out. Then we were sent back again and 

told to yell louder this time. I had the luck of having Sergeant Gunn inspect my squad. His ever-

active finger poked against name tags, belt buckles, and 4ôs as he went down the line. 

 Once again, Mr Sinclair was standing in front of us. Mr Sardis pointed to Mr Sinclairôs waist 

and then to his own. ñDo you notice the difference, thetes?ò Receiving nothing but silence, he 

added ñPop-off!ò and we all yelled ñYes, sirò in unison. We had not been waiting to pop-off, we 

had simply been confused. 

 Mr Sardis had Mr Sinclair turn his back to us and we saw how his shirt billowed out over his 

belt. He loosened his belt, grabbed the two sides of his shirt and pulled them out taught. Mr 

Sardis grabbed the right end from him, held it firmly in his right hand, and folded it back over his 

left hand. After Mr Sardis took his hand out from the fold, Mr Sinclair held that side down, and 

they repeated the procedure on the other side. Finally, Mr Sinclair synched his belt to reveal a 

tightly fitted shirt with two folds down the back, just like the black lines on the back of a wool 

dress gray blouse. 

 ñThat, thetes, is a shirt tuck.ò We were all told to work in pairs and were led through the 

procedure. Of course, ours did not look as neat and crisp. After all, we had never done this 

before. Nonetheless, we were assailed with yells and insults. 
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 Now that we were ñproperly dressedò (although it was evident from a great distance that we 

had a long way to go before looking like real Acropolis cadets), we were ordered back to our 

rooms to retrieve our drill gloves and rifles. The rest of the afternoon was spent learning the 

manual of arms and close-order drill. 

 At 4:00pm ï 1600 hours ï we were dismissed and told to start putting our rooms in order. 

Orrin and I reintroduced ourselves. In the hectic life of the first-day cadet recruit, first names 

were difficult to remember. Fortunately, we wore our last names on our chests. As for Tadd, who 

had taken charge of us and had kept us (momentarily) out of trouble after our haircuts, his name 

was long gone from my memory and his face but a hazy recollection, soon to join his name. 

 One name I did remember was Cadet Sergeant Sardis ï perhaps because I had associated it 

with the ancient Lydian capital burned by the Athenians and through that connected with The 

Acropolis; or perhaps simply because it was easier to remember a name once I had yelled it 

several times. Mr Sardis grabbed the screen door handle, opened it slightly, then slammed it into 

the door jam. That, as we would learn, was the way upperclassmen knocked. It certainly served 

to get the notice of the thetes in the room and to bring the room to attention. 

 Mr Sardis looked at me with his hand over his name tag. ñWho am I, thete?ò 

 ñSir, Mr Sardis, sir,ò I shouted out with confidence and not a little pride. 

 ñExcellent, thete!ò he proclaimed, with what looked to be a little pride in himself as well. 

ñIôm glad you remember my name, because you two are gonna to be in my Cadre squad. 

Meanwhile,ò he continued, ñIôm gonna show you how to put your room together.ò 

 ñThank you, sir!ò said Orrin, apparently wishing to join the conversation and perhaps 

encouraged by Mr Sardisô New England accent. It was the wrong thing to say, however. 

 ñDonôt you ever thank an upperclassman for performing his duty, thete! Iôm not showing you 

this because I like you. Iôm doing it because thatôs my job. Do you two thetes understand?ò 

 ñYes, sir, Mr Sardis, sir!ò we shouted in unison. 

 Mr Sardis showed us how to make a bed, with square tucked corners and the pillow the width 

of a Blue Book from the end. He showed us how to fold our socks around pieces of cardboard 

(that the laundry wrapped our shirts around) so they would lay flat on their appointed shelf in the 

press. He showed us where folded things were laid, where things on hangers were hung, and 

where various types of shoes were placed below the lower bunk. He introduced us to the 

cleaning supplies in the bucket under the sink ï the bucket that would be our trash can in the 

room and our wash bucket for cleaning the gallery. He pointed out the slips of paper with our 

names on them that had appeared sometime during the day on our desks. ñEach of you put your 

name in the slot on your bunk, press, desk, and bookcase, and in the slot behind your rifle. You 

see that slot on top of the mirror over the sink? Each week after Saturday Morning Inspection ï 

SMI ï youôll change the name. Each of you serves a week at a time as room orderly, responsible 

for everything in the room that doesnôt have a name on it ï like this filthy floor. Now get to work 

and assemble with your squad in front of the shower room at 1700 hours in bathrobes, field caps, 

name tags, and flip-flops. Donôt forget your soap, shampoo, and towel. Youôre gonna learn how 

to take a shower!ò 

 At precisely 5:00pm, all of us from the third division were lined up on the edge of the 

gallery, facing the latrine and shower room just this side of E Company. Mr Woodward was 

there, along with Mr Sardis, Mr Gunn, and one or two other sergeants. With our eyes looking 

straight ahead, it was always hard for us to tell just how many there were. 
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 ñTake one step forward,ò commanded the first sergeant. This took us off the outer row of 

tiles to which we were generally restricted, but it gave the sergeants room to walk behind us. It 

was always more intimidating if we could be surrounded. 

 Mr Woodward strode back and forth in front of the squad like Napoleon addressing his 

troops. He told us how to lather with soap and shampoo and rinse all in the time allotted to a 

thete to shower ï twelve seconds. In mid stride and mid sentence, he wheeled around toward me, 

almost touching nose to nose and bellowed, ñThis time, Cadet, Iôll overlook the fact that your 

name tagôs on upside down.ò 

 He quickly looked away, but not before I spied a slight wry smile on his lips. Could it be that 

he had done the same thing his thete year? Looking back on it, I had to admit that I smiled the 

same way whenever I caught a thete repeating one of my numerous blunders from freshman 

year. 

 At that moment, though, such thoughts were the furthest thing from my mind. Precisely what 

was on my mind was hard to tell because of the sheer panic that set in from all angles. I looked 

down instinctively, just to be closed in upon by two sergeants behind me, each yelling in 

different ways to keep my eyes straight ahead. One of them was Mr Gunn, as I could tell by the 

finger poking into my shoulder, at least until he was given a glance with a raised eyebrow from 

Mr Woodward. 

 We all received twelve seconds under the showers, the whole time with the sergeantsô voices 

reverberating so loudly from the walls that we could discern practically nothing of what they 

were saying. Finally, we were told to get back to our rooms and prepare for evening meal at 1800 

hours, including ties (tucked in between the second and third button) and with the other collar 

stays. 

 This time when we yelled our way onto the quadrangle, we were organized into our training 

squads. In the third squad, Mr Sardis arranged us by height (subtle as that difference may have 

been) with the tallest to our right. I was somewhere in the middle, and Mr Sardis was all the way 

over to the right, with Mr Gunn all the way over to the left. Again, we were in the second 

platoon, with most of the Cadre in the first. 

 After retreat and the lowering of the colors, we were marched off to mess and given 

ñpermanentò seating ï permanent being for the rest of September. A mess consisted of seven 

cadets, with two messes sharing a long table. Although most of them had a cadet officer and a 

sergeant at the head, mine was commanded by Mr Sardis as mess carver and by Mr Sinclair as 

assistant. After the meal, we were marched back in a group and ordered to go to our rooms and 

start shining our shoes. We should expect a visit from members of the Cadre, who would give us 

instruction. 

 In the small alcove room of third division, Orrin and I took out our shoes and polish. I put 

some water in the cap of my metal tin of polish, wrapped a soft handkerchief around the index 

and middle fingers of my right hand, and proceeded to spit-shine my shoes. But Orrin took out a 

brush and started buffing his. 

 ñThatôs not the way you do it,ò I informed him, wishing to be helpful. ñHere, Iôll show you 

how to spit-shine.ò 

 ñI know how to spit-shine,ò he asserted with an air of authority. ñThese are special Spanish 

leather. You donôt spit-shine them. They get just as good a shine buffing.ò 

 Air of authority or not, I knew that buffing would not work. So I tried to convince him that 

the only way to get the shine they wanted was to spit-shine. He dug in his heels and suggested 
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we wait for the upperclassmen, who would, no doubt, be duly impressed by his Spanish leather 

shoes. 

 Down the gallery, I could hear the slamming of screen doors that announced visits by 

members of the Training Cadre. I was afraid. If they came in here and saw me spit-shining my 

shoes and Orrin buffing his, I would look awfully bad. I thought of putting away my polish and 

buffing my shoes too, but I had no brush. 

 Just then, our door slammed and in walked Mr Woodward, followed closely by Mr Gunn and 

Mr Jung. It took the First Sergeant only a second to size up the situation, and he descended upon 

me in a rage. ñWhat are you doing, letting your roommate buff his shoes when you know how to 

spit-shine?ò he demanded in a genuinely angry voice. ñAre you trying to outshine your 

roommate? ôCause if you are, thatôs the lowest thing you can do, thete. Never, never, never try to 

outshine your roommate. He may be the only friend you ever have at this place. So what were 

you trying to do?ò 

 ñSir, I did try to...ò 

 ñQuiet, thete! What are the three answers you can give an upperclassman?ò 

 ñYes, sir. No, sir. No excuse, sir.ò 

 ñRight! Now I say again, what were you trying to do?ò 

 ñNo excuse, sir,ò I replied, feeling trapped and defeated. All the time, Orrin stood there 

silent. I wanted desperately for him to come to my rescue and explain about his wonderful 

Spanish leather shoes. But he was caught in the same dilemma I was ï something important to 

say and no permission to say it. 

 In the end, we were given a brief instruction in spit-shining, and they whisked out the door. 

But not before Mr Woodward spun around and growled at me, ñBe sure I never, ever catch you 

trying to outshine your roommate again!ò 

 I felt isolated by the accusation and by my roommateôs refusal (as I irrationally saw it) to 

stand up for me. I never allowed myself that close to Orrin. Something in the back of my mind 

kept warning me not to trust him, even though my reason said that he would not have been 

allowed to say anything. And besides, he was just as afraid as I was. Still, that irrational 

something in the back of my mind ushered me into a world of self-isolation. 

 That night, as we lay in our bunks, he turned over and looked down at me. ñIôm sorry about 

the shoes.ò 

 ñDonôt worry about it,ò I assured him. ñBy morning, theyôll have forgotten about it and have 

some new way to torment us.ò At least, I hoped they would forget about it. I hated to think that I 

had ruined my career at The Acropolis the very first day. 

 ñYou know something?ò I added, trying to be friendly and to overcome the tension that 

flowed through the room. ñI think I see two levels at work here. On the lower level is all the 

harassment we get. You know, óMove! Move! Move! Run up those stairs like greased lightning!ô 

Then on the upper level, things are governed by safety and training. This is the óOne at a time, 

thete! One at a time!ô level. And like Mr Gunn, poking us constantly with his finger. When he 

seems to get to carried away, Mr Woodward gives him a look or coughs, and he backs off.ò 

 ñSo?ò asked Orrin. ñHow does that help us?ò 

 ñDonôt you see?ò I continued with my analysis. ñThey really wonôt hurt us, at least not 

permanently. The lower level is applied with the oversight of the upper level ï brute force meted 

out only in accordance with reason.ò 



 

 

Cadetôs Dream, Toby Griffen        ©2008           29                               

 ñOh, great!ò Orrin exclaimed. ñIôm rooming with a philosopher! Okay, letôs say youôre right. 

What happens when Mr Gunn operates on the lower level and forgets about the upper level ï and 

Mr Woodward isnôt around to raise an eyebrow?ò 

 With that one question, I realized that I did indeed have something to fear. Someone 

operating on the lower level with no respect for the upper would be a sadist. Now I felt even 

more isolated and afraid than ever. 

 All cadets were required to carry delinquency slips in the lining of their field caps (with their 

names and units filled out and ready to present), just in case an officer or a senior-level cadet had 

reason to report them to the Commandantôs office. At the top of each slip was the motto 

ñDiscipline is training that makes punishment unnecessary.ò That was, of course, only if both 

levels were operating together. For an unchecked sadist, the motto should have read, ñDiscipline 

is punishment that makes training unnecessary.ò The more I thought about it, the more I feared. 

And the more I feared, the more isolated I felt. 

 I looked down at the luminous dials on the alarm clock that I had placed under my bunk. It 

was set to go off at 5:45, so we would have a half hour to get up, get ready, shine our shoes and 

brass, and be in place at the quadrangle by 6:15. At that time, five minutes before reveille, a 

bugler switched on the PA system and played first call, the tune best known for its use at horse 

races (the call to post) but traditionally the signal that a more substantive call was five or ten 

minutes away. It was at this first bugle call that the thetes would race out, yelling at the top of 

their lungs, to their positions on the quadrangle; and we wanted to be ready for whatever this 

new day would throw at us. Was it really only our first full day at The Acropolis? 

 As I fell asleep, I worried about the levels. Perhaps even more than that though, I worried 

about worrying about the levels. Where had I got such an idea? It was not at all typical for me. 

Yet, somewhere deep inside me there was something telling me about higher levels and lower 

levels, and how the one must govern the other, lest disaster ensue. 
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 CHAPTER FIVE 

 THE THETE SYSTEM 

 

 

 Whatever special surprise that first full day had to throw at us took its time coming. All day, 

we drilled, and we went to orientation sessions about The Acropolis, its history, and the various 

facets of its operation. We had physical training, or PT, in which we ran with our rifles around 

and around the road encircling the parade ground. We ate our three meals in the mess hall, 

always making sure that the mess carver and his assistant were properly and generously served. 

We attended the various formations and listened to announcements we could not understand. The 

only announcement we did understand at the end of evening meal was an ominous one ï ñThe 

Thete System will officially begin this evening at 2200 hours, gentleman,ò followed by a sinister 

laugh from all of the Training Cadres. 

 After evening meal, we were marched back to the quadrangle and ordered to report in 

bathrobes and field caps ï the usual barracks ñlounge wearò of thetes ï to the second division 

alcove room at 1930 hours sharp. We heard the same orders being given to the other three 

infantry companies. The Regimental Band was to meet in their southwest alcove, behind the big 

H. 

 As Orrin and I drove down the stairs to the second division in our bathrobes and field caps, 

we were herded into a line forming from the corner opposite the alcove room back to the latrine. 

Once everyone was present, we were marched down the little extension of the gallery into the 

large alcove room. Although I had lived next to an empty one for almost two days now, I had no 

idea what one of these large rooms looked like. 

 The outer corner room was circular, following the wall of the turret at the corner of the 

building. At the far end, Mr Powell and his executive officer, Mr Woodward and several of his 

sergeants, and Mr Sinclair stood motionless behind a wooden desk. We were crowded together in 

front of the desk so closely that we were pressing against each other. The room was hot, not just 

from the press of scared bodies, but also from the radiators, which had been turned on to 

contribute to the effect. 

 The room was far too small for three dozen thetes, and we were only allowed half of it. As 

the sergeants pushed us together, I thought of what the higher-level interpretation of this action 

might be. Clearly, it was to force us into unity, to make us all slip together into one. 

 Unfortunately, it had the opposite effect on me. The more I was squeezed together with my 

classmates, the more isolated and alone I felt. I did not want to feel this way, and I was totally 

aware that the feeling was wrong ï wrong on any level. Yet, this was how I felt. 

 To make matters worse, as soon as we had been squashed together as tightly as we could be, 

we were ordered by several loud voices in unison, ñSit down, thetes! Sit! Sit! Sit! Whatôs the 

matter with you? I want all your bottoms on this floor immediately.ò We ended up in a tangled 

mess, with me feeling even less a part of the unity than before. 

 Finally, Mr Woodward stepped up onto the table in the circular part of the room. From our 

lowly vantage point, we could see just how impressively muscular and powerful he was. He 

stood erect, slapping a brand new Marine swagger stick in his hand and glaring at us with an 

intensity that gave us shivers in the stifling hot room. 
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 ñThetes,ò he began, ñI am your First Sergeant, Mr Woodward. If you ever have the 

misfortune to have to visit me in my room two doors down from here at the bottom of the 

stairwell, you will place your nose against the Marine first-sergeant device on my screen and 

report. For now, all you need to know about me is that Iôm five foot seven, weigh 180 pounds ï 

all of it muscle ï and have a 20 inch neck. After weôre done with you here, I want you all to 

return to your rooms and write a letter to your parents giving them that information.ò 

 The speech went on about his expectations ï actually demands ï for us, how difficult the 

thete year was going to be, and why we had all been ill-advised as to come here in the first place 

ï wretched, unmilitary, useless beings that we were. This was the worst class ever to enroll at 

The Acropolis, and he took it as his special duty ï and pleasure ï to run out anyone he did not 

see as fit for the System. 

 It was the standard speech. Just as the General had his, the first sergeant of each company 

had his speech as well. Needless to say, we took the latter to be far more important and certainly 

less boring than the former. When he had finished his harangue and introduced us to all the other 

members of the Training Cadre, he concluded in a threatening tone, ñNow get back to your 

rooms and write that letter while youôre still able. At 2200 hours report in the uniforms youôre 

wearing now to your station by the quadrangle for, let us say, a very special introduction to the 

Thete System. Now get out of here! Move! Move! Move out of here like greased lightning!ò All 

the other sergeants joined in the chorus. The cadet officers stood back, silently watching. 

 We all ran to our rooms, and each one of us wrote the same letter to our parents. For some, it 

would be the first of many letters begging their parents to allow them to withdraw from The 

Acropolis. In his standard speech, General Mitchell had already given warning that the letters 

would come, and he urged the parents to be sympathetic, but firm in their resolution that we 

would all become Acropolis Men. 

 At 2200 hours, we stood ready to roll out onto the quadrangle. The bugle sounded a single 

note, followed by screams from cadet sergeants to get out there. We stood in formation without 

our squad leaders at the ends of the squads and without our company commander and first 

sergeant in front of us. We were all alone when the flood lights suddenly went out, leaving us in 

the dark. Over the public address system wafted the sad, lonely strains of ñOld Folks at Home,ò 

played wavering on a harmonica. 

 ñGentlemen,ò the official-sounding announcement began over the PA system, reverberating 

from the silent walls. ñThe Thete System for the class of 1968 is now in effect.ò 

 Immediately, the lights glared down with unexpected brilliance as Cadremen who had been 

hiding in the shadows, lying in wait, now waited no longer but descended upon us screaming at 

the tops of their lungs. ñGet that chin in, thete! I wanna see that chin come out the back of your 

neck! Itôs called a brace, thete, and that chin wonôt come back out again for nine months! Youôre 

a waste, thete, Iôm gonna run you out of this place! Get those shoulders back! Get that stomach 

in!ò 

 Over and over we were each told to ñHit it, and give me ten!ò At this point in the System, the 

maximum number of push-ups an upperclassman could order at any one time was ten. The 

number increased through the year as we got into shape. That was the theory ï the higher-level 

purpose. In reality, and especially on Thete Night, each order to hit it was followed by another 

voice giving the same command. Now it was not just Mr Gunn, but all the sergeants who were 

poking, poking, poking with their fingers and knuckles, giving concrete emphasis to their words. 

All around me, thetes were giving out. I was fortunate in having been an athlete in high school, 
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so I gave out later than most. The bad side of it was that I got to give out with a lot more 

sergeants yelling in my ear. 

 After what seemed like hours, but was in reality only thirty minutes, the bugle sounded 

tattoo, and every man was ordered to return to his quarters. Yes, the Thete System had officially 

begun ï a hectic routine of bracing, doing push-ups, being yelled at, moving always in double-

time. 

 

 All day Thursday and Friday, the torment continued, only occasionally broken up by 

instructional sessions overseen by Army or Air Force officers. We marched and jogged in 

formation, with and without rifles, all over campus from the parade ground to the mosquito-

infested marshes behind the Armory. 

 Meals became things to be dreaded. We had to sit at a brace on the first three inches of our 

chairs and serve our upperclassmen. When we wanted to eat we had to hold our plates between 

stiff, praying hands and shout out, ñSir, Mr Sardis, sir. Would you or Mr Sinclair care for this 

food, sir?ò We especially feared what would happen when we were integrated into the company 

and two of us had to serve five upperclassmen, shouting ñSir, Mr Sardis, sir. Would you or any 

of these other fine, refined, and otherwise highly sophisticated Southern gentlemen ï and N grim 

Yankees ï care for this food, sir?ò When ï and even whether ï we would be able to eat then was 

a matter of great concern to us (although, of course, we had never heard of an Acropolis cadet 

starving to death). 

 Finally, after a parade on Friday ï a custom that would continue every Friday afternoon for 

the rest of our time at the Academy ï we were gathered together by Mr Jarmon, the supply 

sergeant, to learn how to take our rifles apart and prepare them for the next morningôs inspection, 

our first SMI. Over and over again we dismantled our M1 rifles and put them back together 

again, and we were finally told to practice it in our rooms until we could do it blindfolded. He 

also ordered us to ñburl and urlò our rifles. Although Mr Jarmon was a fellow Marylander, he 

came from the Eastern Shore, and it took me a while to figure out that he wanted us to ñboilò our 

rifles ï to use hot water to remove the old oil ï and to replace it with a thin coat of new oil. 

Boiling was a procedure that, if asked about by Major Cantwell ï the Tactical Officer (an active 

duty military officer who was assigned to the company and who also served as a military science 

instructor) ï we had to deny, since it was definitely against military regulations. But it was also 

the only way to get the rifle clean. 

 That evening, Orrin and I cleaned our rifles and started preparing our room for SMI. Of 

course, we were exhausted and overwrought. At 10:30 we heard tattoo over the PA system and 

decided that we would have to get up early in the morning ï about 4:00am ï to finish. I put two 

alarm clocks (both Orrinôs and my own) under my bunk, just to make sure. Neither of us heard 

taps at 11:00 that night. 

 During the night, I had a strange dream. I dreamt that I heard a grotesque sound, like an 

otherworldly alarm clock going off. But it sounded as though it came from a great distance. I 

traveled down a country road till I found myself face-to-face with a giant alarm clock that 

wavered and melted before me when I touched it, like some animated surreal painting by 

Salvador Dali. Then I had another dream, in which the sound returned. This time, I seemed to be 

looking below my bunk at a monstrously large alarm clock that appeared to be growing out of 

the floor beside my shoes. I performed some ritual that I must have learned in the earlier dream, 

and the sound stopped. 
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 The next thing I heard was the bugle playing first call ï the most jolting and terrifying bugle 

call a thete can hear between sleeping and waking. We sprang from our bunks, disoriented and 

still exhausted. We had no time for such niceties as brushing our teeth, much less polishing our 

shoes and brass, but we immediately started throwing on our clothes, neglecting such details as 

shirt tucks. We could hear our classmates yelling as they ran out to their places on the 

quadrangle. We were doomed. 

 ñDidnôt you hear the alarm clocks?ò Orrin snapped. ñThey were right under your bunk.ò 

 ñDidnôt you hear them?ò I retorted, feeling both insulted and ashamed. 

 ñYeah. But I was just as wiped out as you were.ò 

 We managed a weak laugh at both of our expenses, and we tore out the door, down the small 

extension hall, and onto the gallery. There we were met by our classmates who were all 

scurrying back to their rooms. I wondered if this was some continuation of my surreal dreams of 

the previous night. 

 ñAttention to orders, attention to orders,ò came crackling over the PA system. ñThe uniform 

of the day is now raincoats. I say again, the uniform of the day is now raincoats. That is all.ò 

 Never before had Fortune smiled upon me so broadly, so benevolently, so ironically. With 

the scramble back up the stairs, the fumbling with raincoats, and the mad dash back down the 

stairs, our classmates would not look so much better than we did that the upperclassmen would 

realize that we had not prepared ï only that we had very poorly prepared. Above all, no one 

would know that we had not made it to breakfast formation on time. 

 Of course, we were all severely reprimanded at the mess hall for our poor appearance. And 

Orrin and I were singled out as the worst of the lot. Nonetheless, our appearance was not so 

relatively bad as to be worthy of any punishments that would keep us from getting back to our 

room as soon after mess as we could to try to throw things together. 

 The personal inspections on the gallery were marked by rain splashing in on us, further 

saving us from disgrace; and the wet raincoats with their billowing capes had made enough of a 

mess in all of the rooms to at least partially cover for us there as well. Once again, we were 

certainly the worst, but not so egregious as to warrant anything more than the greatest amount of 

punishment. 

 The worst was indeed yet to come, though. So long as we were preparing, being inspected, 

getting yelled at, and doing push-ups, I had neither the time nor the energy to think. Once it was 

all over, most of the upperclassmen went into town, leaving me time to sit down and take stock. 

For the first time, it dawned on me that I might not become Regimental Commander after all ï 

not because of my height, but because I was just not Regimental-Commander material. 

 Now, this realization should have served to draw me closer to my classmates, to convince me 

(if I needed convincing) that I was no better than they were and that we were all in the same 

predicament. But it did not do this. Nor did it convince me that I was any worse than my 

classmates ï I still had dreams of making corporal at the end of the year, just not guidon 

corporal. Instead, it simply seemed to isolate me further, to separate me from the rest not as a 

matter of fact, but as a matter of Fate. 

 All the rest of that day, I worked on polishing and cleaning whatever should have been 

polished and cleaned early that morning. Since I could not excel, I set myself a new goal: I 

would at least do well enough to be invisible, somewhere in the middle, where I could be 

overlooked by everyone ï by the upperclassmen and even by my own classmates. Survival was a 

task to be achieved alone. 
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 The next morning, after being allowed to ñsleep inò an extra hour, most of us formed up to be 

marched to general Protestant services at the Chapel. The Roman Catholics, Jews, and Orthodox 

were led off to their own services at various parts of the campus. The Episcopalians, who 

abounded in Charleston, had already arisen an hour early (the normal time) to attend to their 

services at the Chapel before the Protestants. 

 For the first time in the history of the Military Academy of the South, there arose the 

ñproblemò of Buddhists. Starting with our class, the government of Thailand sent two young men 

per year to be educated at The Acropolis, so they could return and serve as officers in the Thai 

Army. Since they were characteristically shorter than the average American, we ended up with 

one of them in H Company ï the other was in the at-least as-short I Company. 

 Our cadet was a particularly affable young man with a name that none of us could 

pronounce. So we all ï upperclassmen and thetes alike ï called him Guy, which was close 

enough to part of his first name to work. I do not know if it was from his Buddhist background, 

but he was certainly one of the most stoic individuals I had ever met. But he was not stoic like 

some puritanical, humorless Cato. He was congenial and laughed easily and heartily among 

friends. I took an immediate liking to him, and since I was majoring in modern languages, I 

decided to attempt calling him by his real name. After a few weeks of mispronunciations, he 

finally smiled and told me, ñJust relax and call me Guy. Iôm the same óguyô no matter what you 

call me, anyway!ò 

 On that first Sunday, though, Guy presented a major problem for the company. Since he did 

not fit into any of the other categories for services, he had to report to the general Protestant 

formation. But, of course, he was far from a Protestant by any definition. 

 Sergeant Gunn was the one who first broached the topic. As we were formed up and ready to 

march out the front sally port, he approached First Sergeant Woodward and said, ñWhatôre we 

gonna do about Guy? Frankly I donôt think he should hafta go to religious services he doesnôt 

believe in, but as the regulations stand now, he hasta come to this formation. I sure donôt wanna 

see our first Thai cadet get burned.ò 

 My ears perked up at this for a couple of reasons. First of all, it became clear that Mr Gunn 

was not in fact a sadist ï one who operated only on the lower, brutish level ï but he was quite 

capable of seeing the reasons for things. He even appeared to be genuinely concerned for Guyôs 

religious freedom. Compounding that bit of confusion, I was curious that he should use the term 

ñburned.ò The first thing that popped into my mind was that he thought Guy would burn in 

perdition. But then it occurred to me that this was a term used for receiving demerits. At that 

point, the dilemma was clear: Guy should not be forced into a religion he did not believe in, but 

he had to be a part of this formation. 

 From the corner of my eye, I could see Mr Woodward pondering the problem. ñOkay,ò he 

finally concluded, ñthis is a required military formation. So Guy forms up with us as required. 

Thereôs also a military formation in front of the Chapel. But thereôs nothing in the regulations 

prohibiting him from leaving the line as it enters the Chapel ï thereôs no formation in the Chapel 

itself.ò 

 As it turned out, the Commandant agreed with Mr Woodward. From then on, the two Thai 

cadets (and all those yet to come) would break off from the line going into the Chapel and would 

repair to Mitchell Hall, where they could hold their own religious discussions and meditations. 
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 Once again, my mind focused on the two levels of the System. Mr Woodward may have been 

very strict in making sure the Thete System was enforced fully and properly, and Mr Gunn may 

have been extremely enthusiastic about the execution of the System (or of us, as it appeared from 

our angle), but all of this was carried out in accordance with the higher-level plan. 

 After Chapel, I polished and cleaned. And as I performed these menial tasks my mind was 

free to contemplate the levels. As before, however, I wondered not only about the relationship 

between the higher-level thought and the lower-level action, but even more about why my mind 

should be thus occupied. Where were these thoughts coming from? 

 Then there was that ñotherò thought ï a thought that seemed occasionally to come to me from 

another world, another time. Was this The Acropolis? Was there not some other name? Or was it 

really some other place, some other universe altogether? Some things did seem vaguely familiar. 

Yet, I had a foreboding that some things would be disturbingly different. But different from 

what? 

 

 On the next day, my feelings of isolation were extended beyond the debacle of my first SMI 

and into the academic. Monday, the thetes were assembled in the quadrangle to be called out for 

their first faculty advisement. We were ordered to run to the front sally port when our majors 

were called out, and, of course, we had to yell at the top of our lungs as we ran. 

 The majors proceeded alphabetically, with thetes running and yelling from all four infantry 

companies and the band. Business Administration was first, and a roar went up as the majors 

filled the sally port. The roars were somewhat more muted for Chemistry, Civil Engineering, 

Education, Electrical Engineering, and English. A mighty chorus sounded for History, perhaps 

the most popular major at the Military Academy of the South. Mathematics was decidedly less 

popular, with yells proceeding from only one or two cadets in each company. 

 Then came Modern Languages, including major programs in French, German, and Spanish. 

One lone voice called out pitifully on the seemingly marathon distance from H Company to the 

sally port. I assumed I had made some mistake and had run forth uncalled for. But F Companyôs 

guidon corporal in the sally port looked at me and asked with no emotion, ñModern Languages?ò 

 ñYes, sir,ò I replied, suppressing any show of disappointment. 

 ñThis way,ò he said as he led me around the parade ground to Philanthropos Hall. On the 

way, he asked me my name in a curiously friendly manner. Disarmed by his openness, I 

answered with my full name. 

 ñOnly your last name, thete!ò he barked in reply. 

 When we arrived on the third floor of the hall, he showed me to the office of Lieutenant 

Colonel Dunbar. Once more, I made the mistake of recognizing the corporalôs kindness by 

thanking him. 

 ñYou donôt thank me, thete. You never thank an upperclassman for performing his job. I 

brought you here because those were my orders, not because I like you!ò And he left. 

 Sufficiently chastised and utterly lonely, I waited for Colonel Dunbar. In a few moments, an 

elderly, preoccupied man in a constant bustle burst through the door, muttering about being late. 

He was a senior associate professor in the South Carolina Militia ï the ñunorganizedò militia that 

formed the faculty and staff of the Academy and that was designated by SC on their lapels. As 

with all SC officers, his military rank reflected his academic position. Reservists and military 

retirees, on the other hand, were allowed to wear their federal uniforms with the US on their 

lapels, and their ranks were not so informative of their academic standing. 
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 As Colonel Dunbar shuffled hastily through a pile of papers, I noticed that his brass was a 

strange mixture of brown, black, and green. I learned later that about ten years earlier, he had 

removed the lacquer from his brass, shined it to perfection, and showed up in the department 

proclaiming in every language he knew, ñDonôt I just shine?ò The incredulous stares of his 

colleagues convinced him never to try that again; but at this point, the protective lacquer was 

gone and the brass had begun its long trek to total corrosion. 

 Colonel Dunbar was one of those brilliant thinkers who had a hard time connecting with the 

real world. He could walk across the parade ground reading a book and trip, only to continue 

reading lying down. My sophomore year, he came into my Greek class (next to the Presidentôs 

office in Techne Hall ï a good distance from the rest of the language classrooms in 

Philanthropos) three times in a row rattling away in Spanish to a train of seniors trying to keep 

up with him. When he set his book down and looked at us, we informed him, ñSir, this is Greek.ò 

ñOf course,ò he asserted with confidence, slammed his book shut, and abruptly departed in the 

same fashion. Yet, he could carry on simultaneous conversations in French, German, and 

Spanish while walking down the hall, never missing a point. 

 On this day, Colonel Dunbar examined my papers, looked at me closely, and advised that I 

take first year French. 

 ñBut, sir,ò I hesitantly protested, ñIôm a German major.ò 

 ñYes, yes,ò he replied impatiently, ñI see that. But as a German major, youôll still have to 

have at least a minor in French. No, not Spanish, French!ò 

 After two years of German in high school, I did not want to leave it fallow and asked if there 

was any possibility that I could take some German as an elective. 

 ñNo, no, no, no,ò he stated emphatically. ñThereôs no room for an elective this year. You 

have to take composition and English literature, introduction to general chemistry, college 

algebra (first semester), trigonometry (second semester), survey of American history, ROTC ï 

uh, Army, in your case,ò he noted, looking at my papers, ñand, of course, a modern language. In 

your case, French.ò 

 So now I was even isolated from the subject I wanted to study most. I wondered why I had 

even been required to come to advisement, but this became evident when he handed me a stack 

of cards. 

 ñNow, take these to registration on Wednesday. Iôd advise you to register for chemistry first. 

It has a lab requirement, and itôs terribly difficult to register for all your classes until thatôs 

settled. You might have all your other, lecture courses in place, and the chemistry lab will throw 

the whole plan out of kilter, so youôll have to start all over again.ò As he spoke, his head wagged 

and his arms flailed about to demonstrate the confusion I would be facing at registration. 

 

 As it turned out, his advice was solid. But I still ended up remaking my schedule several 

times to fit everything in. Wandering around the crowded Armory that Wednesday, I wondered 

why, since I had no choice in subjects and there was no particular reason to choose certain times 

over others (and I did not know which professors I would prefer for the basic courses), the 

schedule could not have been done up for me ahead of time, the same way my curriculum had 

been. Some time during that semester, The Acropolis discovered computers, and my wish 

(shared by many, many other frustrated cadets) was granted. 

 As always, I felt ever-more isolated in the crush of registration. Not only did I feel alone and 

dejected from the military aspect of The Acropolis, but now I felt the same way from the 
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academic. The one thing that gave me some hope was the fact that I had taken all of the 

academic courses in high school (except French, although I had taken Latin). My plan was to 

coast as much as possible in my courses, relying upon all that I had learned in what was, after all, 

one of the top school districts in the country. This would leave me time to ... well, survive. 

 Needless to say, this was not a wise plan. Like so many other students before me, I would 

find out all too well that high school mathematics and chemistry were not quite as advanced as 

college. And when you add the Thete System to it, the result could border on the catastrophic. 
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 CHAPTER SIX 

 THE ACROPOLIS CHRISTIAN FELLOWSHIP 

 

 

 In between advisement and registration, the upperclassmen returned. At noon on Tuesday, 15 

September, the quadrangle bustled with them. In addition to those with the familiar rank insignia, 

we saw cadets with numbers on their right collars ï 1 for seniors (officially designated as 

firstclassmen), 2 for juniors (secondclassmen), and 3 for sophomores (thirdclassmen). These 

were the privates who made up about half of the upperclassmen in the Corps of Cadets and none 

of the Training Cadre. 

 These returning upperclassmen had little to do with us. They formed up in another large 

platoon to our right and generally left us alone. From time to time, the seniors and juniors would 

observe us with undisguised humor, though the sophomores would view us with contempt and 

resentment for not having it as hard as they had had it the previous year. Sophomoresô memories 

were an odd thing: They remembered the isolated periods of torment and imagined that these 

must have stretched out unabated for nine months. 

 Classes started on Thursday. As first-semester thetes, we had to form up at designated 

locations outside the academic buildings for roll call. An upperclassman assigned a ñsection 

marcherò to perform this duty and to march us into class. The section marcher would then make 

his report to the professor, and we would begin class. Generally, the professors seemed mildly 

annoyed by all of this and looked forward to dispensing with the formality second semester, as 

did we. Section marchers would continue to be assigned all four years for calling roll and 

reporting absences though, a burden the professors did appear to appreciate being taken off their 

shoulders. 

 We went through a parade that Friday afternoon ï not a full-dress parade, as we thetes did 

not have the uniforms yet, but a rather low-key affair in light gray cotton uniforms (starched so 

much that you had to force your hand through the trousers before you could fit your legs into 

them), black garrison (service) hats, white gloves, and white webbing around our waists and 

across our chests. The webbing was held together with brightly polished waist plates and domed 

breast plates, and the webbing across our chests held a highly polished leather cartridge box three 

fingers below the waist webbing behind us. 

 After the next morningôs SMI, we were actually allowed off campus for the first time. While 

the upperclassmen cut dashing figures in their salt-and-pepper (gray wool blouse over white 

trousers) or in their dress white uniforms with their light, Acropolis-blue shoulder boards, we 

looked rather pathetic in our ill-fitting and sloppy light gray cottons. 

 I walked down Moultrie Street to King Street, turned right and proceeded downtown, as 

Herm had guided me so very, very long ago ï almost two weeks. Trudging along the street 

toward the Francis Marion Hotel and noting the familiar sites I had seen before, I kept looking 

around at taller cadet recruits, hoping to see him. While I had readily forgotten such classmates 

as Tadd and would not get to know them again for a while, Herm stuck in my mind. If I could 

only have found him again, I was sure he would have guided me through more of my ordeal. 

 At chapel on Sunday, I witnessed for the first time the sword ceremony. Two parallel squads 

of cadets marched in with swords and arched them for the procession of the flag. It struck me as 
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too much militarism and nationalism in the chapel, especially since I had been raised in a church 

that espoused strict separation of church and state. 

 But for me personally, the sword ceremony was even more depressing than it may have been 

for someone else of my background. Already, I had experienced the restricting, lonely feeling of 

isolation first from the military and then from the academic. Now, I could add the religious 

dimension to the list of things closing me off from life at The Acropolis. It would, however, get 

worse ï far worse. 

 

 On Monday evening, all thetes were required to attend the first meeting of their particular 

religious fellowship. At retreat formation, Supply Sergeant Jarmon called out our names from a 

clipboard and informed us of the group appropriate to our affiliation. I was assigned to the 

largest group ï The Acropolis Christian Fellowship, or ACF. 

 The ACF was a general Protestant group found under various different names on many 

campuses around the country. The pastor of my home church had already urged me to go to its 

meetings, although he probably did not expect that I would have no choice in the matter, at least 

for the first time. Indeed, I am sure he would have been appalled to find out how much a state 

college was integrating religion with militarism and nationalism. 

 The rationalization for this integration was that most of us would serve at least for some time 

as officers in the armed forces. In this capacity, we might well be called upon to counsel and 

bolster our soldiers in their faith, whatever that faith might happen to be. Lurking behind this 

military justification, however, was a sense growing stronger in the country that America was 

fundamentally Christian and should express this Christianity as an aspect of nationalism. It had 

only been a decade since the phrase ñunder Godò had been added to the Pledge of Allegiance, 

over the strong objection of my pastor: ñAmerica ï land of religious freedom. In America you 

are free to worship any way you wish, so long as you pledge allegiance to the Christian God!ò 

 But in the more conservative sections of society ï and that certainly included The Acropolis 

ï the addition was taken as a basic statement and affirmation that this was a Christian country, 

the New Jerusalem. More importantly perhaps, it was seen as a blow to free the country from the 

perceived ñPaganò traditions of the Jeffersonian Enlightenment, with its unbounded tolerance of 

things that such conservatives did not want to see tolerated. 

 On the evening of 21 September, with a completely full moon rising over Mitchell Hall, I 

joined into a long line of thetes shuffling out of each barrackôs front sally port and making our 

way somewhat sullenly through the gutter on the outer part of the street from the parade ground 

ï where thetes were required to walk. Ahead of me I could see cadet recruits peeling off to their 

meetings in various buildings; and when I turned right in front of the Engineering School I 

noticed that another line was moving on the far side of the parade ground as well. 

 In an odd sort of way, I felt guided by the full moon, and this brought Herm firmly back into 

my mind. Would he be there, too? Or was his guidance only for when the moon had set? With 

such peculiar thoughts in my mind, I finally walked in the remnants of the line to the stairs 

leading into the front doors of Mitchell Hall, while carefully avoiding the Acropolis plaque (a 

gift from some previous class). Any thete who stepped on it had to polish it with a tooth brush. 

 The ACF met in the large conference room in the middle of the second floor, just above the 

main entrance on the west; and it was reached by taking either one of two curved stairways, one 

south and one north. Entering the door on the east wall of the room, I had my first real encounter 

with cadets outside my company. Although the only readily apparent difference was one of 
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height, coming out of H Company it looked to me like a truly heterogeneous assemblage. 

Besides the towering giants, especially from First and Fourth Battalion, what struck me most was 

the great variety of insignia I saw on the collars. Reading from left to right as I saw them, I 

beheld such new and exotic combinations as 1R (a senior private from R Company), staff-

sergeant chevron L (a junior platoon sergeant from L Company), two round dots lyre (a senior 

first lieutenant from Band Company), three round dots S (a captain from one of the battalion 

staffs), a lozenge on each collar (a major on regimental staff). As for the thetes, all we had were 

4ôs to show our rank (or lack thereof) ï we had not even received our company letters, for we 

had not yet been formally received into our companies. 

 Then I saw a thete across the room. Although I could only see him from the rear and a bit off 

to his right side, I knew he was a thete from his ill-fitting uniform and absurdly short hair. Could 

this be Herm? I hastily wove my way through the crowd ï being sure not to touch any 

upperclassmen ï until I was right behind him. ñIs that you, Herm?ò 

 He turned around to look down at me with steel-gray eyes that lacked any glimmer of humor. 

No, this was definitely not Herm. The little bit of a tuft left of his hair in front was light brown. 

ñNo,ò he replied, ñIôm Christopher, Christopher Adams, from D Company, First Battalion.ò He 

extended his hand and shook mine warmly, though his eyes were still cold and his smile a bit 

forced. 

 ñIôm sorry,ò I blurted out, ñI thought you were someone else.ò Somewhat embarrassed, I 

introduced myself. 

 ñOh, thatôs okay,ò he assured me in his thick Up-Country South Carolina accent. ñYouôre the 

first of my classmates Iôve met from H Company. In fact, youôre the first from Second Battalion. 

I donôt get around much, you see,ò he quipped, this time with a flicker of a genuine, if somewhat 

ironic smile. 

 We struck up a forgetful conversation and a lasting acquaintance. Over the next couple years, 

I would get to know Christopher better, although I would never get to know him well. At least, I 

would not get to know him well enough until it was too late. 

 At last, he revealed something of his hopes and dreams. ñYou know, someday Iôm gonna be 

President of the Acropolis Christian Fellowship. I just can just feel it in my bones.ò 

 ñOh,ò I replied noncommittally, finding it to be a rather odd thing to say in itself, and 

especially to a new acquaintance. 

 ñYou see,ò he explained, evidently sensing my curiosity, ñthe President of the ACF is offered 

a full scholarship for graduate studies at the NCBC.ò 

 ñThe NCBC?ò I asked, carefully repeating the unfamiliar acronym. 

 ñWell, yes. The NCBC,ò he asserted firmly, surprised that I was not familiar with it. He 

continued with a bit too much patience for the slow witted, ñThatôs the North Charleston Bible 

College. Only the finest such institution in the Great State of South Carolina! And besides,ò he 

added with a half-smile, ñmy daddy has ... let us say ... a little óinfluenceô there.ò 

 Silently, I decided that I had a lot to learn about the Great State of South Carolina, and I was 

not completely confident that all of it would suit me. Just then, Christopher Adams was called 

over to a group of upperclassmen, who were standing off in a corner discussing something very 

seriously by themselves. 

 At that point, I realized that I was separated from the classmates of my company and I 

suddenly felt alone and adrift. I slowly started ambling to where I thought they might be, all the 

while looking around for 4ôs on cadets about my height. Several times, I nervously attempted to 
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put my hands in my pockets, only to relearn that the gray cottons had only one back pocket 

designed for a wallet (which, on the rare instances that we carried one, we stuffed into our socks 

anyway, so as not to break any more starch in our trousers than we had to) and a small watch 

pocket (which we used for holding our Acropolis identity cards and tightly folded dollars and 

change). 

 Turning slowly around to my right, I was surprised by a sophomore corporal with a clipboard 

right in front of me. I started and stepped back slightly, nearly colliding with a junior sergeant. 

The sophomore looked at my name tag, and then ran his pen down a list on his clipboard. 

 ñAh, youôre the cadet from Bethesda!ò He exclaimed, appearing genuinely glad to see me 

there. ñIôve been looking forward to meeting you. Iôm from just across the river in Alexandria. 

Our churches are very close and do a lot together, though I donôt think weôve met before.ò 

 To my utter astonishment, he stuck out his hand ï an upperclassman, sticking out his hand to 

a thete was befuddling, to say the least. But his smile was genuine, and his eyes shone with a 

friendly, though not overly pious glint. He was handsome, with well-proportioned, soft features 

that matched his dark brown hair and hazel eyes. He was from E Company in my battalion, 

though he was slightly taller than Christopher Adams ï perhaps he had grown since last year, or 

perhaps the system was not completely fool-proof. Feeling self-conscious, and noting that some 

other sophomores nearby were looking over askance at the situation, I hesitantly raised my hand, 

which he grabbed and shook firmly. 

 ñMy nameôs Owen Hughes,ò he continued, ñand I think you can be a great asset to the ACF. 

We need people with your church background to help run things.ò 

 Astonished, I stood there mute with my hand being pumped up and down in what seemed to 

be slow motion. I did not know what he meant by my ñchurch background,ò and I certainly did 

not know how I was expected to help ñrun things.ò I had come to The Acropolis with the 

ambition either to rise to general through the military track or to professor and dean through the 

academic. I was so confused that I hardly comprehended what he said next. 

 ñWhen it has to do with matters pertaining to the ACF, just call me Owen. Otherwise, itôll 

have to be Mr Hughes at this point.ò 

 Totally flabbergasted, I blurted out to the best of my ability, ñYes, sir, Mr Hu... M... uh, 

Owen ..., sir.ò 

 He placed his hand on my shoulder, let back his head, and gave a good natured laugh that 

you would have expected from a knight at the Round Table. ñOkay, okay,ò he added through a 

broad smile, ñthatôs too much for you now. But I have a feeling weôre going to get along fine ï 

eventually.ò 

 Owen Hughes noted my room number on his clipboard and mercifully let me go to try to find 

the classmates from my company. He seemed like an awfully nice young man, the kind I would 

have taken an immediate liking to in any other circumstance. 

 My search was cut short in its first moment, however, by a sudden rise in volume from the 

discussion in the corner. Someone at the far end of the group was making a highly stylized 

proclamation ï the kind that comedians would use to parody Southern preachers. I could not 

catch the particulars of what he was saying, but I could tell that it ended with a reference to ñthe 

Triumph of Christianity.ò 

 Not sure what the phrase meant, but definitely sure that it carried some significance with 

which I was unfamiliar (and decidedly uneasy), I scurried back to Owen ï Mr Hughes ï like a 

scared rabbit. Owen was standing there with his lips pursed and a worried look in his eyes. 
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 He looked at me kindly. Although he was slightly taller than Christopher Adams, it seemed 

as though he looked straight at me ï not down. ñThose are our Literalists,ò he said in a tone of 

voice consistent with being forced to acknowledge his cousins who had gone over to the 

Communist Party. 

 ñDonôt worry. Theyôre distinctly in the minority,ò he continued; but adding with conviction, 

ñand weôre determined to keep it that way.ò 

 I looked at him quizzically, but he went no further. So I decided to make a slight detour from 

my search and drift over to that corner to see what they were talking about. Something about 

them told me that I was not interested in joining their circle, but that I needed to find out what it 

was about them that made me so apprehensive. 

 Since I had already met Christopher Adams, I decided to sidle up next to him. He glanced 

down at me with a cocked head and raised eyebrow, but he said nothing. Several sophomores in 

the group ï they were mainly sophomore privates ï gave me a threatening look. But then they 

seemed to note that I was with Christopher, so it was all right. 

 There were several conversations going on throughout their circle, and I had always found 

such situations confusing to the point that I could not focus on any one dialogue. What I could 

glean from them was a fervent desire to bring in more members of their kind. They called it 

ñsaving souls.ò They wanted to straighten out this organization, which I took to be the ACF, 

though it could have been The Acropolis, the state, or the whole country, for all I could make out 

in the confusing coalescence of conversations. 

 From what I could tell, and from what I would soon learn, the Literalistsô main belief was in 

a literal, word-for-word interpretation of scripture as historical fact. Whatever spiritual 

significance or meaning it might have was beside the point ï too esoteric and flighty for their 

consideration. Accordingly, as cadets they emphasized the strictest, harshest enforcement of the 

Thete System, in keeping with what I had determined to be an adherence to the lower-level 

brutality without concern for the upper-level reasoning behind it ï my peculiar definition of 

sadism. In both arenas, then, they were exclusively lower-level types; and in both arenas, they 

made me extremely nervous. 

 In my thoughts about levels, I did not notice that the circle had become quiet. They were all 

looking at me as though I were some sort of an interloper. Perhaps they picked up on my 

disquiet, like foxes discovering a rabbit in their midst. 

 Christopher put them at ease, though, with ñItôs okay. Heôs with me.ò I noted that he had not 

said that I was one of them. The implication was that I could be overlooked ï this time. 

 Two or three of them even stuck out their hands and introduced themselves with ñIôm Mr So-

and-so, thete.ò Their eyes were cold, and their smiles forced and toothy. The comparison with 

foxes and rabbits grew all-the-more threatening in my mind, and I quietly slipped away. 

 ñI see youôve met some of our Literalists,ò Owen said nodding kindly and reassuringly. ñAnd 

I see their style doesnôt agree with you. Thatôs good.ò 

 Although he did not touch me, I had the distinct feeling that Owen was taking me under his 

wing. Only then did I realize that he was in the midst of a conversation with the cadet major from 

Regimental Staff. Owen introduced me to him as ñMr Brady, President of the ACF,ò and it was 

clear from his deference that even Owen did not feel comfortable calling him John. After all, 

barely three months had passed since he had been a thete. 

 Mr Brady, however, turned out to be a congenial, even friendly individual ï far from what I 

had expected from Regimental Staff. He looked rather similar to Owen, but he was considerably 



 

 

Cadetôs Dream, Toby Griffen        ©2008           43                               

taller. I recalled what Herm had told me about the importance of height at such levels of 

command. 

 What they were discussing at the moment, however, was far from congenial. They were both 

worried about the Literalists, whose numbers, though now relatively small, seemed to be 

growing at each meeting. New members kept joining in from outside the traditional ACF church 

organizations. Apparently, these were the ñnew soulsò that needed to be saved ï and that needed 

to ñstraighten outò the ACF ... at least. 

 Owen and Mr Brady discussed their misgivings, especially about the ñTriumph of 

Christianity.ò This was a catch-phrase that obviously had a far deeper meaning than I was aware 

of. And they both shook their heads slowly over it, as though they were discussing their beloved 

cousins who misguidedly insisted that the ñWorkers of the World Unite.ò 

 I perked up my ears when I heard Mr Brady, who was a political science major and a bit of a 

Leftist himself (more genuinely than the rumors implied about all poli sci majors), say in a 

pensive tone, ñYou know, Lenin characterized such people as óuseful idiots.ô They know the 

catch phrases, even if they donôt understand their meaning on the higher level ï or their 

implications. The problem comes when someone, whether he believes in the cause or not, molds 

them into an organization capable of doing real damage.ò 

 His reference to a higher level above the lower level of the ñuseful idiotsò almost made me 

barge into the conversation and steer it to wider philosophical or even metaphysical issues. 

Fortunately for all of us though, another cadet came up to him just then to fetch Mr Brady for the 

start of the business portion of the meeting. 

 On the east of the room to the right of the door, there was a podium with a lectern on top of 

it. As Mr Brady slowly made his way there to give his own generic ñWelcome to the ACFò 

speech, Owen explained the two factions to me. 

 ñBasically,ò he started, ñthere are two groups here that we have come to name the 

Spiritualists and the Literalists. The Spiritualists are in the majority and take the factual accuracy 

of scripture as a rather unimportant given. Whatôs important to us is what it means to us on a 

spiritual level. Here we like to quote the German poet Angelus Silesius: óOf what use, Gabriel, 

your message to Marie, unless you now can bring the same message to me?ô Accordingly, we 

donôt discuss what so-and-so said or did in the Bible, unless weôre going to use it as a model for 

what we should say and do in our own lives. 

 ñThe Literalists, on the other hand, stress the historical accuracy of every fact in the Bible. If 

Genesis says the earth was created in six days, then it was six days and not a second more or less. 

And if Christ distributed so many loaves and so many fishes to feed a multitude, thatôs all thatôs 

important. What it means in terms of sharing and generosity in our own lives means nothing. 

They take that as so much Spiritualist drivel and operate completely on the factual level ï which 

we do not in any way, shape, or form dispute ï but they do it without regard for anything on the 

spiritual level. 

 ñFor us, Christianity is a religion based upon spiritual values discernible from scripture. For 

them, itôs based upon historical fact proclaimed as such in scripture.ò 

 ñI can see why the Spiritualists look with anxiety on the Literalists, because the Literalists 

ignore the spiritual level,ò I said hesitantly, trying to reason it all out. ñBut what do the Literalists 

have against the Spiritualists? After all, you donôt dispute the accuracy of scripture, which seems 

to be the only thing they care about. All you do is add a spiritual dimension.ò 
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 Owen looked at me with the sadness and affection that I remembered from Herm when his 

mind had drifted over to Socrates. ñBut that spiritual dimension could come from any religion. It 

could be supported from anyoneôs scriptures ï or no scriptures at all.ò 

 As he said this, I saw that Christopher Adams had stealthily maneuvered himself within 

eavesdropping range with his back towards us. I noticed his head abruptly cock to one side; and 

in spite of his severe thete haircut, the hairs on the back of his neck seemed to stand up. 

 

 ñHoly Cow!ò I exclaimed to Orrin when I returned to our room. That had become our special 

greeting since that first day two terrifically long weeks ago. But this time, I really meant it, and 

Orrin could tell. 

 ñYou all right?ò he asked with obvious concern. ñHey, you donôt look so good. Did they haze 

you there at the Acropolis Christian Fellowship?ò True to his Irish family origins, Orrin was a 

Roman Catholic and was generally as clueless about Protestants as I was about Catholics. 

 ñI donôt think Iôm gonna go back there, Iôll tell you!ò I exclaimed. ñItôs like walking into a 

hornetsô nest. I went in there hoping to find something familiar, like my home church in 

Bethesda, and I found two factions, one of which is downright sadist. Or Fascist. Or something.ò 

 I did my best to explain it all to him, but Orrin ï comfortable ensconced in (what he 

perceived to be) his monolithic Catholicism ï never did quite grasp it. He did pick up on my 

reference to levels, however, and I was afraid he thought the whole thing might have taken place 

in my head. 
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 CHAPTER SEVEN 

 CADET PRIVATE 

 

 

 Throughout the month of September, we remained in our thete platoon at the end of the 

company. The various sergeants and corporals looked us over, knowing that at the beginning of 

October we would be integrated and that they would have to take charge of us. Meanwhile, the 

hectic training continued ï the yelling, the push-ups, the bracing, and the double-time. But the 

Training Cadre were students as well, and they had to attend to their classes. So things by 

necessity lightened up a bit. 

 As for the thetes, we looked forward to October, when we would receive our Hôs and 

officially become cadet privates. We looked forward as well to getting out from under the 

pressure of the Training Cadre. What we did not look forward to was that, relative to the 

upperclassmen, there would be far fewer of us in each of the three squads that made up each of 

the three platoons. There would also be only two of us per mess to serve ï and be harassed by ï 

five upperclassmen. This would open us up to a new round of torment. 

 It would not be quite so bad initially, however. During the year, there were several points at 

which certain groups of upperclassmen were ñloosedò upon the thetes. Our integration into the 

company as fourth-class privates would really only allow the sergeants who had not been in the 

Training Cadre to discipline us. After Thanksgiving, the corporals would be let loose, and after 

Christmas the junior and senior privates. The most dreaded ñloosingò came after Easter, when 

the sophomore privates, eager to be made sergeants at the end of the year, would be allowed to 

show their classmates and the juniors and seniors what they were capable of. 

 The process was both good and bad. On the one hand, the gradual loosing of upperclassmen 

meant that we would not suddenly be overwhelmed come October. On the other hand, it also 

meant that we would periodically be confronted by a new group of tormentors ï a group that had 

(particularly in the case of the sophomore privates) been chomping at the bit to participate as 

executioners of the Thete System. 

 

 On Friday, 2 October, as we marched back to the company after parade, Cadet Captain 

Powell dismissed the first two platoons, but left us standing at a strict brace. We knew something 

was up, because the other companies were doing precisely the same thing. First Sergeant 

Woodward took charge, then ostentatiously turned away. Suddenly, the sergeants were buzzing 

around us like angry hornets. 

 ñDrop and give me fifteen, thete!ò And we learned that the limit had been increased. Of 

course, it did not matter how many push-ups were allowed. Doing series of fifteen ordered by 

every sergeant passing by was hardly different from doing series of ten. 

 ñNow hold that rifle out! Keep your arms straight! Whatôs the matter? Canôt you hold it up?ò 

 ñDrive that chin in, thete! I wanna see it come out the back of your neck!ò 



 

 

Cadetôs Dream, Toby Griffen        ©2008           46                               

 Judging from past experience, the torment must have lasted a good fifteen minutes, since it 

seemed like two hours. Then, all of a sudden, the entire barracks became silent. Mr Woodward 

slowly turned around to face us, as we stood bracing at attention in three neat squads. 

 ñGentlemen,ò he began. In the background we could hear four other first sergeants giving 

similar addresses to their thetes. ñYou have survived the recruit phase of your thete year. At 

least, most of you have.ò For the first time, it occurred to me that there were in fact slightly fewer 

of us than there had been at the beginning. Throughout this time, though, I had been meticulous 

enough about keeping a low profile not to have known who had left. 

 He now went through the ranks, followed by Mr Jarmon, who handed him each insigne of the 

letter H. Mr Woodward grabbed each of our left hands in turn and pressed the insigne into it, 

saying, ñCongratulations, Mr ____. Youôre now a cadet private.ò Meanwhile, nine cadet 

sergeants took their posts, in three rows of three. 

 Once he had performed his duties, he returned to the front and addressed us again. ñNow that 

youôre cadet privates, youôll be integrated into the company. I shall call the name of a cadet 

sergeant, followed by the names of several thetes. When you hear your name, I expect you to run 

to your new sergeant and form up to his left.ò By this time, he did not have to add that we would 

run yelling. 

 Always a stickler for proper order ï and always providing us with enough information to 

allow us to perform our duties ï he started out by announcing the first squad sergeant of the first 

platoon, so the thetes who came after knew where to run. By the time he got to the third platoon, 

the only thetes left in the space occupied by that platoon were already there, so it was just a 

matter of running backward, forward, or just to the side. 

 The very last sergeant whose name he called out was Mr Gary Daniels, squad leader of the 

third squad of the third platoon. I was the third from the last thete whose name was called, and I 

yelled as loud as I could for the yard I had to travel to his side. 

 ñYour squad leaders will tell you exactly where to stand tomorrow morning at breakfast 

formation and inspection. General leave has already begun for Friday evening, so many of the 

upperclassman will not be at retreat tonight. You, however, will be here, since I doubt ï I 

sincerely doubt ï youôll have any inclination to take leave with SMI in the morning. I want you 

to shine in your new squads and make the Training Cadre proud of you. Squad leaders, take 

charge of your new thetes.ò 

 We all braced for another onslaught, but the sergeants, even those who had been in the 

Cadre, simply went down the lines and spoke with their new charges. Mr Daniels was definitely 

not a member of the Cadre. He was decidedly overweight, needed a shave, and spoke slowly in a 

thick South Carolina accent. 

 ñSo what have we here?ò he asked approaching me ï his first victim. I rattled off my name in 

the official formula. 

 ñAnd where are you from, Cadet?ò 

 ñBethesda, Maryland, sir.ò 

 ñMar-y-land? Mar-y-land?ò he mimicked scornfully. ñNobody pronounces it Mar-y-land, 

thete. Itôs Mare-land. Say it, thete!ò 

 ñBethesda, Mare-land, sir,ò I repeated with some difficulty. 

 ñGood, good, good,ò he praised. I did not know if he was so full of praise that I was finally 

pronouncing the name of my home state ñcorrectlyò or that he had enough control over me to 

make me. 
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 Then he looked down at my shoes, which were spit-shined to a high degree of reflectivity in 

spite of going through parade and our little graduation party. He smiled broadly in a way that I 

could not fathom. Was it approval? Was it malice? Or was it some combination? 

 ñLook down at my shoes, thete, and then look at yours,ò he commanded. His shoes were 

scuffed and dirty. 

 ñThese are my clod kickers, thete,ò he proclaimed with satisfaction. ñWhose shoes are shinier 

ï yours or mine?ò 

 ñYours, sir,ò I answered automatically. He just laughed, shook his head while still looking 

down, and moved on to the classmate on my left. 

 Having Sergeant Daniels as my squad leader put a whole new perspective on my career as an 

Acropolis cadet. Up until then, I had shined my shoes and brass out of fear of the Training 

Cadre. Now, I shined and polished even harder, determined never, ever to look like my sergeant. 

 All in all, though, Mr Daniels was easy to get along with, because he did not really care 

about the ñmilitary stuff.ò He had made sergeant because those who ended up as junior privates 

were even more slovenly. Nonetheless, he always made sure that his squad was properly 

supplied, well informed, and passably taken care of (even the thetes). And in drill, PT, parade, 

and inspection, he was a surprisingly capable sergeant. 

 His squad corporal, a shy, redheaded, bespectacled lad named Calvin Jones, was also easy-

going ï not so much from lack of interest, but from an apparent uncertainty as to exactly what it 

was he was supposed to be doing. Unlike the other sophomores, he did not appear to need to 

prove his prowess by harassing thetes, but he took his lead from Mr Daniels in making sure that 

the squad was always in good order. He knew that he could do nothing to straighten up the junior 

and senior privates, since class outweighed rank in the system, and his use of gentle persuasion 

and suggestion for them occasionally spilled over to us thetes as well.  

 Being in Mr Danielôs squad worked well into my overall plan of keeping a low profile. If I 

could only slide through the next eight months without anyoneôs noticing me. The shoe-shining 

incident still burnt into me, and I simply wanted to avoid any more mistakes or 

misunderstandings. The drawback to my plan was that keeping a low profile entailed a great deal 

of self-isolation. I consciously weighed my options and decided that isolation was not all that 

bad. 

 

 Isolation or not, however, I did get to know some of my classmates. Zachary Michaels, a thin 

gaunt thete whose body structure, like that of Mr Powell, made him look considerably taller than 

the rest of us, was as laid back as the System allowed for a thete. He lived locally, although I 

never visited his home, and he seemed to be perfectly content with the prospect of remaining a 

cadet private all four years. 

 He roomed with Jimmy Clifford, who had led his own rock band. I managed to find a copy of 

one of his 45 RPM records and got him to autograph the jacket for me. It was good, but nothing 

like the Beatles, who were at that time sweeping the nation. For me, however, it was great ï I got 

to meet a rock star! 

 Roland duBerry was different from most of the classmates I got to know. Even after the 

onslaught of the Thete System, he desperately wanted to make guidon corporal at the end of the 

year and to move up to Company Commander or Regimental Staff by his senior year. He was the 

only classmate I knew who talked to me about his ambitions. To everyone else bucking for rank I 

seemed to be as invisible as I tried to make myself with the upperclassmen, but with even more 
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success. Either they were as unaware of me as I was of them, or they realized that I was so far 

out of the loop that my vote would hardly count for anything, anyway. 

 As for my roommate Orrin Murphy, we got along all right. But other than our special 

greeting of ñHoly Cow,ò we did not have a lot in common. As much as my rational mind tried to 

convince me that he really had done nothing to be blamed for in the shoe-shining incident, such 

events simply had too much power over me emotionally. I tried to warm up to him, but I sensed 

that he realized that I was trying, and that was definitely a negative. 

 One thing we did not have in common was the M1 rifle. It took Orrin little time to realize 

that he hated the thing. He fumbled with it each time he had to dismantle it for cleaning. He 

waved it around in his right hand as his left hand tried desperately to push back the bolt for 

inspection arms. He constantly got the commands crossed up. I believed that he saw the rifle as 

almost as great a thorn in his side as the upperclassmen were. 

 I, on the other hand, decided that the M1 was a rather neat toy. I practiced disassembling it so 

that I could smoothly take it apart and put it back together blindfolded. I practiced the manual of 

arms for the pure enjoyment of it and tried my best to perfect the satisfying ñclackò at just the 

right moment of order arms. The only thing I did not like about it was actually using it as it had 

been intended, for shooting. Although I qualified as a sharpshooter with the smaller rifle we used 

for target practice, there was something about firing a rifle that made me uneasy ï something 

basic, beyond the kick and the noise. 

 For Orrin, however, it was completely odious. It occurred to me more than once that perhaps 

it was not the rifle that was his problem, but something deeper about The Acropolis. I wondered 

if he had some serious misgivings about coming here ï more than the rest of us had every time 

we ran out of our rooms double-time and at a brace. In my mind, I rehearsed over and over how I 

could ask him what was wrong, without being too pushy or condescending. I never did figure it 

out, for however much genuine interest I had, I was simply too shy ï and ever more isolated ï to 

show such a personal interest in the inner thoughts of another. 
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 CHAPTER EIGHT 

 THE SENIORS 

 

 

 It did not take long to figure out the differences between the upper three classes in H 

Company. The juniors were fully in charge of the Thete System. In fact, through First Sergeant 

Woodward, they seemed to manage the day-to-day operation of the entire company as well ï 

always, of course, with a meaningful nod to Captain Powell, who, unlike most of his classmates, 

garnered their respect and apparently even their admiration. 

 Entirely businesslike, the juniors ran things with the most obvious attention to both levels. 

On the one hand, they enforced the pop line-ups and inspections on the galleries, the push-ups 

and related physical endurance tests that constituted punishment, and the hectic double-time life 

suffered by the thetes. On the other hand, they seemed to be constantly aware of their purpose in 

enforcing the System, in making punishments fit the offences, in timing discipline for maximum 

efficacy, and in pulling back right before we exceeded our limits ï only to push those limits later 

on. 

 There were certainly one or two of the cadet sergeants, perhaps desperate to make officer 

rank the next year or perhaps simply endowed with a perverse nature, who did not appear to 

understand what it was they were enforcing. These ñsadistsò operating exclusively on the lower 

level were the most to be feared, for we suspected that they might not take our physical and 

mental limits into account. Nonetheless, my discovery the first week about Mr Gunn provided 

me with some hope even for these. Needless to say, however, I was still petrified of the System 

and of the juniors who enforced it. 

 One highly fortunate aspect of the System was that the sophomores were not initially 

involved with the thetes. Theoretically, the corporals were learning from the sergeants and would 

be ready to be loosed upon us after Thanksgiving. Since there were more sergeants than 

corporals in the company, these would also be the most assured of getting rank the next year and 

the most likely to adopt the businesslike character of their mentors. 

 The sophomore privates were a different matter. They would not be loosed until after Easter, 

at the tail end of the year. They had to participate sometime, so their classmates, the juniors and 

seniors, and the Tactical Officer Major Cantwell could determine who among them should fill 

the remaining sergeant slots. But it was these sophomore privates who were also most likely to 

be oblivious to the higher-level motivations of the Thete System. 

 Having recently survived their thete year, the sophomores (particularly the privates) had 

vivid memories of all the torments they had suffered. So vivid were these memories that they 

were expanded in their minds ï as we ourselves would learn in our sophomore year ï until the 

entire year, day by day, was recalled as having been filled with the worst abuses of Thete Week. 

They would mutter to one another in voices deliberately loud enough for us to hear that we were 

having it easy, not the way it had been in their thete year ï back in the Old System. And they 

would make sure that we would find out just how tough they had really had it when their turn 

finally came. 
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 What made their line of reasoning particularly ludicrous was that their junior sergeants ï the 

enforcers of their Thete System ï would have been the cadets who were now seniors. As we 

could all see, the seniors were the most laid-back, even lackadaisical members of the company. 

Indeed, the H Company seniors were known throughout the Corps of Cadets for their total lack 

of interest in the barest essentials of regimentation at The Acropolis. 

 This was most evident on Tuesday, 20 October, when there was a special assembly in 

Mitchell Hall for cadets who were either under contract with the Army to serve as second 

lieutenants upon graduation or who were potential Army contract cadets. The contracts were 

signed at the beginning of junior year, so the juniors and seniors attending would already be 

under contract. The freshmen and sophomores attending were those enrolled in military science, 

as opposed to aerospace studies (for those having or seeking an Air Force contract). 

 Most cadets took a contract of one form or another (Navy and Marine were also possible, 

though they required some combination of basic training and officer candidate school upon 

graduation), especially since the draft was still in force, and a diploma from The Acropolis 

would ensure an early selection. While Acropolis Men caught up in the draft could expect the 

rank of corporal after basic training, that was a far cry from lieutenant. So the choice not to take 

a contract was ill-advised, at least until the draft was reformed and draftees were chosen by a 

lottery of birthdays. 

 At 7:30 that evening, over half the Corps was marching across the parade ground, company 

by company. The full moon had not yet risen, and the heavily overcast sky and thick fog shrank 

visibility in the dim lights of the barracks behind and Mitchell Hall ahead to only a few yards. 

Since no provision had been made for this rare formation, we thetes ended up at the rear of the 

company, happy to be out of sight of the upperclassmen in front of us. 

 As we slogged through the puddles from the dayôs rain and over the tufts of grass that had 

already sprung up since the previous Fridayôs parade, I noticed how quiet it was. Except for the 

steady soggy beat of our shoes in the puddles and wet grass, the oppression of the low clouds and 

the high humidity muffled all sound. 

 Suddenly, a voice from one of the seniors in front rang out in an exaggerated hillbilly accent, 

ñI canôt tell.ò 

 Another joined in with what turned out to be a parody of a just-released Roger Miller song, 

ñIf weôre in Hell.ò 

 Yet another sang along with the first two, ñSix foot under ground.ò 

 Then all of the seniors joined in enthusiastically, ñBut if itôs true, what can we do? Guess 

weôll hafta go honk around, honk around, honk around, honk around!ò With each ñhonk around,ò 

their voices became louder, and they beat out the rhythm by stomping their left feet into the rain-

drenched ground. After one stomp in silence, they gave the finale in a shout, ñThar we be! 

Honkinô around in Hell!ò And they deteriorated into a jostling, laughing mob. 

 The sergeants glared back at us with threatening looks, I supposed as a warning not to turn 

into creatures such as these ï and for immediate consumption, not to think about laughing or 

even breaking a smile. 

 From off to our right, we could hear a voice from the dark rectangular shape that was one of 

the other companies, ñThatôs gotta be the H Company seniors!ò 

 At that point, the sergeantsô glares completely lost their power over us, and we all broke into 

an uncontrollable but subdued snicker, marked by rigid back and forth movements of our heads 

and equally rigid up and down movements of our shoulders. The more we snickered, the more 
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we voluntarily slipped into as strict and forced a brace as we could manage, in a valiant but futile 

attempt to rein in our emotions. 

 Inwardly, we all glowed with the pride of attaining some degree of special notoriety, albeit 

only through our seniors. By the time we had reached Mitchell Hall, however, it dawned on me ï 

ever ready to turn the positive into some realization of isolation ï that the notoriety came at a 

price. If we identified with our seniors, we would be isolated from the rest of the Corps. 

Notoriety and infamy stride hand-in-hand. 

 Whatever the consequences in the Corps, though, we all realized, each in his own way, that 

we were now thinking of these first-class cadets in H Company as our seniors. For me, this was 

to become intimately crystallized in my seniors, the three cadets who dwelled in the great circular 

lair known as the third-division alcove room. 

 

 As soon as we had been integrated into the Corps, Orrin and I finally discovered our role as 

occupants of the small alcove room. We were to serve the three seniors in the large alcove room. 

There had originally been four, but one had already moved out in disgust at the constant mess 

made by the remaining three. If the seniors of H Company had a reputation for ñmarching to a 

different drummerò (not an easy task at a military institution), these three remaining inhabitants 

of the third division alcove room took this reputation to yet a higher plane. 

 Mr Wilson was a cadet second lieutenant, the lowest rank you could achieve senior year 

above senior private. As the assistant platoon leader of the third platoon, his military duties were 

minimal; but as with all second lieutenants, he had administrative duties that he performed quite 

adequately. He was the most boisterous of the three, always alert to any opportunity for having 

fun with the system. Of the three, he tried the hardest to take me under his wing, which I greatly 

appreciated even at the time ï but which I was too timid and far too isolated to turn to my 

advantage. Nevertheless, I did learn quite a bit from him, though I did not show it then. 

 Mr Ford was also a cadet second lieutenant, the assistant platoon leader of the second 

platoon. He was the most retiring of the three, though such a distinction bore little relevance 

outside the room. He was more inclined to try to help Orrin, who was more outwardly accepting 

of the assistance. Orrin, though, simply could not comprehend the degree of disorder in the 

seniorsô room. 

 Finally there was Mr Santorelli, a plumpish senior private. With a zest for life I had never 

seen before, he embraced all the shenanigans of his roommates with gusto. On the other hand, 

his task for senior year was quite plainly to try his best to see his roommates through to 

graduation. Although he certainly contributed to the disarray that was the alcove room, he was 

known as Mama Santorelli to his grateful, though unrepentant roommates. 

 All three of our seniors were civil engineering majors, and they looked upon me with some 

degree of awe for majoring in modern languages. Civil engineers at The Acropolis were the only 

cadets not required to take two years of a foreign language ï a concession given them grudgingly 

by the faculty in an attempt to squeeze a five-year program into the four years of Acropolis 

education. While ñfive-year menò were to be found, they were rare (no more than one or two per 

company per year), and the practice was discouraged for many reasons, not least of which was 

the maintenance of the class system ï these people would be your classmates for life. 

 For my part, I was oblivious to the academic abilities of my seniors. They were, after all, in a 

field I knew little about (in spite of my fatherôs profession), and they were at the end of their 

studies. But when I was employed to do some typing for their Senior Essays (bachelorsô projects 
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or theses), I was highly impressed with their capabilities. For example, one had performed a 

number of experiments to determine how much metal could be removed from a beam without the 

loss of tensile strength and then wrote up a report that looked to me, at least, as worthy of 

publication. 

 Perhaps that was the reason for their rambunctiousness ï to relieve the stress of their studies, 

to say nothing of the strange demands of the system. At one point, they and four of their 

classmates took over a mess at evening meal, kicking off all the lowerclassmen. First they 

dispensed with the eating utensils, then the dining plates, and finally the serving plates. With 

bravado, they proclaimed this the First Annual Tom Jones Invitational, after a popular movie in 

which the same dining practice was performed by the hero and heroine, though with totally 

different intentions. The mess deteriorated into a ñmess,ò until the Tactical Officer on duty 

strolled over and put a gentle, but firm stop to it. 

 For two weekends after that, my seniors served confinements in their room ï restricted for 

five two-hour periods per weekend and required to sit studying at their desks with cotton grays, 

waist plates (with white webbing), and white gloves. The periods were spaced so as to 

discourage participation in general leave. True to their defiantly boisterous character, however, 

they proudly announced on a sign on their door: ñServing Confinements for the First Annual 

Tom Jones Invitational.ò 

 As I looked back on my thete year, my most memorable event with my seniors was the 

infamous coffee encounter. I had never made coffee before, but it fell to my duties as butler/valet 

to brew their coffee in their coffee pot, a rather good sized electrical appliance. These were, of 

course, quite against the regulations, but they were fairly common, even among thetes. 

 For a couple of weeks, they suffered through my attempts with patience. Finally, unable to 

take it any longer, Mr Wilson explained, ñLook, Cadet, your coffee is the worst Iôve ever tasted. 

Somehow you have the ability to make it too weak and too strong at the same time! So come 

over here, and Iôll show you how to make a good pot of coffee.ò 

 Taking on the air of a pedagogue, Mr Wilson all but held my hand as he explained how much 

water to put in the pot. As I filled it under his tutelage, he squinted closely and nodded 

approvingly. He then took me step-by-step through the assemblage of the machinery. Finally, he 

supervised my filling of the scoop and the installation of the coffee itself. 

 ñOkay,ò he exalted in triumph, ñthis will be a good pot of coffee. Now, do you think you can 

remember how to do this?ò 

 ñYes, sir!ò I answered with enthusiasm. I noticed his roommates hiding smiles and 

suppressing laughs at the performance. They had watched me make coffee before and had found 

my strange ability to ruin a pot while following directions to the letter to be excruciatingly 

amusing. 

 Ten minutes later, I heard a plaintive cry from the large alcove room, ñCadet, get over here!ò 

 As I ran into their room, I beheld Mr Ford and Mr Santorelli sitting at their desks behind cups 

of coffee. With motions that appeared to be choreographed, they were slumping down in their 

chairs each with one arm over the back and his head looking up to the ceiling in fits of laughter. 

Through this laughter, they kept repeating in mock seriousness, ñThis will be a good pot of 

coffee.ò 

 Mr Wilson sat at his desk with his hand on the cup in front of him and a look of utter 

disbelief on his face. He shook his head slowly in a daze and said sadly, ñBut I showed you how 

to do it. It was exactly right. Why is it too weak and too strong at the same time?ò 
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 This brought out such a howl of laughter from his roommates that people stopped on the 

gallery to find out what was going on. Orrin rushed over uninvited to see what he could do, if 

anything. 

 ñOrrin,ò Mr Wilson said. Our seniors routinely addressed us by our first names, though they 

had not given us theirs, perhaps as a sign of our valet status. ñYou are now officially in charge of 

the brewing of the coffee,ò he concluded in haughty tones of officialese. 

 He sat me down in his chair, took the measuring spoon in his right hand and held it up to the 

heavens. ñBy this solemn and sacred act, I hereby discharge you, Cadet, from your duties as 

brewer of the coffee and forbid ï yea, proscribe and prohibit ï your ever striving for this office 

in perpetuity!ò 

 With ritual care, he brought the metal spoon down on my head three times. To be sure, it was 

firm enough to hurt, but not so much as to quell my laughter. 

 Wilson, Ford, and Santorelli: They made thete year at times enjoyable and always bearable. 

They offered me their friendship as much as even their loose regard for the System would allow. 

Yet, I held back. I could joke with them and assist them in their pranks and schemes, but I could 

not feel close to them. I was so determined to keep myself isolated and out of sight that even in 

their company I could not help but feel alone and inhibited. 
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 CHAPTER NINE 

 IN AND OUT OF SPORTS 

 

 

 One thing I had excelled in back in high school was sports. Although too small for football, 

too short for basketball, and too eccentric a thrower for baseball, I did earn two varsity letters in 

wrestling and one each in track and cross country. Looking back at them critically, though, I 

could recognize that these were sports in which I was not a member of a team acting in unison. 

Each contest was between me as an individual and one or more other individuals, all of whom 

happened to be identified with a school. 

 Right after classes had begun, there was an announcement at noon meal for all those 

interested in trying out for cross country to meet on the north steps of the mess hall. I had run 

cross country only in my senior year in high school, but I had slogged my way from twentieth 

place on the team to second, to the humorously exaggerated consternation of all those I 

surpassed. 

 But just as I would learn that chemistry and mathematics were harder in college, I would 

discover how much more grueling cross country was as well. Races increased from two miles to 

four, with practices doubling the amount. Now my diminutive size really worked against me. I 

made the team with ease, but I never excelled as I had before. I occupied a spot firmly in the 

middle of the pack, not contesting for a placing slot. 

 By this point in my cadet career, however, excelling was no longer my chief concern. That 

had long been replaced by the merest survival ï and, of course, keeping a low profile. Being on a 

college team allowed me to leave regular mess in the company and join with my teammates on 

an athletic table at the north section of the mess hall, far removed from the torment that I 

imagined to be growing ever worse in the main section. Here I did not have to serve the 

upperclassmen, although most of us thetes did take on servant roles as a reflex anyway, and I 

could eat in peace and without having to pop off with fourth-class knowledge. 

 There was one other benefit to running cross country: The Acropolis was flat. As Herm had 

told me ages before, the highest point was sixteen feet above sea level. Perhaps if you looked at 

the Low Country of South Carolina in comparison with the mountainous terrain of Greece, then 

Indian Hill might be analogous in a pathetic way to the real Acropolis in Athens, but nowhere in 

Charleston was there a course that would prepare athletes for cross country competition. 

 So we were bussed out every day to Summerville, where we ran in a fairly hilly (though by 

no means elevated) course next to a golf club. There were streams to leap and roots to avoid in 

our rush down the woodland trails, but the main challenge was the sheer length of the course. It 

would have been a pleasant leisurely run, but it was a laborious trial in competition, and I 

struggled to keep my mediocre standing on the team. 

 Time and again as I ran in practice and in races, my mind wandered as I automatically 

dodged the sprawling roots and jumped the lazy streams that my feet were now anticipating 

reflexively: Was this actually better than serving on a regular mess? Except for the complaints by 

Orrin and some of my other classmates ï complaints that seemed more like boasts than laments 

and that were probably well embellished ï I really did not know what was going on there. 
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 What I recalled from Thete Week was a constant yelling and little time at the end for scarfing 

down some food. ñHowôs the cow?ò they would ask, meaning how much milk was left in the 

pitcher. 

 ñSir, she walks, she talks, sheôs full of chalk; the lacteal fluid extracted from the female of 

the bovine species is highly prolific to the Nth degree, sir!ò we would shout back, indicating our 

estimate of the number of glasses left in the pitcher. 

 ñWhat time is it, thete?ò 

 ñSir, I am deeply embarrassed and greatly humiliated that due to unforeseen circumstances 

over which I have no control, the inner workings and hidden mechanisms of my chronometer are 

in such inaccord with the sidereal movement by which time is commonly reckoned that I cannot 

with any degree of accuracy state the exact time, sir. But without fear of being very far off, I will 

state that it is approximately N minutes, N seconds, and N ticks after the Nth hour, sir!ò 

 ñHow many cards does a Southern gentleman leave when calling on a home?ò 

 ñSir, a Southern gentleman leaves one card per adult male and one card per adult female up 

to a total of three, sir!ò 

 ñAnd how many cards does a Yankee gentleman leave?ò 

 ñNone, sir!ò 

 ñWhy none, thete?ò 

 ñSir, a Yankee gentleman is an oxymoron, sir!ò 

 No, I would keep on running the course at Summerville and avoid regular mess, even if the 

running did ruin my appetite. The fact that none of my classmates on regular mess seemed to be 

getting any thinner ï to the contrary, they seemed to be filling out nicely with three regular meals 

per day ï did nothing to allay my fears. 

 In early November, as the cross country schedule was winding down, we had a ñhomeò meet 

at Summerville against the University of South Carolina. As I was struggling to maintain my 

position in the middle, one of my opponents tripped over a root and sprawled onto the ground in 

front of me. He lay there doubled over in pain and hugging his right leg. I stopped and helped 

him out of the path of the others and shouted to one of my teammates to let someone know up 

ahead that we had an injured runner. 

 I always wondered why I had stopped to help that runner. I remembered the big meet in 

Montgomery County, Maryland, where I had hoped to surpass the last of my classmates to take 

first place on the team and perhaps place in the race. On the very first step, however, someone to 

my right started out on his left foot as I started out on my right, and his cleat sliced through my 

ankle. I limped through the race to the praise of my couches for my perseverance, but also to 

their scolding for my not seeking immediate medical attention. 

 When the runner in Summerville went down and looked at me with pain radiating from his 

dark green eyes, my mind went back to that day in Maryland, and I could not help but stop. 

Besides, there was something about his tall, lanky frame and his green eyes and black curly hair 

that reminded me of Herm. 

 ñGo on,ò he said, and he nodded vigorously with his head toward the path. ñIôll be okay. Just 

go on!ò 

 ñNo,ò I replied calmly, as I looked at his leg, squinted at the scrapes in his skin, and 

wondered if his knee was really supposed to be bending that way. I could, of course, do nothing 

for him then but simply be there, make sure no one ran into him, and give him whatever comfort 

I could. 
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 After the race, I was paraded in front of my team by the head couch. ñThatôs what 

sportsmanship means, men,ò he announced with grave approval. ñWhen your opponent goes 

down, if youôre the first one there, you help him. I donôt care where you are in the race, you just 

help him. This is a sport, not combat. And at that higher, nobler level, youôre all members of the 

sport.ò 

 I was greatly embarrassed by the couchôs praise. Had I really stopped to help that young man 

because of my duty to the sport? Or had I stopped because I remembered how it had felt to be 

injured during a race? Did it really make any difference? 

 For a brief moment, I had felt that I did indeed belong to some higher-level unity of purpose, 

and that thought gave me immense, if only fleeting comfort. Then, my self-doubts entered into 

the equation, and I was left wondering if I had really sensed that I was at one with the young man 

with the pained green eyes, or if I had allowed myself to feel so isolated from the endeavor that I 

treated him as an excuse to leave the race ï a race I could not have won, anyway. 

 

 In mid November, cross country season ended and wrestling season began. Wrestling had 

been my main sport in high school, and I really did still have ambitions of excelling in it at The 

Acropolis. I had never been pinned in a match between schools. The only time I had been pinned 

at all was in the county tournament, and that was by the boy who went on to become champion 

in the county and to place in the state. 

 When Guidon Corporal Sinclair came up to me and asked if I would be rejoining the regular 

mess after cross country, I informed him that I was already on the roster for wrestling. ñYouôre 

gonna be like me, Cadet,ò he replied with a wry smile, ñand never see a regular mess your whole 

thete year.ò 

 I was oddly taken aback by Mr Sinclairôs remark. I had come to expect that such 

observations were criticisms and were generally yelled with invective dripping with righteous 

indignation. Yet he simply stated the obvious fact and seemed to hold it to my credit that I was 

ducking the System. In fact, he even admitted that he had done the same thing ï something 

tantamount to your father admitting that he had smoked and drunk to excess when he was in 

college ... too. 

 In a surreptitious way, his remark served to identify him as the member of the third class 

most cognizant of the purpose of the Academy and most determined to ensure that it would 

prevail despite the excesses of others. The fact that he was the guidon corporal gave me 

considerable confidence in the System. And this confidence would be reaffirmed in the following 

two years as he became the first sergeant and then the company commander. 

 My career on the Acropolis wrestling team, however, would not be so affirming. My first 

opponent in the process of determining who would represent the college in competition was 

Mark Tennet, a classmate of mine from H Company. I had not got to know him very well at all, 

for he roomed down the gallery on first division ï definitely out of the way for me ï and he was 

in the first platoon. All I knew about him was that he was impressively muscular and was 

brought up doing farm work in the Up Country of South Carolina. 

 As I faced Mark on the mat, I saw that he had no idea how to stand and appeared to be 

curious about the way I fainted this way and that to test him out. It was plainly obvious that he 

had never wrestled competitively before, at least not on a team that stressed the stances and 

strategies that had been passed on down from the ancient Greek athletes. But because he did not 
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approach me in the manner expected of a wrestler, I found myself in a quandary as to how to 

make contact with him. 

 The quandary was short lived, though, as all of a sudden he simply walked, fully erect, right 

up to me, wrapped his arms around my upper arms and chest, and lifted me off the mat. 

Flabbergasted, I flailed my forearms about and tried to clasp him with my right leg, seeking at 

least to trip him up. Calmly and methodically, he twisted me around and placed me on the mat, 

shoulders first. I had been pinned. 

 All the other members of the team roared with laughter. They recognized that had Mark 

really learned how to wrestle in school, he would not have made such quick work of me. To be 

sure, it was a comical sight. But I was utterly humiliated. 

 At the end of the practice session, with my teammateôs laughter still ringing in my ears, I 

approached the head couch. ñIôm sorry, sir,ò I blurted out. ñI guess Iôm just not ready for college 

wrestling.ò 

 ñWhoa, whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa,ò he said, waving his left arm at me so as to dismiss my 

pessimism. ñMr Tennetôs tactic was, well, unorthodox. And I sincerely doubt youôll be taken in 

by it again. Iôve seen your record, Cadet, and youôre good. The decision is yours, but Iôd really 

like you to remain a member of the team.ò 

 ñAfter that humiliation, sir, I donôt think I can face the team.ò 

 ñIt happens to all of us. A surprise tactic sweeps us off our feet and we think weôre the 

laughing stock of the country. You can come back, you know. Tell you what, just think it over 

and come to practice tomorrow and let me know what youôve decided then.ò 

 It was a good plan from an experienced and thoughtful couch. Had I followed his advice, I 

probably would have returned the next day, found that everyoneôs ridicule had turned to 

someone elseôs stupid mistake, and continued on the wrestling team. But I strongly suspected 

from my experience in cross country that I would not excel in this sport either ï the sport my 

father had been so proud of me in. No, I would end my wrestling career with my fatherôs 

enthusiastic praise. 

 

 Of course, this placed me back on regular mess. There was one chair left on Cadet First 

Lieutenant Ungerôs mess, and his assistant mess carver was Mr Sardis. At least, I did not have to 

fear being thrown into the clutches of some sadist operating in the lower-level brutality of the 

System. Moreover, this made three thetes to serve four upperclassmen, so I was not singled out. 

 Actually, the System had changed considerably over the time I had been in cross country. By 

now, it was assumed we knew our fourth-class knowledge. This became clear when Mr Unger 

asked me the time. Half-way into my rapid recitation of the formula he told me, ñShut up, thete! 

Just tell me what time it is.ò 

 When we were asked questions at all, it was usually about the main stories in that morningôs 

edition of the Charleston News and Courier. That was to teach us to stay abreast of current 

events and community activities. 

 Another common command was to tell a joke. This took me by surprise, and the only one I 

could think of right away had to be the worst joke in human history. ñA man was sitting in his 

parlor, minding his own business,ò I began, ñwhen he heard a buzzing sound out back. He looked 

out his window and saw a flying saucer hovering over his back yard. A door opened, and a box 

dropped out. The door slammed shut, and the saucer zipped back into outer space. 
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 ñHe brought the box in and opened it up. And there oozing around the bottom of the box was 

an oscillating blob. He wondered if it was alive. If it was alive, he reasoned, it would eat. So he 

tried to feed it and found that it would eat anything that dropped into the box ï meat, vegetable, 

his gold watch ï anything. He decided to call it the Rarey, because it was so rare, the only one on 

earth that he knew of. He almost called the authorities to let them know about it, but he decided 

against it, fearing theyôd take it away from him. 

 ñThe Rarey ate and ate and ate, and soon it grew too big for the box. So he built another, 

bigger box. It grew too big for that box as well, so he built a big cage in his basement. After a 

while, though, he realized that it was gonna grow too big for that box as well. So the only thing 

he could do was to load it onto a dump truck, drive it to the Pacific Ocean, and dump it. There, it 

could grow as large as it wanted ï engulf Hawaii ï whatever. 

 ñA couple days into his trip, he heard a crunching noise. Turning around, he saw to his horror 

that the Rarey had eaten its way out of the cage and was starting to devour the back of the dump 

truck. He finally realized that the Rarey was dangerous. But luckily he was at the Grand Canyon, 

so he backed up to the edge, jumped out of the dump truck, and was just about to pull the lever 

that would tip of the back of the dump truck up and send the Rarey down into the canyon, when 

along came a policeman. 

 ñHe had to explain everything to the policeman ï how he had got the Rarey, how it had 

grown, his decision to take it to the Pacific, and now the need to tip up the back of the dump 

truck and send it down into the Grand Canyon. The policeman looked at him ï oddly. He looked 

at the Rarey ï even more oddly. He looked all the way down to the bottom of the canyon. Then 

he looked up to the dump truck and down to the bottom of the Grand Canyon and said, óWell, 

itôs a long way to tip a Rarey.ôò 

 There was complete silence at the mess, as the upperclassmen stared at me in disbelief. Then 

in unison, they let out screams of anguish, ñNo, no, no, no! Thete, thatôs the worst joke Iôve ever 

heard.ò 

 Their looks changed to wicked smiles when the mess carver suggested, ñOkay, Cadet. Go tell 

that joke to Mr Stanwick!ò 

 The joke was received the same way there, as well, with the added embellishment that Mr 

Stanwick threw a fork at me. From that point on, I was known as the thete with ñthe joke.ò The 

positive part of my new-found reputation was that I was never ordered to tell a joke at mess 

again. 

 

 The worst part of being back on regular mess was the fear that each meal would be my last ï 

that however lenient I might be having it on my current mess, the arrangements could change 

immediately and I would be placed on a mess where I would be starved to death. Once again, of 

course, I had never heard of a thete being starved to death, and I had never seen a thete around 

campus who had even the faintest appearance of malnutrition. Nonetheless, the fear was real. 

 Consequently, I ate every meal in anticipation of the deprivation that never came, usually 

staying behind after the upperclassmen had left to make sure that I had enough of the remnants 

of the meal. In addition, I would make frequent trips to the ñThete Canteenò ï an extension off 

the north side of Mitchell Hall with a row of vending machines. And I would save up pennies in 

my change until I had ten, and then I would treat myself to an ice cream cone in the regular 

Cadet Canteen in the main building. 



 

 

Cadetôs Dream, Toby Griffen        ©2008           59                               

 As did many thetes (if not most), I gained weight my freshman year at The Acropolis. Even 

if I had eaten only what was put in front of me for three substantial meals per day, I still would 

have gained weight. Fortunately, however, I did not gain too much ï being once more subject to 

drill, physical training, parade, and, of course, living on the third division, which helped in some 

measure to compensate for the lack of sports. So I was never classified by the dreaded epithet 

ñblivit.ò But it was enough to make me feel self-conscious, uncomfortable, and ï as always ï 

ever more isolated. 

 

 Thanksgiving break only lasted from Wednesday to Sunday ï not enough time to take the 

bus back to Maryland. Besides, you had to request a leave, and that was something I was not 

quite confident enough to do yet. 

 At noon meal on Wednesday, there was an announcement, ñTomorrow will be a day of 

general leave from after morning meal to tattoo. For those staying on campus, there will be a 

special Thanksgiving feast at noon. It will be open mess.ò 

 ñOpen mess.ò That meant that thetes could find themselves at table with any upperclassmen. 

This was a dangerous situation, in which I could find myself tortured and starved by any sadist 

from any company in the Corps. As I was worrying about the situation and deciding that I was 

not going to expose myself to that, another announcement was made, one that, isolated within 

my worried thoughts, I did not hear. My classmate across the table from me could not suppress a 

grin, and I wondered what kind of joke the announcer had told. Whatever it was, it must have 

been better than the one for which I had become infamous. 

 The next day, I slipped out of the barracks as quickly and quietly as I could and made my 

way down Moultrie Street to King Street, down King Street to Charleston proper. At first, there 

were a lot of cadets, especially thetes, wandering around the city, elated to be free on a Thursday 

morning. But as the time got closer to noon, I noticed with some wonder that the streets seemed 

to become deserted. Except for a few native Charlestonians and their guests scurrying home to 

share Thanksgiving meal with their families, there were no cadets to be seen. 

 This was very strange. By noon, all the inhabitants of the city were at home, and no cadets 

were wandering the streets. I had the entire city to myself. I walked into the drug store across 

Calhoun Street from the Francis Marion, sat down in a booth, and ordered a hamburger. 

 As I sat down, I looked around, expecting to see the faces of some of my classmates. The 

drug store had become a favorite of H Company thetes, and you could always see the smiling 

face of Phil Levis, the sparkling eyes of Billy Allen, and a host of others. That day, however, it 

was empty not only of cadets, but of all other customers. The waitress brought my hamburger 

and looked at me in a pitying way. Was I missing something? 

 At morning formation the next day, Mr Sinclair walked up to me in my squad. ñWhere were 

you yesterday, Cadet?ò he asked, with genuine concern in his voice and in his eyes. ñExcept for 

the few who live in Charleston, you were the only thete who skipped noon meal.ò 

 ñI went downtown, sir,ò I replied with an air of confusion that must have been plainly visible. 

 ñWhere did you eat?ò he continued with his eyebrows revealing even further concern and 

curiosity. 

 ñI had a hamburger at the drug store, sir.ò I was starting to feel that somewhere along the line 

I had made a major mistake. 

 ñA hamburger? A hamburger!ò his voice rose in disbelief. ñWe had a feast of turkey with all 

the fixings in the mess hall, and you had a hamburger?ò 
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 He called Mr Jones. ñYour thete here tells me that he had a hamburger in Charleston 

yesterday,ò Mr Sinclair informed my corporal in a tone half-way between pity and resentment, 

with a degree of anger seeping through. 

 ñYou mean, we had a major feast and the Thete System was suspended for it, and you went 

and got a hamburger?ò Mr Jones asked rhetorically, his head shaking slowly and solemnly in 

incredulity. 

 I just stood there dumb. The Thete System had been suspended for the meal? Why had I not 

heard that? Why did everyone else know about this, but I was not informed? 

 Then I remembered the announcement that had caused my classmate to grin. I had been so 

wrapped up in my own dread, that I had not comprehended that crucial announcement. By my 

own enslavement to my fears I had managed once more, as so many times in the past two long 

months and so many times yet to come, to isolate myself from those around me. 
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 CHAPTER TEN 

 CHRISTMAS 

 

 

 After Thanksgiving, everyoneôs attention was focused on one date: 17 December 1964. This 

was the day we held muster and everyone cleared out of The Acropolis for Christmas leave. 

 As the date approached in our room, however, there was a decidedly doleful atmosphere. 

Orrin had been speaking for weeks about leaving The Acropolis at Christmas and enrolling the 

next year in the Merchant Marine Academy. ñYou donôt have to carry a rifle there,ò he kept 

saying over and over as though in some kind of vaguely enthusiastic, yet detached mantra. 

 I was curious as to why he would leave at Christmas, rather than finishing out the semester at 

the end of January. Then he could apply whatever credits he might have and perhaps even begin 

as a transfer midshipman. Once or twice, I broached the topic with him, but he did not seem to be 

interested in pursuing it. So I retreated into silence. 

 The two weeks leading up to muster became ever more awkward for both of us. It was like a 

wake that went on too long. Deep down in, I really had come to care about him; but up on the 

surface of human relations, I found it difficult to talk about his impending departure. I knew 

there was something wrong beyond the rifle. Was he leaving before the end of the semester to 

avoid the embarrassment of failing courses? That was possible, although the grade sheet posted 

inside the door of his press did not seem to support that hypothesis. I simply did not know; nor 

did I know how to ask. 

 Of course, the question was elegantly simple: ñOrrin, what is wrong?ò But posing the 

question entailed too many taboos, real and imagined; and I found myself paralyzed and disabled 

by them. There was a suffering quality to him. It was as though I were facing the Fisher King 

and could not find a way to ask what was causing him such anguish. 

 On Thursday, 17 December, he had all of his things packed and cleared out of the room. We 

faced each other clumsily, shook hands, and on impulse simultaneously hugged each other with 

our left arms. 

 I dragged two large suitcases down to muster. In one were my clothes, including my full 

dress uniform ï just in case I might want to really impress anyone during the break. The other 

suitcase was packed full of books that I intended to study at home to prepare for final exams in 

January. The ritual packing of an excruciatingly heavy suitcase of books was a rite of passage for 

all college freshmen. We would take them home to study, perhaps take one or two books out as a 

cure for insomnia, and then lug them back so that we could cram for exams in the little time that 

was left. Sophomores, juniors, and seniors carried increasingly fewer books home ï not because 

they did not need to study for examinations, but because they became more and more realistic 

over the years. 

 Several of us went together, sharing a cab to the Trailways Bus Terminal to begin the long 

trek back home. The full moon accompanied us through the evening and night, crossing from 

east to west as we traveled from south to north. One by one, my classmates got off the bus. 

Before dawn on 18 December, I ï the last member of the small party of H Company thetes ï 

descended the stairs in Washington as the moon set. I took the local bus to Friendship Heights, 
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just inside the District Line on Wisconsin Avenue; and by the time I got there, it was late enough 

in the morning that I could call my mother and ask if she could pick me up. 

 As we drove down Wisconsin Avenue to Bradley Boulevard, Old Chester Road to Radnor, I 

knew my mother was barraging me with many questions, and I was doing my best to answer 

them. Yet, the long, five-hundred-mile bus ride and the subsequent negotiation of the local bus 

system with my two heavy suitcases had so dulled my senses that my mind may as well have 

been back somewhere in Thete Week. All I could think of was the popular Peter, Paul, and Mary 

song about being five hundred miles from my home and how badly I wanted to crash onto my 

bed. 

 I lugged my suitcases up the steps to the front yard, around the walkway, and up the steps to 

the house. My father was there to greet me with a warm handshake. We were not a family that 

went in for males hugging each other, so the handshake had to be as firm and sincere as possible. 

I fielded more questions that I hoped I gave coherent answers to and then managed to inch my 

way past the Gulbransen up-right on my left to my room, just opposite the front door. My old cat 

was sitting there, looking up expectantly at me. I petted him gently and felt glad that he could ask 

no questions. 

 In a haze, my mother said something about my being tired, and I took that as a welcome 

excuse to freshen up in the bathroom next to my bedroom and take a long nap. Usually, I avoided 

naps ï they made me groggy for the rest of the day and interfered with my sleep at night. That 

day, however, I was too groggy to function anyway, and somehow I was confident that, if woken 

up for dinner (which in my opinion at the time was totally unnecessary), I could indeed manage 

to go right back to sleep afterward. Which, in fact, I did. 

 We lived in a solid, white, brick ranch-style house built in the early 1950ôs. Down the hall to 

the left (when you faced my room from the door) were the other two bedrooms ï my parentsô 

master bedroom on the left past the closet, and (across the linen closet with its full-length mirror 

at the end of the hall) my brotherôs room on the right, with the bathroom in between his room 

and mine. Mine had been the guest room until I had succeeded in making myself too obnoxious 

to my brother and his friends back when I was eight or ten. At the near end of the hall was the 

living room, with a large square open way on the left of the far end leading to the dining room, 

where there were doors to the basement and attic on the left and the swinging door to the kitchen 

on the right. As you entered the kitchen, there were porches on the left and right ï the back and 

front of the house. The back porch door was scarred on the window openings from my catôs habit 

of leaping up to look in when he craved entrance. The front porch was now enclosed with brick 

and glass, but it used to just have screens on two sides, and my brother and I would sleep there 

on cots during hot summer nights before we had air conditioning. 

 Waking up that first morning, 19 December, I was still sleepy and reached over to the chair 

next to my bed to turn on a transistor radio. It was the Hardin and Weaver show on WMAL. The 

main thing on their program was advertisements, with a little music; but they would take on 

funny voices and would make up short comedy sketches. These were not the extended stories 

such as you used to hear on the recordings of the old BBC Goon Show, but simple segues 

between advertisements and music. 

 As I lay back on my bed, with the radio droning somewhere on the borders of my 

consciousness, I relished every sleepy moment, knowing that I did not have to get up. That in 

itself was quite telling of how exhausted I was, since I tended to be an early riser. All of a sudden 

I leapt straight off the bed in a panic, violently levitating from the supine position. Hardin and 
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Weaver were introducing a ñName the Horse Contest,ò and they prefaced their advertisement 

with a sudden and loud recording of first call on the bugle. 

 Most people, I am sure, heard that bugle call as an enjoyable part of horse racing. For me, on 

the other hand, it was the most dreaded call in the arsenal of signals that daily pummeled an 

Acropolis cadet. It meant that it was 6:15am and the thetes had to roll out yelling onto the 

quadrangle for morning meal formation. In a word, it meant that I was late and in a heap of 

trouble. I had not woken up to it since that first SMI, after I had managed to turn off my surreal 

alarm clocks; and I had never intended to wake up to it again. 

 That morning, I spent with my parents, catching up on all that had happened in Bethesda 

since September, which was, frankly, not terribly much ï except for the ubiquitous growth of the 

small, placid town into a major city appended to Washington. Since it was Saturday, my father 

did not ñhaveò to go to the office, where he worked in his ñretirement,ò and my mother ran 

errands and did chores. It was a fairly warm day for December, so I took out my bicycle and 

went down to the library. 

 

 The library would seem to be an odd place for a freshly, though temporarily liberated cadet 

to go. But then you would have to know something else about the layout of the house. The living 

room had a large picture window facing west along one length, and in front of it was a desk 

bordered by chairs on either side. Opposite that was a couch flanked by end tables and a coffee 

table in front of it. The television was on the northwest corner, and my fatherôs recliner was on 

the southeast corner, next to the dining room. The only telephone was a black rotary phone 

sitting on the end table between the couch and my room, and its cord would not reach past my 

door. The only way I had to call young ladies was thus in the center of all activities ï hence, the 

library with its outdoor pay phone. 

 For some reason, I had decided that I would like to see Alison Greene. We had met the 

previous summer at a youth gathering between our two churches, and she and I shared quite a 

few friends. Still, why I should be interested in calling her rather than the group of friends I used 

to hang out with intrigued me, as though I were an observer as well as a participant. Did I want 

to get to know her for her sake, or was I trying to avoid ï to isolate myself from ï my usual 

associates? The question made me uneasy, as did the fact that I was interrogating myself. 

 I got through to her and told her who I was, giving more information than she needed for fear 

that she had forgotten me. 

 ñOf course, I remember you,ò she assured me. Her voice rang with what seemed to be a joy 

at talking with me. But deeper down, I sensed some static in her voice and worried that she was 

not doing so well. 

 After some more pleasantries, I found myself at the point of no return and asked, ñWould you 

like to go out? Maybe for a bite to eat and a movie? Iôve gotta admit, Iôm not up on what movies 

are out there.ò 

 ñWell,ò she hesitated, ñI donôt think I can get out tonight.ò 

 ñThen how about Friday?ò I asked, hoping that her last answer offered some room for 

optimism. 

 ñDo you know what day Friday is?ò she asked with an incredulous, but endearing laugh. 

 ñUh, I donôt have a calendar on me,ò I admitted, as I desperately tried to add up the days. 

Muster was Thursday, and that was the all-important 17 December, ... 

 ñItôs the twenty-fifth,ò she replied, as though that explained it all. I paused. 
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 ñChristmas!ò she finally spelled it out. 

 ñOh my goodness. Iôm sorry,ò I said as apologetically as I could. ñYou know, Iôve been 

looking forward so long to just one day ï 17 December ï that I guess I mustôve thought that was 

Christmas.ò 

 ñYou need a rest,ò she laughed. Then she added much more gravely, ñAnd unfortunately, so 

do I. I was in a bad boating accident a while back, and Iôm really not in any shape to be going 

out.ò Then after the briefest of pauses she blurted out, ñBut I can have visitors. And Iôd love to 

see you. How about tomorrow?ò 

 ñThat would be great. Iôll swing by in the afternoon.ò Sundays my mother performed her 

obsessive ironing ï including sheets and underwear ï as she and my father watched Bullwinkle 

and American Bandstand on the television, so I was confident I could borrow her car, a white 

Corvair. 

 Sunday afternoon, I donned my dress grays, which I had worn on the bus from Charleston to 

Washington, and went to visit Alison. As I walked up the stairs to her front door, I heard her say, 

ñCome on in, the doorôs not locked.ò 

 I entered a front porch that had been enclosed with brick and glass, much as my parents had 

done with the porch on the corner of our house. Alison was sitting in the far right corner, with 

her feet up and some blankets over her legs. 

 ñThisôll give our neighbor something to watch,ò she said dryly. ñShe sits across the street, 

poking her binoculars through the blinds and spying on all the neighbors. Sheôs really pretty old 

and pathetic, but it does get annoying.ò 

 Alison seemed to get tired just saying that much. She was obviously uncomfortable and in 

some pain, and my heart reached out to her. Unfortunately, my speech did not follow suit, and I 

never did ask her just how badly she was hurting ï just what was wrong. I wanted to, but I felt 

that it might be prying or breaking some unstated taboo. 

 When I took my hat off, she quipped, ñThey got your hair pretty good, didnôt they?ò 

 ñOh,ò I said in astonishment. ñI thought it had grown out rather well since my first shaving 

back in September. Among thetes at The Acropolis, itôs really quite daring.ò 

 She laughed despite her pain, and we went on to talk about common friends in Bethesda and 

life in Charleston. All the while, though, she seemed to be bothered by something. 

 Finally, she came out with it: ñSeeing you in that uniform worries me. War is awfully ... 

crude.ò Her tone was sad, and not in the least accusatory. 

 ñWell,ò I answered lamely, ñitôs part of our world, and I guess someone has to be prepared 

for it.ò I could not tell if I convinced her, though I sincerely doubted it. What was worse, I could 

not tell if I convinced myself. 

 Alison had spotted my Achilles heel and had sped an arrow straight down into it. This, I 

came to realize, was the reason for my worrisome relationship with my rifle. As long as it was 

used for drill and for cleaning, it was fine. But once I had to fire at a target ï especially at a target 

placed on the rough outline of a human torso ï something within me cringed. Something within 

me did not want to face the reason for carrying a rifle, or the reason for wearing a sharp-looking 

gray uniform. 

 Something was direly wrong, and I wished she would pursue it further and ask me the 

question. But she pulled back when she saw the pained expression in my face, just as I had done 

when I had seen the same in hers. 
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 We talked some more about things that mattered very little now. She invited me to drop by 

anytime, for she did enjoy my company. ñAnd,ò she added softly but firmly, ñyou really donôt 

have to dress up for me, you know.ò 

 I drove home slowly, taking a circuitous route that led me past many of the landmarks that 

commemorated my growing up. My mind, though, kept returning to Alison. I desperately wanted 

to see her again and to discuss both her pain and mine. But mine was too embarrassing ï I was, 

after all, from a military family; and there were, after all, certain expectations to be met. So 

finally, I forced these thoughts from my mind, and I never saw her again. 

 

 Monday morning, the high school was still in session. I arose early and went there, again in 

my dress gray uniform. As a visitor, I would have to check in at the office, but I arrived before 

the office opened so I could see the group I used to hang out with at the gate that ran across the 

hall just inside the lobby. It was always opened right before home-room period. 

 Several of my friends were still there and gathered around me, all talking at once. Samantha 

Hanson was there and was talking the most. She was just a junior that year, though she was only 

a year and a month younger than I ï the result of being born right on the dividing line between 

starting school one year or the next. With her was Nina Ferguson, a petit girl who was very shy 

except in our group, and smiling Laura Nelson, whose Anglicized name could not cover her 

Scandinavian background. Fred Collins was still there ï now a senior with a Carmen Ghia, 

though he preferred to hang out with this group rather than those who were ñcoolò or ñin.ò I 

missed a couple of my classmates, particularly Betty Liston, an intellectual and attractive tall girl 

with straight black hair. She used to play Natasha to my Boris ï the two inept Russian spies from 

the Bullwinkle show. The awkward but always serious Marty Smith had gone on to Washington 

University in St Louis. There were also a couple new additions, who were hurriedly introduced 

to me before the bell rang and I had to go check in at the office. 

 In the week after Christmas, Samantha, Nina, and I piled into Fredôs Carmen Ghia for a 

number of trips. I also went out to the movies with Samantha, although it was as always 

understood that these were not dates, as such. 

 Nina had a formal dance she was required to attend, so she asked me if I would take her. I 

used the opportunity to wear my full dress uniform, with the three rows of buttons and tails. 

When I arrived to pick her up, her mother shouted up the stairs, ñNina, your Prince Charming is 

here!ò 

 It was good to see my friends again. The only complication was that Samantha seemed to 

have eyes for me. The only one in the group that I had ever been romantically interested in, 

though, had been Alice Reynolds ï my first ñsteady.ò 

 Alice and I broke up right before my senior prom. She had already purchased a gown, so I 

had no choice but to go ahead and take her. At the prom, she seemed to have a really good time ï 

and I was totally miserable. I wondered how anyone ever survived high school without 

permanent emotional scars. Perhaps no one did. In any case, she and her family had moved out to 

Colorado over the past summer. 

 Oddly enough, I had received a letter from Alice at The Acropolis around Thanksgiving. I 

did not know how she had got my address, nor did I fully comprehend her letter. It was full of 

surreal references to strange sights and strange sounds. I replied with the strange sounds that I 

heard from the gallery, and I never received any more correspondence from her. 
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 Finally, on Saturday afternoon, 2 January 1965, my parents drove me downtown to the 

Trailways bus station for my long, five-hundred-mile ride from my home. It had been great to 

see my friends again, but there was also a negative side. When I had gone to The Acropolis in 

September, it was the beginning of a new adventure, and I did not give much thought to those I 

left behind. This time, however, I was fully cognizant of the fact that part of me belonged back in 

Bethesda among friends from whom inevitably ï now or later ï I would be separated, isolated. 

And I felt alone. 

 Added to my feelings of isolation were the words of Alison Greene, still ringing in my ears 

and still evoking thoughts and doubts about myself. I fantasized about writing to her and asking 

her what was wrong and telling her what was wrong, but I knew I could never overcome my 

shyness and uncertainty long enough to actually do it. 

 As the bus progressed through Virginia, North Carolina, and South Carolina, we picked up a 

number of cadets who seemed to be sharing some of the thoughts and concerns that were picking 

at me. One by one, my classmates who had accompanied me northward got on the bus and we 

returned to Charleston early Sunday morning. Muster ï that other muster, the one we did not like 

to talk about ï was at 6:00pm. 

 

 As the time approached for that other muster, I gazed out the window of my half-empty 

room, through the latticed bars and the bare branches beyond. I could barely make out the moon 

about to set in the first glimmer of her new phase, just as she had appeared on the evening when 

Herm had been my guide. 

 Then it struck me. Since the dark moon and I had joined in our slow ritual dance of the 

quadrants on my journey south, and especially since the new moon had shown Herm and me the 

path to The Acropolis, I had been constantly aware of where she was. 

 Of where she was in relation to me. 

 She? 



 

 

Cadetôs Dream, Toby Griffen        ©2008           67                               

 

 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 

 BACK INTO THE BREACH 

 

 

 Returning to The Acropolis after Christmas break was always difficult for thetes. Stepping 

back into that small alcove room was particularly hard for me, as everything that represented my 

roommate Orrin Murphy was now gone. In spite of the long wake, I found myself wishing he 

had changed his mind and would come walking through the door with a shout of ñHoly Cow!ò 

 After my talk with Alison, I started to have suspicions that perhaps some of his self-doubts 

and anxieties corresponded with mine. I thought about the Merchant Marine, with its dangerous, 

but noncombatant mission ï its lack of rifles. Of course, everything seemed to fall into place, 

now that it was too late. I wanted to put the shoe-shining incident firmly behind us. I wanted to 

talk with him, to give him comfort, and to receive comfort from him. On some higher level, I 

wanted finally to pose the question to him, ñWhat is wrong?ò But like Parzival after his exile 

from the Fisher King, I had lost my opportunity. Unlike Parzival, I would never have another. 

 Not that I had to be alone. It was simply more comfortable ï safer. Besides, there were only 

two weeks before exam week, and everyone would be studying. Needless to say, that was as 

flimsy a rationalization as they come. I certainly was not pouring over my books, and I was fairly 

confident that my classmates were not so engaged either. And in the end, our grades proved it. 

 Then there was the excuse of the loosing of the junior and senior privates. In reality, the only 

event associated with that was Mr Santorelli bursting into my room and shouting, ñOkay, thete, 

hit it and give me twenty!ò 

 Unthinking, I complied and had completed only a few before he gasped out my first name in 

horror and nervously shouted, ñI didnôt think youôd do it. Please! Stop!ò 

 On the morning of Monday, 25 January, I visited Lieutenant Colonel Dunbar, and we filled 

out some computer cards. That was registration for second semester, and we both agreed (along 

with everyone else at The Acropolis) that this was a far better way of doing it. 

 When I returned to my room, I was no longer alone. 

 

 Arty Thornton was an easy-going, fair-haired, soft-featured Floridian with a pleasant drawl 

and a determination not to be too hasty. In short, he was the exact opposite of the nervous New 

Englander Orrin, and I felt myself relaxing in his presence. More importantly, he knew how to 

make a pot of coffee. I wondered if that had played any role in his being moved up to this room. 

After all, Mr Ford was responsible for room assignments, and Artyôs roommate had not returned 

from Christmas break either. 

 With Arty for a roommate, I started to get to know some more of my classmates. He was a 

networker, and his friendly, relaxed manner drew people to him. More importantly, he made me 

realize just how isolated I had been ï how isolated I had chosen to make myself. 

 One thing that had helped Arty in his networking was the fact that for the whole first 

semester he had lived in room 248, the room right at the top of the stairs on the first division and 

right beside the bulletin board. That was the room we all ducked into when we had forgotten the 

name of the upperclassman on the next stairway or when we saw an upperclassman approach as 

we were reading the bulletin board. 
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 In a small, dark, seldom-used corner of my mind, I wished that I had been moved down to 

room 248 so I could meet more of my classmates (to say nothing of avoiding two more 

stairways). On the other hand, the small alcove room of third division was comfortable and 

familiar, and I was glad not to leave my seniors, whom I liked far more than I showed. And in 

the final analysis, this room allowed me to hide, albeit it in a state of self-imposed exile. 

 Two classmates I especially liked to have visit were Harry Sedgwick and Kenneth Jackson. 

Harry was slightly stocky and on the tall end of H Company, and Ken was thin and on the short 

end. In an environment that counted fractions of an inch, this may as well have been Mutt and 

Jeff. Although both were from the Up Country of South Carolina, Harry was a Jewish cadet 

majoring in political science, while Ken was of Scottish extraction and majored in history. 

Political science and history shared the fourth floor of Philanthropos Hall, with political science 

on the left and reputedly on the Left, and history on the right and decidedly on the Right. 

 Since classes had just begun, Harry and Ken came up to our room on Thursday during 

Evening Study Period (or ESP ï and you can imagine the puns that that acronym evoked). After 

a perfunctory knock, they slid into the room, holding mathematics books, notebooks, and the 

chairs from their room. As soon as they were inside and the door was closed, Harry produced the 

deck of cards. 

 We pulled out one of the rickety wooden desks and sat around. ñHave you ever played 

hearts?ò Ken asked me. 

 ñI donôt think so.ò I answered hesitantly, not at all certain if that name matched up with any 

of the card games I had played at home with my friends. ñI might have, but Iôm not sure. In any 

case, I wouldnôt remember how to play.ò 

 ñHere, weôll show you. Itôs easy.ò For the first game, they placed my hand out on the table as 

they played for me and explained the rules. It seemed easy enough. 

 Once we got going into the second game, I played for myself, and Harry, Ken, and Arty 

began talking about our classmates. Harry started with ñHey, did you see Tadd at retreat 

formation?ò 

 ñYeah,ò replied Arty. ñThat was something. Mr Gunn was sure heôd tied him in last night ï I 

guess because the webbing on his door and his screen door was so neatly knotted. Boy, they 

were all over him!ò 

 ñFirst,ò chimed in Ken, ñthey tried to find anything about him that would get him some 

demerits. But he was so shined up, you couldôve shaved in his shoes.ò 

 ñYeah,ò agreed Arty. ñThen they had him do push-ups till he was blue in the face. But he 

didnôt break ï and didnôt admit to doing anything. Especially not with anyone else,ò he added 

with a notable sigh of relief. 

 ñYou know,ò Harry proclaimed, ñTadd is gonna make guidon corporal for sure. They may 

not like to be tied in, but they admire anyone who can do it and get away with it, without 

caving.ò 

 Throughout the conversation, I kept wracking my brain, trying to remember who Tadd was. I 

hadnôt seen this eveningôs performance, because the others were in first platoon and I was way 

down in third. As thetes, we certainly did not look around. But there was something vaguely 

familiar in his name. I kept imagining someone looking me in the eye, holding out his hand, and 

saying ñHi, Iôm Tadd.ò But as soon as that image began to solidify, it vanished. 

 What distracted me at that point was a distant cry from the quadrangle ï the thete serving as 

Orderly of the Guard had made an announcement. The first part had been lost in inattention, as 
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usual, but it ended with ñ... H Company.ò It was probably an announcement that someone had a 

telephone call down in the guard room, so we all stopped to listen, each hoping the call was for 

him. 

 ñCall for Charles Brown, H Company,ò came the cry, loud and clear. I knew there was no 

Charles Brown in H Company, so I sat there baffled, holding my cards. 

 Kenôs and Harryôs eyes got big ï Arty just calmly went into action. They reached out and 

gathered in all the cards from the table, snatching mine out of my hand and stuffing them all 

unceremoniously into the pocket of Kenôs bathrobe. As they opened their math books and 

produced nicely sharpened pencils to hover over their notebooks, they looked at me and 

commanded, ñCome on, Cadet! Get with it!ò 

 Completely taken aback, I simply did what they had done. Harry took out a sheet of half-

completed problems and shoved them over to me. ñHere, look at these!ò 

 ñWhatôs going on?ò I blurted out. 

 ñWhereôve you been for the past five months, man?ò Ken scolded. ñThat was a call for 

Charles Brown! The Tac Officer and the guard are on the prowl,ò he explained, somewhat 

exasperated that I was so much in the dark. 

 We sat there quietly and listened. For a while, everything was still. Then we heard official-

sounding footsteps coming up the stairs and heading straight to our room. Along with the 

footsteps was the unmistakable clinking of a heavy brass key chain against a scabbard. 

 ñRoom, attention!ò cried out the Officer of the Guard, a senior private who wore his uniform 

only slightly more sharply than a cadet recruit. The sword he had to wear for guard duty seemed 

incongruous hanging at his side. 

 In walked the Tactical Officer, a tall Air Force major who had the supervisory duty over the 

guard that day. With a deep voice and an even deeper Southern accent, he demanded in an even 

tone, ñWhatôre you boys doinô here?ò 

 We all answered in a jumble that we were studying mathematics. We wanted to get a jump 

on trigonometry this semester so we would not do as poorly as we had done with advanced 

algebra. 

 ñThatôs what the sign said on your door down on first division,ò he directed to Harry and 

Ken, whose bathrobes gave them away as the visitors. ñYep, trigonometryôs tough, all right. I 

nearly flunked it myself when I was a thete here. Of course, I complicated the issue by playinô 

cards and livinô it up instead of partakinô in a study group, like you fine scholars.ò 

 We stood there bracing and not at all comfortable with what sounded an awful lot like 

sarcasm. 

 As he turned to leave the room, he twisted the upper part of his body back around and 

pointed under my chair. ñBy the way, you might want to pick up that óstudy noteô on the floor. 

Iôm sure thereôs a need for a ten of hearts somewhere in your equations.ò 

 He swept out of the room, with the OG in tow, whose shoulders bounced up and down in a 

barely stifled laugh. The Orderly was last out, looking back at us with eyes enlarged in relief. 

 Once they had descended the stairs, we exhaled, gathered into a circle with our arms around 

each othersô shoulders, and laughed as loudly as we dared. Finally, Mr Wilson popped his head 

in the door with ñBoy, were you lucky!ò And we could hear the laughter spreading to our other 

seniors as well. 
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 As a junior sergeant trekking back hastily and distraught just minutes before midnight on 22 

April 1967, I could remember the incident as though it had been yesterday. It even managed to 

bring the slightest trace of a smile to my lips ï remembering my long awaited bonding with my 

classmates ï or at least the barest beginnings of it. That was important, and somehow I knew 

now more than ever just how important it had been. 

 Yet, my mind drifted once again toward the negative, toward the implications of isolation in 

my experiences. That entire first semester, when I should have been channeling my energies to 

uniting with my classmates and building the relationships that would last a lifetime, I had 

squandered every opportunity. 

 As memories flooded into my consciousness, some with which I was intimately familiar and 

some that seemed to have come in from some far off land at some undeterminable time, I 

remembered that things would get worse. Indeed, they did get much, much worse, though not as I 

had expected them to. 
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 CHAPTER TWELVE 

 SEEKING REFUGE AT THE ACF 

 

 

 Between Christmas and Easter, the Thete System settled into a dull, wearying routine. 

Occasionally, we were lined up on the galleries for yelling and push-ups ï and the ever-present 

poking by fingers and knuckles. We knew what to expect, and we duly expected it; although, to 

be sure, it happened far less frequently than we had anticipated. This, we eventually learned, was 

part of the System itself: Fear is a far more constant and effective control than punishment. 

 Nonetheless, fear tends to wane, and more and more of my classmates took part in what Tadd 

had done ï tying in an upperclassman. This entailed taking a length of webbing and slipping it 

though the handles of the door and screen door and tying it so that the door could not be opened 

from the inside. There were other pranks as well, such as putting shoe polish on certain toilet 

seats, placing buckets of water in transoms so they would drench the first person to open the 

door, and so forth. 

 Far from being serious violations, however, these pranks were an expected part of the Thete 

System. Just as we had been forced together into a swelteringly hot room on Thete Night to press 

us (quite literally) into a sense of unity, the pranks nurtured unity as well. But this unity was 

designed to come from the fourth class itself, and it worked doubly ï once in the actual planning 

and execution of the prank, and once more in the collective punishment. Sometimes, it was 

organized and directed by those who would become the leaders of the class; and sometimes, it 

was instigated by the more fun-loving thetes like Lester Smith, a small skinny cadet who smoked 

big cigars and sported an even bigger sense of humor. 

 As usual, my participation in the pranks reflected my isolation. During the three weeks I 

roomed alone, I snuck out late one Saturday evening as Mr Gunn was returning from general 

leave. I climbed up the chained-off stairway that led to a locked door by which custodians 

accessed the roof. As the junior sergeant grasped the inner hand rail on the stairs below the first 

division, I let loose with a water balloon, hitting him squarely on the shoulder. 

 It was a masterful shot, but a disappointing one. I had played my prank alone, with no 

assistance from my classmates. While it may have been satisfying to drench an upperclassman, 

especially one who had been so influential on the Training Cadre, it served no purpose. I snuck 

back to my empty room, knowing that I had succeeded in my mission, but that my mission had 

drawn me no closer to my classmates. 

 The one thing we still dreaded was the loosing of the sophomore privates after Easter. A few 

of these would become sergeants at the end of the year, and the only way they felt that they could 

accomplish this was to show the greatest possible ingenuity and skill in tormenting the thetes. Of 

course, making rank required abilities far beyond enforcing the Thete System; but many of the 

sophomores did not realize this, any more than they realized that we were having it no easier 

than they had. 

 Moreover, these were the very sophomores who had yet to learn that there were two levels to 

the System: the upper level of reason and judgment, and the lower level of enforcement. They 

only knew how to act on the lower level, and that made them, by my definition, sadists. While 
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such sadists were not as likely to make rank, they were certain to make life miserable for us in 

the weeks between Easter and the publication of rankings at the end of the year. 

 As the routine of the Thete System wore us down and the fear of the sophomore privates 

loomed threateningly on the horizon, we all needed refuges ï places we could retreat to in order 

to feel safe, if only for a time. For most of us, this included certain sanctuaries in Charleston. 

 In my self-imposed spirit of isolation, my forays into Charleston had at least begun in 

solitude. For one thing, I preferred to walk so I could clear my mind and prepare it for whatever 

new worries were set to infest it. After a while, the walk down Moultrie Street to King Street 

became so much a habit on weekends that I scarcely paid any attention to the scenery. That 

probably came about the time I stopped looking for Herm. 

 I discovered many refuges tucked away on the streets of the city. Off to the right of King 

Street downtown was a little shop where I could buy loose tea and have some borsht. The tea I 

would sneak back into the barracks and prepare in my room using a personalized Acropolis beer 

mug, a tea ball, and occasionally ï when I found one that worked ï a submersible coil that heated 

water to a boil before one day inevitably exploding in sparks. Usually, though, the water from 

the tap was sufficiently hot. 

 Of course, there was also the drug store across from the Francis Marion where I would meet 

my classmates from H Company and share a meal with them. Especially after I had got to know 

Harry and Ken better, we would dine there, sometimes with other classmates as well, especially 

Guy. 

 At one of these fine culinary experiences on a Friday afternoon, Harry looked over his 

hamburger and asked, ñHas anyone tried out that Chinese restaurant up on King Street?ò 

 ñOh, the Chow Mein Inn,ò I replied, doing my best to sound nonchalant, but overjoyed that I 

had some real information to contribute for a change. ñIôve eaten there a couple of times. Itôs not 

like the restaurants in Washington that cater to the Chinese embassy people ï in fact, itôs a bit 

greasy. But the food tastes okay, and besides, itôs the only Chinese restaurant in the city.ò 

 My compatriots looked at me with a new air of appreciation. Harry floored me, though, with 

ñSo itôs not like the Peking on Connecticut Avenue?ò 

 After I closed my jaw, he continued, ñWe ate there once on my class trip, and Iôve kept a 

match box for a souvenir.ò 

 ñLetôs get some guys together and take over a couple tables tomorrow night,ò Ken suggested 

boldly. And the rest of us chimed in with our approval. 

 The next night, Arty, Harry, Ken, Guy, and I, along with Billy Allen (as fine a connoisseur as 

you could find at The Acropolis) and Don Mallard (whom I did not know, but came to know and 

like as time progressed) shuffled into the doors of the large old blue-gray wooden house at 700 

North King Street for an evening of Chinese dining. The street numbers of Charleston 

establishments had always confused me. To my Washingtonian way of thinking, 700 should 

have been only seven blocks from the center of town, not a mile and a half. 

 As we sat down and looked over the menus, in walked Zachary Michaels, Jimmy Clifford, 

and Roland duBerry. ñYou werenôt gonna start with out us ï I hope!ò Zachary scolded. We 

pushed another table up to the two we had already joined. We were the only cadets in the house, 

so we felt free to excoriate certain upperclassmen and to issue challenges to those we feared 

most. 
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 From that point on, I felt much more a part of my class. The Chow Mein Inn was a big hit, 

and it became a regular hangout of H Company thetes. Unfortunately, it was only available to us 

on the weekends ï that and everything else outside the gates. 

 Inside the gates, the main refuge for thetes was the Thete Canteen ï that squat addition onto 

the north side of Mitchell Hall. It had an entrance on the north and one on the south that jutted 

off the side entrance to the main building. It was down and off to the side, quite appropriate for 

those of us who were suffering through our first-year initiation of exile from the mainstream of 

cadet life. On the west side, under a row of windows, was a long shelf with affixed stools under 

it and with a change machine and a couple of can openers over it. The change was for the row of 

vending machines along the east side, and the can openers were for the cold soup that some of 

the machines dispensed. 

 Always worrying about the next meal assignmentôs leading to my immanent starvation, I 

frequented the Thete Canteen. On rare occasions, I would run into someone who actually was on 

a horrendous mess and felt far more urgency in eating than I had. Nonetheless, the rarity of these 

encounters and the fact that no thete seemed malnourished failed to dispell my fear until the end 

of the year. 

 

 As Easter approached, I felt compelled to revisit the Acropolis Christian Fellowship. 

Whether this desire for a religious refuge was spurred on by the approach of the Holy Season or 

by fear of the sophomore privates to be loosed all-too-soon now, I could not say ï but at that 

point the latter appeared to be much more likely. 

 The ACF turned out to be far from a refuge, however. I gingerly walked into the large 

meeting room in Mitchell Hall and looked around like some frightened deer entering a forest rife 

with the smell of cougars, foxes, and bears. Over in the corner, I spotted the band of Literalists. 

They had the same forced, toothy smiles beneath the same steely, cruel eyes. But there were so 

many more of them! 

 Most of the Literalists appeared to be sophomores, and not just any sophomores, but the 

sophomore privates who were most looking forward with relish to their tormenting the thetes. 

They had been passed over for rank at the end of their thete year by classmates, upperclassmen, 

and Tactical Officers who could see right through them and did not particularly like what they 

saw. Now they intended to prove to those ñblind idiotsò just what they were made of. And they 

would. 

 In the midst of the band stood Christopher Adams. He actually appeared to be holding court 

ï the rabbit king addressing the foxes. ñWell,ò I muttered quietly to myself, ñif he can get away 

with that, maybe he will become president of the ACF and receive his graduate scholarship to the 

NCBC.ò I muttered those last initials carefully, trying to remember them by what they stood for. 

 Suddenly, I felt a hand on my right shoulder and heard a voice whisper in my ear, ñUnless we 

can stop him.ò I moved my head to the right ï my body was still held in place by the hand ï and 

saw the concerned face of Owen Hughes leaning down to eye-level with me. I had not realized 

that my words could be heard, and his comment startled me. What startled me more, though, was 

the whole situation. I could not remember ever having had a more powerful feeling of déjà vu, 

and I rapidly shook my head trying to figure out where that feeling had come from. 

 ñTheyôve grown, havenôt they?ò I said in a hoarse whisper, feeling ever more vulnerable, but 

also sharing enough of Owenôs concern to not worry about the unspoken ñsir.ò 

 ñYes,ò he answered gravely, ñand the rest of the ACF has proportionally declined.ò 
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 ñWhere are they all?ò I asked. As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I anticipated his 

reply. 

 ñWhere have you been?ò He looked at me with far more resignation than accusation. ñIt used 

to be a very comfortable, spiritually up-lifting group,ò he added almost whimsically. 

 We both stood transfixed by the sight of the Literalists with their intense inaudible discussion 

ï inaudible, that is, except for the occasional ñTriumph of Christianity,ò a phrase they seemed 

unable to utter in hushed tones. 

 One figure among them seemed definitely out of place. I could not tell what his name was, 

because he was not wearing his name tag ï an omission that appeared to be very much in 

keeping with his general attitude toward his uniform. In lieu of being tied, his necktie was looped 

over his collar stay. This was a common practice among upperclassmen, but his stay was 

dangling out of one collar, revealing his failure to button the collar, and a missing third button 

right below the point where his tie was tucked in allowed the frayed cut-off end of his tie to poke 

out. In general, he made my squad sergeant Mr Daniels look like a candidate for the élite drill 

team. He was decidedly overweight ï had he been a thete he would have been labeled a ñblivitò 

and either forced on a diet (with exercise) or run out of the Corps. His hair and thick eyebrows 

were dark, and this accentuated his five oôclock shadow. On his collars I could make out highly 

smudged 2K ï a junior private from K Company, Third Battalion. 

 I could not take my eyes off him and watched him as he left the band of Literalists and sidled 

up to a circle of other cadets, including the president of the ACF, Cadet Major Brady. Mr Brady 

raised his eyebrows and appeared to be politely attentive to what the junior had to say. But as 

soon as the 2K went on in search of fresh pastures, Mr Brady shrugged his shoulders and carried 

on his conversation within his circle. 

 Standing next to me, Owen was observing the same activity. ñI donôt know his name,ò he 

said, not waiting for me to ask. ñHe first showed up a couple of meetings ago, all on his own. 

Every time I get close enough to talk with him, something gets in the way: The meeting starts, 

someone else steps in between us, or something.ò 

 ñWhatôs he doing?ò I asked with some fascination. ñHe keeps going back and forth between 

the Literalists and the rest.ò 

 ñTo be generous ï as all Christians should be,ò Owen said with his tongue firmly planted in 

his cheek, ñIôd have to praise him as the only cadet brave enough to act as a bridge between two 

increasingly antagonistic camps.ò 

 ñWhatôs he really doing?ò 

 ñStirring things up. He hears something here and repeats it there in what is Iôm sure a 

distorted version. Then he goes back the same way.ò 

 ñBut why?ò I was really curious now. 

 ñYouôll have to ask him. As usual, heôs drifting over here now, just as Johnôs about to begin 

the business meeting. I suspect that by the time the business meeting is over, our friend will 

already be long gone.ò 

 And so he was. 
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 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

 THE SWEAT PARTY 

 

 

 Easter break lasted less than a week, from 14 to 20 April. But since Christmas I had learned 

about the trains that ran between Charleston and Washington. They were a lot faster than the bus, 

and far more comfortable. You could get up, move around, and even visit the snack bar in the 

dining car. Some still had formal dining arrangements, though these tended to be much too 

expensive for cadets. Or you could just slide your visor down over your eyes and get some sleep. 

 There was always a cadet party on the train ï at least on the trips home. They even served 

drinks from little metal carts, depending upon the laws of the county we happened to be traveling 

through, and these tended to enliven the party atmosphere ï even for me just taking in the 

vicarious pleasure of watching others drink and make fools of themselves. I would join them 

after the beginning of my junior year. The trips back to The Acropolis were considerably more 

somber and the conversations more subdued, but it was still far better than the cramped 

conditions on the bus. 

 Although the train was more expensive than the bus, if we traveled in uniform (which 

freshmen and even sophomores had to do anyway), we received a third off our tickets. This was 

the Atlantic Coast Lineôs and the Seaboard Air Lineôs way of supporting the ñtroops,ò and the 

discount brought the cost of the ticket down at least as far as the bus. 

 The only problem with the arrangement was that the train got in earlier ï in the middle of the 

night. So I had to get a bus into Bethesda from Friendship Heights. But at least I was far more 

rested and had had a more pleasant adventure in getting there. 

 Unfortunately, there was not much to do at home over Easter. Religious observances 

dominated everyoneôs schedule. I walked my usual mile stroll to church on Sunday morning ï up 

Radnor Road to Maiden Lane and then down Wilson Lane. I was fond of walking, and that 

probably played a role in my frequent forays into Charleston. When I was a very small child, my 

mother would drive me to church with my brother, and she would pick us up afterwards. Most of 

the time growing up, though, I would walk with him. Then when he went off to the Naval 

Academy, I walked by myself for the three years before I went to The Acropolis. I knew every 

inch of the way and always delighted in seeing the small animals that scurried along the sidewalk 

in front of me. 

 I did manage to call some friends and went out to a movie with Nina on Saturday. Otherwise, 

I took advantage of the favorable weather to ride around on my bicycle and look at the sites that 

had been important to me growing up ï the schools, the tree-lined roads, and the houses of girls I 

had never had the courage to approach. 

 All of this effort to relax, though, was doomed to failure. I knew the sophomore privates 

would be loosed as soon as we returned to The Acropolis, and I dreaded the torture that they 

might inflict. The more I tried to banish the thought from my mind, the more entrenched it 

became. 

 Indeed, it seemed like only hours before I was standing once more on the quadrangle for the 

return muster at 6:00pm on Tuesday, 20 April. All of the thetes in H Company were bracing as 

strongly as they could ï both literally and figuratively ï for the onslaught of the sophomore 




