The Cadet Story
by Richard Sparks

As its newest member, my ability to mesh with the color guard was quickly and very publicly put to the test. In the fall of 1960, there was an assembly of the GW student body in the stadium for the presentation of a new U.S. flag to the school by the American Legion. There were the requisite speeches, then the Legion color guard did some precision drill and ours followed suit, winding up with the two units facing at the 50-yard line. They passed me the new flag and we marched to the stadium flagpole. We had been worried about being shown up by a crack drill unit, but the concern was short-lived; we were only too happy to look sharp by comparison. At the flagpole, I had no worries, even though the school photographer had hustled over there. Flag-raising was old routine. Hindman took the rope and I clipped the tightly-folded flag on. As he started to pull, I sensed the moment, then threw the folded flag into the air so it would snap out dramatically as I came to a salute. I was hoping this would be photogenic, but a fraction of a second later I realized the unfurling flag was longer than the one we were used to. The free end was falling to the ground! Fortunately, Hindman started pulling the rope frantically so I just had time to make a stooping catch while the flag was still in the air. So much for dignity, but an embarrassing faux pas (that would have lived forever in the memory of my peers) was narrowly avoided. 

At the end of 8th grade, I had brought my preliminary high school schedule home for my father to sign. I’d never considered cadets, but to my dismay, he had other ideas. He reminded me that I would be going into the military after high school. At age 13, being eligible for the Draft seemed incomprehensibly distant. He told me to give the cadets two years.

So, in September, I found myself along with maybe 30 other “recruits” being led out to the tennis courts, herded by older students. Nobody was in uniform, but these people were carrying sabers and barking instructions. It was effective; at that point, everyone was just hoping to make it to the end of the period with minimal humiliation. We were lined up by height and the officers split us into groups, the tallest going to Company A, the shortest to Company C, and everyone else to Company B.

During the first days we were given simple, brutal instruction so we could more or less line up with the company in battalion formation for the start of the class period each day. If I’d ever wondered why officers carried sabers in modern times, seeing them used as prods made it clear they were an effective motivational tool.

After a few days, we were issued rifles. The big M-1’s added a new layer of difficulty to the drill, and to life in general. It turned out we would be having a weekly inspection and that damned rifle was supposed to be clean! Not only was this drudgery, it had to be done on your own time, before or after school or during study hall. This was my introduction to cosmolene, a petroleum-based protective coating that hardened into brown varnish.  Even after four years of devoted cleaning, brown scabs could still be found in the crevices of my rifle.

In addition to learning how to field strip and reassemble an M-1, we were required to memorize the serial number of our weapon and its basic specifications: weight, sight radius, maximum effective range, etc. These tedious statistics were favorite interrogation items from inspecting officers. I had such inspection anxiety that I still remember that serial number (5489707), and that the rifle weighed 9.5 pounds without bayonet. Screwing up was one of many excuses the officers used for piling grief on us hapless miscreants. It was apparent that one of the major incentives to gaining rank was the license to exercise sadistic whims. Infractions of all kinds meant pushups or running laps with that 9.5-pound rifle held high over the head. 

The battalion contained a fair cross-section of the school population. The corps had members of the student elite, sons of military families, and others who aspired to go to the service academies. Then, there were some who apparently just got a high from carrying weapons in public; a big draw was the rifle team. A cadet could shoot as much as they wanted, and the Army picked up the tab.

Some were there because cadets seemed like the best alternative to a physical education class. After running laps and the physical training drills that were part of the cadet curriculum, the P.E. dodgers were reconsidering their strategy. Then, there were those who were doing time because their parents hoped the program might instill the discipline they lacked otherwise. However, the majority were, like me, just following the path of least resistance without conscious goals. 
When I was a freshman, there were about 135 male and 40 female members in the corps; Cadets was a significant operation. The center of the operation was the Armory, reached by a flight of stairs, descending unobtrusively off the south lobby of the school building. Probably, most students never noticed that stairway. If they did, it was unlikely many would investigate. Among “civilians” there was no more desire to crash the Armory than to tour the boiler room.

At the base of the “secret” stairway was a tunnel, which led down a ramp to the cadet office. Here sat Colonel Mahoney and his secretary, Mrs. Yockey. The avuncular Colonel was a bit stuffy, but seemed genuinely interested in his students, albeit in a distracted way. Typically he stuck to his desk, relatively oblivious to what was going on in his domain. On through the Colonel’s office, there was the room where the weapons were racked and beyond that was the shooting range. The range had a door leading to a ramp up to ground level outside. On the way to the drill field, we would exit and enter the building there, which conveniently kept armed cadets out of the school hallways.  During the school day, with the Colonel inert in his office, the inmates were in charge of the asylum. There were good times and horsing around as cadets flowed through, to clean their weapons, shine shoes, or burn through 50 bullets shooting targets. There was a lot of just plain goofing off, it was an easy place; rank was nonexistent except during the 6th period cadet class. The armory was a refuge from the pressures of school and one of the few places where a freshman could associate one-on-one with upperclassmen.

One hot day we were held standing at attention 15 minutes past the end of the school day. Finally, the colonel announced, “You might like to know that you are here because Rogers can’t stop running his mouth.” “Ah, Rogers,” we thought; this wasn’t the first time. After we were finally dismissed, a couple of fellows grabbed him. They crammed Rogers into an ash can and rolled it down the stairway to the coal bins in the basement. Despite a public show of shock and contrition by the Colonel, that was the end of that; apparently nobody ratted on the perpetrators; certainly nobody missed Rogers, whose mother had “resigned” him from the corps the next day.

We were expected to show up in uniform on Mondays. Mrs. Yockey handled the distribution of uniforms and accessories, but pickings as far as a uniform in my size were slim; I had to order a custom tailored uniform at Levinson’s, downtown. This was about 200 bucks, serious money in 1957, but, with alterations, it still fit relatively well four years later. 
The routine during inclement weather was to report to the auditorium. The fare indoors was Army training films, but amazingly enough, much of what we sat through was relatively interesting stuff, skills that were actually useful in real life. As soon as the weather broke in the spring, we would be outside with physical training – pushups, sit-ups and jumping jacks, alternating with two-mile road marches and practice parades. People groused, but on a spring day it beat sitting in a classroom. There were many days of intense practice for our annual inspection by the Army. Inspection in ranks was practiced again and again with great glee by our officers. You, (the inspectee) come to “inspection arms” when the inspecting officer faces you, precisely bringing your rifle diagonally across your chest and opening the breech in one smooth motion. Looking front, you are intently watching the officer’s right shoulder. He speaks; you answer, but dare not lose focus. When the shoulder moves, you release the weapon and drop your hands to your sides. If you do not release it in the split-second he snatches it; inevitably, the rifle butt will smack you in the groin.

So, you have worries about opening that balky breech mechanism, not dropping your precious rifle to the ground, and not being embarrassingly injured. At the same time you are praying the officer will ask questions you are prepared to answer. One such inspection I found myself staring into the eyes of a tough-looking colonel in the Rangers. I released the weapon precisely, but my mind was racing – trying to remember any of the General Orders, or the maximum range of an M-1. Suddenly, he asked, “Where do you live?” And, my mind went completely blank.

Major items in the cadet agenda were the big George Washington Birthday Parade in February and the Winchester Apple Blossom Parade in May. Other duties included raising and lowering the flags in front of the school, as well as serving as ushers at football games. Not that “ushers” had any practical function. They served as “decoration” in the stands, and got to watch the game for free. The color guard performed at school functions, as well as leading the corps in parades. They were an elite unit; members were chosen for their superior skills at marching and weapons drill. Their uniforms had grander touches than the norm and clearly, there was a unique mind-set in that unit. I admired their ability to stand blank-faced in front of the student body in the close quarters of the auditorium, and execute precise rifle drill while presenting the colors during an assembly.

As a sophomore, I had risen to platoon sergeant and was thinking about the upcoming end of the two-year “obligation” my dad had imposed. But, I wanted to be an officer – to make others jump as I had jumped. So I came back the next September, and l was amazed to see the corps had shrunk to about 60, less than half its former size. It was not just due to graduation; many had obviously just decided not to come back. Was there some memo I’d missed? 

Officer of the Day duties meant having to organize a detail to march out and raise the flags in front of the school in the morning and retrieve them in the evening. This got to be unpleasant when it became a favorite diversion for the “frat boys,” to heckle the flag detail. As time went on, the little gangs moved closer and closer and the remarks became nastier. This really got to me. I thought they were entitled to their opinions about cadets, but this was disrespect for the flag. I told the Colonel that I would be the O.D. until further notice, and I started carrying my M-1. Finally one morning, a group formed across the sidewalk right in front of me as I was leading the detail back to the armory. I didn’t slow; I just told the ape blocking my way that he better move. I was a step away when I punched him in the gut with the butt of the rifle. He staggered out of the way and we marched past. Only later did panic set in; I wasn’t ready for a war. But fortunately, facing them down was the end of the problem. It was amazing that they could have gotten away with their little game; doubly amazing that I got away with using a lethal weapon on a fellow student.
The next year, the cadet program was taken over by the youthful John Murdaugh, a popular English teacher at GW and a lieutenant in the Army Reserve. He claimed that the corps had looked so sorry; he had been itching to reform it. The first thing he did was to tell the 10 girls remaining they were out of the cadets. That left 35 males, actually a few more than had been in the corps at the end of the previous year. Then he started off with a major shake-up; stripping all rank and personally conducting the drills.  He also cut the wearing of the class-A uniform to once a month, but he expected us to don standard Army fatigues for class every day. 
After a month of evaluating, Murdaugh made me the first sergeant, second in command. I was resentful that the top spot went to Spencer, a junior. But, I couldn’t complain; he was dead serious about cadets, and an honor-roll student. The guy who really was screwed was Benfield, he had been a captain the previous year; now he was a sergeant. 

Murdaugh asked me to also be with the color guard for occasions when he wanted a six-man unit. The reason he said, was to carry the Virginia flag, a huge, wool banner – nobody else with the requisite skills was big enough. Despite numerous changes over time, the color guard was still elite, still notable for flamboyance. It was a tight group and I was honored at being accepted into their unique rituals.

One morning, the color guard reported to the school at dawn, for a road trip with the school band to a half time show at the University of Virginia. Lieutenant Murdaugh, much to our amazement, announced he wasn't going along. He said our instructions would come from Mr. Barr, the band teacher.

In Charlottesville, we found Mr. Barr and discovered he seemed surprised we were there. He decided we would lead the band in their circuit of the stadium, but he left the details up to Devers, our Color Sergeant. Happily, we were up to it. We gave the audience our best, and got major applause because there was nothing else like it in the stadium. There were bands and flag units from all around the state, but we were the only military cadets; the other color carriers were band members with toy rifles. 

The annual Turkey Day football classic between George Washington high and long-time rival Washington and Lee high school was a huge local deal. It was kicked off by a parade the night before. Starting in Old Town, it wound from the waterfront to a bonfire pep rally on the field next to the school. As we lined up behind the majorettes and ahead of the band, I was thinking this was pretty sweet, watching all those beautiful long, bare legs prancing around in front of me. Then, as we got the signal to move, Devers drew his saber and accidently clipped me behind the ear. Beyond worrying about the blood that was staining my white scarf, this was one time when Murdaugh’s concerns about handling that big flag in the wind proved to be valid. Steering was tricky, but eventually the bonfire came in sight. Then, a gust lifted the flag. The brass eagle on the pole tip tangled in some low wires. I was in a panic about maybe being electrocuted, but this was quickly forgotten in the chaos as the rest of the parade overran us while we were stalled in the middle of the street, wrenching that flagpole loose.

Game day: I was not sure why, since the game was at W&L, we were assigned to raise the flag. We led the band out to the 50-yard line; then marched ourselves to the flagpole, planning to raise the flag while the National Anthem played. It sounded simple, but as the tune played, we discovered that the grommets on GW’s new flag were too big for the rope clips. Finally, just before the Anthem ended, we got the flag jammed into the clips and raised it, hoping for the best.

We spent the next hour watching GW lose 40-0, deciding early in the fourth quarter to get our flag and retreat to an Alexandria school bus. While making our way to the flagpole, we decided to stop at the snack stand. Then, at the pole, we found that the flag was even harder to release than it had been to put up, particularly since Hindman and I were each working with only one hand while holding an ice cream bar in the other. We heard Devers say, “I think we're on candid camera.” Sure enough photographers were capturing the debacle. We were positive Murdaugh would flay us, but fortunately, when school resumed the next week, the incident had blown over.

In the spring, the corps made a first-ever weekend trip to Fort Meade, where we ate in the mess hall, slept in a barracks and participated in field exercises with National Guard units. One of the neatest things was our transportation around the fort. Spencer and I each rode in tanks, while the rest of the guys were in armored personnel carriers. One of the most amazing things that happened was when we pulled up to a field kitchen for lunch. I was forming up the company when a couple of soldiers with clip boards came up, saluted (of all things), and asked me, “How many men are in your unit?”  Not too stunned to still be a wise-ass, I returned the salute and said, “None…look at them – they’re boys! But, there are 30 of them.”

As the school year dwindled, Murdaugh asked how I was doing. Were there any classes I was worried about; could he put in a good word. Well, I’d done some major goofing off in algebra and I figured I’d be in summer school for sure. But, somehow I passed and I’m sure Mr. Murdaugh was behind it. 
When I went to GW to visit the next September, I was stunned to have a bunch of my “boys” tell me it was all over. Murdaugh had left, and the cadet program had been abolished. I went in to see if I could get into the Armory. Oddly enough, it was open and not a soul was around. Trespassing among the hundreds of rifles locked in their racks, I was full of conflicting emotions to be in my old haunt, sure that the end of an era needed to be commemorated somehow, perhaps inappropriately. I spotted the old shoeshine kit that I and hundreds of others had used over the years, and pocketed (of all things) a well-used shoeshine cloth as a keepsake. Then I left quietly, before I did anything stupid.
Twenty years after cadets, I was in downtown Charlottesville when I spotted John Murdaugh, then an administrator at the University of Virginia. We chatted for a while and he invited me and my wife to his house for lunch with him and his wife. There, I was incredulous and amused when their lovely daughter came in and John introduced us simply as “old friends.”
Fifty years after cadets, it’s a mystery what happened. Over a short period of time, the large military program eroded, and other students increasingly came to view cadets as oddballs, which became a vicious cycle, precluding any hope of recruiting the best students. Though this predated the anti-military feelings on college campuses during the Vietnam era, the GW Cadets became a pariah organization. It is unknowable what might have happened if John Murdaugh had stayed on, but in my opinion, things would have been very different.
