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Hello Ragged Edgers…  Well here it is the long awaited Airborne edition (part one). 

When I think of Army Airborne (parachute) training the first thing I think of is standing in formation, at attention, being doused by the torrential downpour due to the 30-mile wide band of thunderstorms just beginning to sweep through the area.  I look out under the bill of my “patrol cap” and see sheets of rain coming off the end and beyond that I can just make out the Air Force Tech Sergeant (Technical Sergeant or TSgt for short) standing in front of me in formation.  The image made me start to laugh, even though when at attention there is no laughing, no talking, no moving, just standing… frozen, like little toy soldiers on a map of the European continent representing the invading force on D-Day (but I digress).  Not able to keep the good humor to myself I leaned forward slightly and whispered to the TSgt, “So did you ever think you’d be doing something as stupid as this?”  He turned slightly and smiled but it was obvious he didn’t know exactly what I was referring to when he said, “Airborne training, Ma’am?”   

“Oh no my friend, here we are standing in the middle of a thunderstorm with pouring rain, at attention, in an Air Force uniform… this is a once in a lifetime event!”

Now seeing the humor in the situation he said, “It’s like something you’d see in the movies.”

“Yep, living the dream!” I smile.

“And the best part ma’am… (he paused for dramatic effect) is that here we stand getting soaked when three feet away from us is a covered area that would fit all 500 of us.”

“Yep, living the dream!” I nod.

  So what critical mission or training brought all 500 of us out at 0400 in the morning to “live the dream?”  This was supposed to be our last “jump day” as we needed one more jump in order to graduate.  In order to jump you must do the pre-jump drills which involved jumping off a curb into a gravel pit simulating the four different options of parachute landing falls (aka PLF’s) to ensure you haven’t forgotten all they have taught you from the night before.  So in the ever optimistic viewpoint of the Army, actually the decision apparently rested with unfortunately one person who was definitely not of sound mind… we were to go through our PLF drills in hopes that the weather would change for the better and we would get our last jump in.  Never mind that the Weather Channel, Weather Underground, NOAA, ADDS, and the TSgt weather forecaster (my Air Force friend) were all predicting that we were in for an entire day of this crap.  Mr. Army thought he knew better so there we stood, trying to figure out just how the hell we were going to see the horizon to estimate when it was time to execute the “prepare to land” phase of the jump when the clouds were about all of 50 feet off of the ground.

Once everyone was soaked to the bone (no small feat considering we all were wearing at least two if not three layers of clothes, not to include the government issue gortex jacket for reasons I have yet to understand), they marched us back through the rain and the mud to the “assembly area” to await further guidance from the “donkey” (and by donkey I don’t mean the cute loveable kind like on Shrek).  

But I’m getting ahead of myself.  So let’s go back to the beginning and then I’ll tell you about the end where it is suppose to be in a story… at the end.

Arrival at jump school was the standard military check-in.  You show up to tell a sergeant that you are there, they have you fill out some forms and give you as much info as they possibly can about what to expect (none of which makes any sense until you have been there and done that yourself), then send you on your way to get settled before Day One’s events.  

Day One involved the most exasperating demonstration of Army efficiency that one could ever hope to witness.  The sad part…  it was a precursor of things to come.  We showed at 0545 and were immediately greeted by sergeants yelling at us, “get into position!”, “what the ‘H.E. double hockey sticks’ are you doing, move your ‘you know what’!”  I came to think of this as Army speak for “good morning”(.  Once we were in what was supposed to be some concept of organization, which took dang near an hour, we were marched into a room just behind us that had about 200 desks (the kind you might see in an old western movie when they show the little red school house).  They tell us to move in and take a seat.

The “morning pleasantries” continued with one particularly colorful (female) sergeant who came up with expletives that were not only unladylike but were things I had never even heard before (and I’ve spent five+ years in fighter squadrons).   She was one of those characters that they would bleep every time they opened their mouth in the movies… probably to the point that she would end up on the cutting room floor because all of here lines and impact were lost in delivery.  Not a svelte woman either, she was definitely pushing the maximum allowable weight.  She started out with the “unique” cussing and soon flew into such a rage over a young private who was not moving fast enough for her liking that she grabbed all 105 pounds of him by the shoulders and threw him across the room.  The only reason he didn’t bounce off the wall was that he flew into another line of people.  Thankfully the person he hit was a solid six-plus-footer who had been watching the spectacle and was prepared for the impact.  The receiver was a gentle giant who I later dubbed “Biggin.”  He gently supported the young private who was shell-shocked at being “man”-handled by the “woman” and guided him to the correct place in the line.  I think she realized she had crossed the line because after that incident, she left the room for a while.  This went on for about 2 hours…  sitting, waiting, wondering what the heck the lines were about…  in another reality this could have been a prisoner of war camp where we were all being “processed.”  I have had years of experience with deployment lines and mass processing, so I cleverly brought a book to read, which I think was a first for the sergeants in charge because they kept glaring and trying to give me subtle hints that this was not appropriate “Army” behavior, but I was playing the, “I’m Air Force and I don’t care” by not acknowledging that it was an issue and continued to read “Girls of Avenger,” Alyce Stevens Rohrer‘s book on the WASP…  I was at a particularly good part and there wasn’t anything going on that really needed my attention.

I was finally called to “the line” by the announcement of “All female officers”…  well yours truly was the only female officer in this group of 100, so I marched up to the front of the room (from the very back, wouldn’t you know) to find out what “the line” was about.  I was asked to sign a piece of paper next to the letter A and the number 10.  After signing I leaned forward and asked the private who was apparently the paper guardian/pen holder and asked her what this meant.  She said, “Your number is A-10, that’s what they’ll call you and you’ll use it to mark all of your equipment.  Don’t worry it’s…”  at that point “Grumpy Gal” stormed back into the room starting to yell at me for talking when I hadn’t asked her for permission.  I turned just enough to allow her a clear view of the rank and gave her my best “don’t mess with me” glare.  One or the other must have worked because she looked like she was gasping for air (or was that how someone looks when they are swallowing their words?).  She turned around and started yelling at yet another poor private sitting in the first row for not “sitting at attention” (which no one had asked us to do).  So the line went on, and on, and on.  Finally we were given folders to hand back, in no particular order.  Which made me think to myself, if we aren’t really in any particular order, then why didn’t they just have us file into the room and take a seat in the first place?  I shook my head and silently said, “Army”… a gesture I came to know all too well during the next three weeks.

The filling out of folders reminded me of taking the SAT… not allowed to write unless directed to do so and then only after they explained the entire block and what was to be written.  As they were explaining your pencil must remain on the desk and only when they said, “now write,” could you pick them up and fill out the block that was just explained.  You were not to fill out the blocks in advance because you might not fully understand what was required to be placed in the block.  You know complicated items such as Last name, First M.I., I can see how someone might get that wrong.  Being the typical type-A personality that Air Force sends to this type of training (I have to put some more thought into that judgment at a future date), I had the entire form of name, rank, SSN, military branch of service and unit completed before they got to the “you are not allowed to write unless directed to do so” part.  Hmmmm…where was I in that book?

After an hour of filling in the 11 blocks on the yellow card we were asked to fill in the second card which was identical to the first card.  We were allowed to do this on our own, which utilized another 20 minutes.  We were then asked to fill out leave forms for after training, it didn’t matter if you intended on taking leave or not, you WOULD fill out this form.  I raised my hand as I was wondering how an Army personnelist could grant an Air Force member leave when they would no longer be on Army orders after the training.  And why would they require us to fill it out before we could depart training?... this made absolutely no sense, even in this crazy “reality” that I apparently gotten myself into.  The sergeant ignored my raised hand and continued to tell us that if we were going to leave Ft Benning after training and did not have this paper filled out then we would be considered AWOL, and would be prosecuted.  I calmly left my hand in the air and another sergeant couldn’t stand the fact that she was ignoring me and came over to answer my question.  “Do you really need AF personnel to fill this out?”  

“Yes, Ma’am,” he said with a considerate smile.

“OK, but how is the Army going to grant leave to an Air Force member when they are no longer on orders assigning them to Army training?”  

“Ma’am, I’m not sure how it all works.  I just know our first sergeant won’t let anyone leave training unless he has this form.”

“I guess I need to talk to the first sergeant then about it?”

“Well ma’am you can do that if you’d like but it would just be easier on all of us if you filled out the form.”  

It was apparent from the way he said it that it was one of those battles that wasn’t worth falling on your sword for, and what I would later realize as my first step in learning patience.  So I filled out the form and went back to reading my book.

The time was now 1220 and my stomach was beginning to growl almost as much as the kid’s behind me.  They then decided we had had enough for the moment (three forms in six hours must be their average work output), and marched us over to the assembly area and lined us up into our platoons by number.  We stood there for another 30 minutes waiting for further guidance.  Then finally they came out and said the officers could depart for lunch but to be back by 1330, and the enlisted would go to the chow hall.  I figured it was much easier to go to the chow hall then to drive off base for lunch and asked the sergeant who had helped me with the leave form if that was acceptable.  Again he gave me a considerate smile and said, “Ma’am, I’m not going to tell you ‘No’ but the food would be much better somewhere else. There is another chow hall just down the road if you would prefer that.”  What a sharp guy…  A couple of Army lieutenants came to his aide when they said, “Ma’am you can come to the chow hall with us, it’s within walking distance.”  OK, off to the “other chow hall”.

Lunch was typical chow hall food, which is to say it was food.

We returned to the assembly area to be told by our fellow student who had been named platoon sergeant (which is Army speak for ‘cat herder’) that we had already screwed up.  We were supposed to do 10 pull-ups and 10-pushups every time we leave the assembly area and they had to do them for us.  I felt awful that someone had to do my pull ups until I realized that no one had told us about this rule.  I told the platoon sergeant that and he smiled and said, “I know ma’am, this is the Army”. 

After another 45 minutes of standing, we were told to file-in in groups of five to receive our equipment.  This process of giving out canteen, ankle braces, poncho and helmet took another two hours for the 130 people.  This time one of our “sergeant airbornes” (as we were told to address them) was in charge of the distribution system therefore it was run much more efficiently.  We finally finish at around 1630 and stood there for another 45 minutes.  I finally ran out of patience with the Army lieutenants asking me what was going on… as if I should know.  I broke ranks (meaning I left the formation) and walked up to the sergeant airborne and asked him what we were waiting for.  He smiled the considerate smile and said, “First sergeant wants to talk to everyone before they leave today, and we’re just waiting on him to get back.”

“Where is he?” I asked trying to estimate a time of return.

“Oh, I think he went to run some errands, I’m not sure when he’ll be back.”

“Does he know we are standing here waiting for him?”

“Yes, Ma’am we called him about an hour ago and told him” he said this time with a cringe. 

“Oh, so he just wants us to wait around for him, I see.  Does this happen a lot?”

“Unfortunately with this first sergeant, yes ma’am. Sorry there is nothing we can do about it… he is the first sergeant.”  

 “OK, I’ll let everyone know we are waiting on the first sergeant to get done with his errands, thanks.” Just when I think I detected a smile and a slight nod from sergeant airborne it’s gone.  Hmmm, something to watch, after all I am a guest of the Army and need to play by their rules.

So I impart my knowledge to the platoon and there is a resounding groan with numerous adjectives exclaimed under their breath, most of which included (or synonym for) “donkey”.  So there we wait for just over an hour.  It wasn’t too bad as it gave us some time to chat and get to know each other.  I was located at the front of the first platoon, first stick.  My stick leader was the Air Force TSgt who was a weatherman going to a combat control team squadron (CCTS) who are the high-speed low-drag Airmen who do all those things you hear about but never see in the news. Next to him, stick two’s leader was a marine sergeant who was going to be a drill instructor.  She looked nothing like the monsters people usually envision when they think of drill instructors.  She was 5’0”, with big beautiful expressive brown eyes and a complexion that could get her on the cover of any magazine.  As my friend the Grande Dame would say, “She was simply beautiful”.  These two, along with Biggin, the six-plus-footer would become my anchors through training.  Each of them providing timely support without making feel like the “old lieutenant colonel” that I apparently had become.  Why had no one pointed out this fact to me when I agreed to go Airborne is beyond me.  Of course I did get a lot of, “You’ve got to be kidding…Airborne?”  and “How old are you?” comments.  Do you think they were trying to tell me something?  

The rest of the platoon was also a great group of people.  They included a couple of Army captains -  one who was going to Fort Jackson to run some part of Army basic training and the other a dentist (one of the most physically fit dentists I have ever seen).  There were 10 or so Army second lieutenants, some who were just there for the experience and others who had just completed the grueling 62-day Ranger course, all of who had done nothing but training since they started their military career.  We also had two first lieutenants - one who was the Army’s star runner (he could do sub-five minute miles in full gear!) and the other a quiet kid I never really got to know.  It was the senior enlisted that made the group what it was though.  From our Army reserve platoon sergeant, the crusty old master sergeant who wouldn’t take crap from anyone, to the staff sergeant (SSgt) who had just returned from a tour in Iraq where he did a lot of “kicking down doors”, they set the positive attitude that would carry our platoon for the next three weeks.  And the awesome privates who, bless their hearts, were so thrilled to be out of basic training that they thought this was the next best thing since sliced bread.

Finally the Donkey decides to grace us with his presence.  He called us all together in a huddle around the stair case that placed him five steps above so we were all eye-level with his feet.  He began to pontificate… yep I used that word because that’s what he did.  Apparently he’s all that and a bag of chips too, at least according to him.  He continued on, and on, and on, and on… Finally he introduced the Captain who was the company commander.  This kid was awesome; 3 minutes and 35 seconds later he had said what he needed to say and then stopped talking, “good on ya kid” I thought to myself.  Then the Battalion commander said a few words, not as concise but still well spoken and to the point.  After just over 30 minutes of “speaking” we think are about to be released for the day, after all it was already 1730 (5:30 PM).  Then the donkey starts in again about how some things the company and the battalion commander said to us weren’t exactly correct and that they didn’t really know what they were talking about as they didn’t have the vast amount of experience that he had had (!?!?).   Finally at 1830 (6:30 PM) we are released and told to be back at 0545 for the following day.  “Yes!” I think to myself, as I’ve had just about all I could stand of this Army crap for one day.  

Just as I turn to walk away the donkey calls out, “I need to see all the seniors who are living off post.”  YGTBSM… SIGH! So now all the officers stand waiting.  Donkey apparently savoring the moment of standing over so many senior military personnel remains quiet (which was actually a bit of an improvement) until all the enlisted are lined up to go into the chow hall.  He then explains that we need to bring him $57.10 to pay for meals he will supply us during tower week.  These meals will consist of a “Jimmy Dean” or “MRE” (meal–ready-to-eat) for breakfast and an MRE for lunch.  Since we are being paid per diem for our meals we have to reimburse the Army for the cost of the meals they provide.  OK, fair.   After some more pontification he finally releases us at 1905 (7:05 PM).  

I walk away with the Army Captain who is going to Fort Jackson and ask him if this is typical of Army training.  He shakes his head and says, “Yeah, but not usually this bad. I think that guy just likes to hear himself talk.”  Really…
That, my friends was the understatement of the century!

I guess I was the one who said you should “Live Life on the Ragged Edge and follow your dreams”, I just never imagined it would be this ragged! (
I’ll leave you there, breakfast is calling and as it is 1130 Italian time… I’m famished.

As they say in Italy Ciao! (at least for now)
- Raggz
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