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Journal: Freshmen, Part 1
Guys came to Burgoyne from all over the world.  While most were from the U.S., there were also guys from foreign countries like Peru, Thailand, Saudi Arabia, Taiwan, India, and Louisiana.  The guys from overseas all had at least two things in common – their parents had tons of money, and they were all great soccer players.  Too bad Burgoyne was so American-football-entrenched that we never fielded anything bigger than intramural soccer.

The rest of us Americans had that one thing in common with the foreign students – not soccer of course, but money.  What I mean is that everybody’s families had tons of money -- except for mine.  My ride at Burgoyne was free because my father taught here.  We Wigginses were rich, but in knowledge and tradition, Pa always said.
So, I guess that’s the place to begin, with me and my parents, because no matter what else happens in this story, we all know that I survived to tell it, and the same can’t be said for certain other characters.
I didn’t have to travel far to become a student at Burgoyne because I spent the second half of my childhood growing up in that yellow house next to the arch, the arch at the school’s entryway.  We moved there when I was eight years old, right after Pa finished his Ph.D in Theology.  He came to Burgoyne to teach English and History, like his fathers before him.  

Because of his Ph.D, everyone called Pa “Doctor Wiggins,” and he was very big on God, assisting in the school’s religious observances as a Deacon, and occasionally giving a sermon himself.  
I guess I should explain that Burgoyne maintains an affiliation with the Episcopal Church, and has ever since Bishop Bonnet founded the place in 1833.  Even so, by the time the mid-twentieth century rolled around, the Board of Trustees got wise and started billing the school as “non-denominational.”  That way all the Hindus and Jews and Muslims and Presbyterians and Lutherans and Roman Catholics that the school recruited would feel a little more comfortable.

I never understood who was fooling whom, though, because 3 times a week – Tuesday, Thursday, and the really big show on Sunday – the cadets marched into the chapel and listened to the Rector and Pa conduct a very Episcopalian service.

Mother, on the other hand, was Roman Catholic, and although the Pope didn’t insist that Pa convert when he and Mother got married, he did insist that their children – or child, since I was their only one – be raised in the Catholic Church.  So when I was a kid, every Sunday morning Mother would haul me down the mountain and over to mass at Our Lady of Perpetual Sorrow in Brunswick, Maryland, a near-dead railroad town a few miles downstream on the Potomac.  The place was built around a now-defunct B&O roundhouse.  The roundhouse is still there, but the railroad isn’t.

I did the whole Roman Catholic first-communion and confirmation thing, but as I got older, approaching the age of my entry at Burgoyne, and as Mother got a little less fearful of the Pope’s wrath, she hauled me to mass less and less.  That was okay with me.  Instead, we went to the chapel with Pa on Sundays. 
Even as a young kid I found that I enjoyed the Episcopal service so much more than Catholic mass.  The Episcopalians employ wonderful pageantry in their services, but they project none of the guilt that overflows the pulpits of Catholic churches.
Before coming to Burgoyne, Mother, Pa, and I lived in a crappy little apartment complex just outside of Washington, D.C.  It was there that I attended kindergarten and first through third grade, at a nearby elementary school.  Third grade was my last childhood experience with classrooms full of other kids my age.  Beginning with our arrival at Burgoyne, and for the following 5 years, Mother taught me, just me, alone, until I entered Burgoyne at age 13.  

This home-schooling came about because of a somewhat odd set of circumstances.  Even though we could practically spit on Harpers Ferry from the back of our house on Maryland Heights, I couldn’t go to school there because even though it was just down the mountain, it was also across the river, in West Virginia, where we Marylanders paid no taxes.  Therefore, we could not attend the West Virginia schools.  Neither Pa nor Mother were disappointed about that.

The alternative was public schooling in Brunswick.  But, as Mother would explain to her friends, the demands of her teaching Ladies Finishing over at the Frieslingen School, coupled with her doubts about the quality of public education in Brunswick, made it in my best interests to remain at home, and complete my elementary schooling under her tutelage.

That was the polite truth.  The fact is that other Burgoyne faculty kids – like Brickbutt’s daughter Mary Shannon Claybottom – attended elementary school in Brunswick, and they turned out just fine.  The real truth about me is that by the time I reached third grade, my behavioral problems, as they were euphemized, had reached the point where both the public school authorities and my parents agreed I would be better off learning alone, at home.  I really don’t remember doing so many bad things back then, but I do remember a lot of grown-ups talking amongst themselves and frowning in my general direction.

So I was home-schooled.  However, my schooling wasn’t always at home, or in my home, anyway.  I spent just about as much, maybe more time in Mother’s classroom over at Frieslingen.  It was a huge room with four complete kitchenettes strung along one long wall, a half dozen sewing machines  -- the old treadle kind – clustered in one corner, and utility tables with students’ chairs filling the rest of the room, in front of a large blackboard which shared the wall opposite the kitchenettes with an equally big cork bulletin board.

Mother presided over her Ladies Finishing classes dressed always as if she was about to go out to dinner.  In those first years, the early 60’s, it seemed like all grown women wanted to emulate the first lady, Jackie Kennedy.  They would dress like Jackie, wear their hair like her, move like her, and speak like her.  Mother managed the first three emulations, but her voice could never be as light and airy as Jackie Kennedy’s.  Instead it was lower, fuller, not gruff but much more substantial, having built its strength by projecting itself across a classroom.  Of course her face didn’t look a bit like the First Lady’s, whose large dark eyes, broad cheekbones and jaw line gave her a very distinctive appearance.  Mother’s face had more depth than breadth, and her hair, naturally blonde in her youth, had darkened a bit by the early 60’s and required periodic frosting at the salon she frequented up in Frederick.  That was also where she maintained her version of Jackie Kennedy’s hairstyle.

Mother needed eyeglasses to see the far end of her classroom clearly, but since Jackie didn’t wear any, Mother compromised by letting her glasses hang around her neck.  She would slip them on only when necessary, such as to check on me at the back of her classroom while she was in the midst of teaching her girls.

There I sat at my little one-piece, self-contained student desk, with its hinged top and extra storage area underneath the seat.  I was wedged into the far corner of the classroom, beyond the sewing machines.  While Mother taught the Frieslingen girls to cook, clean, sew, dress, apply makeup, arrange their hair, set a table and walk with books on their heads, I sat in the corner stumbling over my multiplication tables and struggling mightily against long division.  The rest of my studies – anything with words instead of numbers – came very easily to me.  This was the run of the mill for four years.
By the time I was 12 and a half, and a year away from becoming a Burgoyne freshman, I had outgrown my little desk in the corner.  It was replaced with a table and chair.  I still struggled with the math, but I most enjoyed reading history, short stories, and poems – some poems, anyway, the ones I could get.  In the poetry anthologies that Mother loved so much, if I couldn’t get the gist of one poem by the end of the second verse, I would just skip on to the next poem.

By far the toughest part of that last year in Mother’s classroom wasn’t the math or the poetry, it was the hormones.  They had awakened in me with a vengeance early in that would-be eighth grade fall, and as I sat in the corner of my mother’s classroom, my attentions were constantly torn away from the books and papers in front of me, and toward the young women in Mother’s classes, all of them not so much older than me now. 

I would pass the days in my lonely corner, mentally cataloging their shapes and sizes, their postures and movements, the contours of their earlobes and noses, the curls and folds of their hair, their giggles, their whispers, their voices and scents and expressions.  Repeatedly Mother would look over their heads toward my corner and catch me staring at them.  Then she would raise her hand high in the air and snap her fingers once loudly as if to say, “Back to work, young Mr. Hormones!”
Sheepishly I would return, eyes downcast, to whatever work was in front of me, and a few of the girls would turn toward me and smile a little bit.  I remember wondering if they were as stricken by boys as I was by girls, because at that age, the age of the perpetual erection, I found myself going to the only men’s room in Frieslingen Hall much more often, to relieve myself in a much different way than I ever had before.

That was the only way to rid myself of the pain, the stressful sexual tension that only men with hard-ons can truly experience.  Yet not too long afterward I would find myself watching and cataloging the girls again, then feeling the pain again, then visiting the men’s room… again and again.  Lest Mother realize what I was up to, I developed a method of slumping in my chair with my feet outstretched, and holding a book upright in my hands, its bottom resting on my table.  That way I could look at the girls over the top of the book while appearing to be looking at the book itself.  Then, when it became necessary to go to the men’s room again, I would close the book and carry it with me, but across my front instead of at my side, the better to hide the evidence of my excitement.

At one point my visits to the men’s room became so frequent that I managed to abrade my skin – not the skin on my hand – which forced me to abstain for a week until it was sufficiently healed.  During that week the pain – of the tension, not the abrasion – was almost unbearable.  I worried that the abrasion would turn into a big brown callus, but it didn’t.

I had passed those five years of home schooling with little contact between myself and other children of my age, except of course for the girls in Mother’s classes.  At first, in the early years, I was the little darling of her students.  Then, in that last, hormone-charged year, I was forcibly separated from them by Mother’s strict observation, even though we all remained in the same classroom.  While in my younger years the girls would delightfully share with me the cookies and cakes and other fruits of their labors in the kitchenettes, in that last year Mother prohibited them from feeding the dog that skulked in the corner.

There were better times, and not all indoors.  In those childhood summers I spent many hours in the woods around the school, on my own for the most part, and learning the lay of the land on all sides of the campus, up and down Maryland Heights.  Occasionally Pa would take me for an overnight camp-out near one of the streams that tumbled its way through the woods and down to the Potomac.  

On one of those trips, when I was about 9, we hiked down to the Potomac and started hopping from rock to rock out into the river.  It was springtime and the river was up, rushing between the rocks and frothing here and there.   Impulsively I jumped off of a rock and into the water, thinking my feet would contact the bottom, but they didn’t.  I remember a white flash crossing my vision and I began to flail mightily against the river.  I inhaled some water and began to choke on it.  Right about then Pa yanked me out of the water, coughing and sputtering.  He was angry, and I was bewildered.

Later that summer Pa got me swimming lessons.  After that, even though I knew how to swim, I was allowed to hike by myself only on the condition that I stay away from the river.  I didn’t mind.  There were plenty of woods to go around.  I enjoyed imagining that the woods belonged to me.   It was a heady feeling for a little boy, owning all those trees and the ground that nourished them.
During those years I had surprisingly little exposure to Burgoyne itself and the life of the students there, even though I lived with my parents in the yellow house by the arch.  In the evenings I would sit on the front porch and watch the cadets form up in their companies and platoons on the far side of the parade field, where they would salute the flag as it floated down the pole, while the sound of a lonely bugle drifted across the grass.  Then they would march off to the dining hall, or to chapel if it was a Tuesday or Thursday.  On the weekends I would watch them come and go in twos, threes and fours, hiking along the footpath that snaked down Maryland Heights.  From my bedroom upstairs I could look down on Harpers Ferry and see them walking the sidewalks in their uniforms, sometimes with Frieslingen girls on their arms.  

Then on Sundays they would form again, this time in their fanciest uniforms, and parade around a big square, past the flagpole and the reviewing stand at its base, the marching band blaring Sousa and whole companies of cadets simultaneously saluting as they passed in review.  Always the Headmaster and the retired Army colonel who supervised the military aspects of Burgoyne life stood on the reviewing stand.  They were frequently accompanied by various dignitaries and other guests.  At this one and only time each week, if the weather was fair, the school welcomed townies from Harpers Ferry, Brunswick, and other nearby burgs to see the show.  After passing the reviewing stand, the cadets would continue marching right up to and into the chapel, while the townies laid out their Sunday picnic lunches under the oak and maple trees surrounding the parade field.  By the time the cadets finished chapel and marched from there to the dining hall, the picnickers were on their ways back to their homes.

To me, the little kid, the cadets were anonymous in their uniformity, and distant always, except for the very few times that Pa took me to the dining hall with him, and let me sit on his right as we ate with the students.  Always I would be treated like a mascot by students I did not know, who did so mostly to curry favor with Pa.  However, most evenings I stayed home and ate with Mother, who always cooked meat and potatoes and vegetables.  Provided I finished my first glass of regular whole milk, I could have a glass of Ovaltine for dessert while Mother reviewed my day’s studies with me.  

Unlike other faculty wives, she rarely took meals in the dining hall, saying it was no place for a civilized woman to eat.  Of course for the dinners marking the festive days – the Homecoming, Thanksgiving, Christmas, Winter Carnival, Prom, Easter and Commencement dinners – we all three went to eat in  the dining hall.  It was one of those “What would people think if we didn’t?” kind of things that always motivated my parents.

At home, like every other American family, our evenings centered on the television.  It was the late sixties and the TV networks were gradually weaning themselves away from announcing that each program was presented “in color,” because by this time, all of them were.

In 1966 Pa splurged on a 30-inch Zenith color TV with the highest technology available in that day, a remote control that emitted a metallic clank when one of its buttons was depressed.  That sound made the TV give out a loud whir and clunk as it changed channels all by itself.  Whir clunk, whir clunk, whir clink, from channel 2 all the way up to 13.   It was a real novelty.  People would come to our yellow house by the arch just to watch the TV change its own channels.  I discovered that by clanking the heavy chain on the medallion that came with my Nehru jacket, I could get the motor inside the TV to change channels without the remote, and that was my first experience with celebrity.  People came to see not only the TV, but me and my medallion.
What was shown on the television – on the nightly news in particular – was another matter.  President Kennedy was assassinated and the whole country stopped to watch as newsmen brought the tragedy home to millions in the television audience.  It was one long TV show that began in Dallas, Texas and ended days later with a mournful funeral procession that passed slowly through the cold Washington streets, and across the Potomac, to Arlington Cemetery.  

It seemed, largely because of the Kennedy assassination, that television news had become an icon of the age in the years that followed.  It got faster and more sophisticated at importing one form of misery or another directly into our living rooms, and in living color, as they said.  Adults and children alike became couch-bound rubber-neckers as we watched protesting Negroes get hosed off of southern sidewalks or run from burning stores with armfuls of looted goods.  

Just as disturbing as the race riots was the war that grew insidiously over the decade, first slowly, then alarmingly, as it seemed that every week more troop buildups were announced and more casualty figures were displayed on our TV screens.  Network newsreaders with resonant voices and floppy earlobes read from scripts written to maximize the drama, and overseas, more young journalists became eager to make a name for themselves by following American troops into the Vietnamese jungle, hoping to encounter the enemy and send home film of the dead and wounded on both sides.  As the number of American dead mounted, local news broadcasts began, for the first time in history, covering the funerals of eighteen-year-olds who lost their lives on the far side of the planet.

Then, taking their cue from the Civil Rights Movement, radical young people began marching in protest against this war that television had made so personal.  They shut down college campuses and occupied campus buildings.  They marched, they demonstrated, and they burned their draft cards and their local draft board offices.  Every night we watched, transfixed by the all-too-intimate look at the suffering of others.  My pre-adolescent eyes were taking in things that many people of generations me before would never have had the chance to look upon.
Unbeknownst to us, because it happened so slowly, the network news had become an integral part of the protest process.  Publicity-wise protest organizers took pains to wait until the cameras were in place before the marching and chanting and speeches started.  

All through these difficulties, we sat uninvolved but mesmerized by the misery of other people.  Television news delivered that misery to us in a manner calculated to make us feel informed, and therefore important.  We couldn’t wait to get back to the television for the next dramatic installment.   

The war in Vietnam was brought home with daily doses of full-color, full-sound fear and misery.  The cumulative effect of it was enough to turn much of mainstream American public sentiment against all things military, including schools like Burgoyne.  

As a result, private schools with military programs began to experience tremendously high attrition and a rapid drop-off in new enrollments.  Burgoyne did not escape this plague.  

In that summer of 1968, just before my entry into Burgoyne, I became increasingly aware of my parents’ concern.  One night Brickbutt – Mr. Claybottom to me, at that young age -- and his wife were guests in our living room as they, my parents, and I watched the Chicago police indiscriminately beat everyone within their nightsticks’ reach during the Democratic Party’s national convention, because of President Johnson’s escalation of American involvement in Vietnam.  The conversation among the adults was one of alarm and sincere wonder over whether or not the school could survive, having dwindled to an enrollment level just slightly over half of its capacity. 
I listened silently, fascinated by the adult conversation but understanding it only partly.  Should salaries be cut? They asked each other.  Assets sold?  Double the alumni fund drives? Perhaps combine with Frieslingen and reduce the staff?  Remove the military?
Of course as much as I might have hoped otherwise, none of this relieved me of my own destiny.  My entrance to Burgoyne was inevitable.

It was a warm and breezy mid-August morning in the summer of 1968 when Pa sat me down on the steps in front of our tree-shaded yellow house by the arch, and began to tell me what I already knew.  The windows in our house were open to the summer air and the drapes where billowing in and out with the breeze.  Pa gestured widely at the white stone buildings sparkling in the sun across the parade field, as if they were in one distant place, and we were in another.

“In a couple weeks, Walden, you will begin winter school at Burgoyne.  I’m sure you have been anticipating this for quite some time, and perhaps with not-completely-positive thoughts.”

I was scared to tell him I was terrified, so I remained silent.

He continued: “Don’t worry too much.  I think when you have learned your way around, learned the rules, when you have made some friends and have come to understand your place in the system, you will get along at Burgoyne just fine.  I did when I was a student, so have thousands of others over nearly two centuries.”  He had been looking at me, and I had been looking at the ground.  Oddly, I turned to look at him, and he turned to look at the ground.  “Yes it’s true,” he said, “many students – or their parents -- find that Burgoyne is not for them.  They come, and they go. But,” he continued, now looking at me again, “that is not for us.  Our family has been a part of that school over there for generations.  You are the fifth son, the next in a long line of good boys who came to Burgoyne to become men.”

Pa was wearing his black Episcopal deacon’s suit with the white-banded collar, but he had left the jacket inside, knowing it was warm out.  He spoke thoughtfully, as if he had prepared this speech on the day of my birth and refined it over the following 13 years.  

“It can be tough, Walden, especially being a freshman,” he continued.  “There are rules to follow, and the reasons for some of them can be hard to understand.  You will be expected to show extreme respect not only for your masters, but for the senior students as well.  It may seem that this latter group conspires to make your life a constant terror, but this hazing, as they call it, is an old and honored tradition.  The sooner you realize that, the easier it will go for you.”

He paused briefly as if to gather something together in his mind, then went on.  “Your mother and I have discussed and decided on something that we believe will be best for you.”  He paused again.  “You may find it difficult, but your mother and I believe it will be in your best interests for us to go forward as if you have not lived here – that is to say, as if you had not grown up on this campus for these last 5 years.”

I knew this was coming.  Even so, I found I had to stifle the tears that were threatening to well up in me.

Pa continued.  “When you see me in the hallways – and that won’t be often, since I teach only juniors and seniors – you will give me no further regard than you would any other master, and I will give you no more regard than any other freshman.  This is the way it was for me, and for my father, and his father too.  You will be on your own, like all the other boys who have come from much farther away than you.  You will live in the dorms, have a roommate, and be a part of that environment, for better and worse.”  He sighed.  “You will not come to this house, to your home, except, like all the other boys, at the fall break, the holiday recess, the spring break, and of course the summer.”

Inside our house I heard my mother begin sobbing softly.  The sound of it nearly broke the seal I had clamped on my own reservoir of tears, but I beat them back and pretended not to notice her distress.

“What would people think,” Pa said, “if you were to come running home every time there was a problem?  The other boys will have no such escape, and neither shall you.  This will help you grow up quickly.  It helped me that way.”

Even though I could still hear Mother sobbing inside, the sound lost its former effect, and a strange numbness began to grow in me.  It began as a slight tingle in the small of my back, which traveled up my spine and enveloped my brain.  I didn’t know it that day on the porch with Pa, but it was something I would learn to use in the coming years to help myself endure.  It was like a natural, psychic pain-killer. 

Suddenly Pa’s broad hand was on the back of my scrawny neck.  “I have confidence in you, Walden.  You’ll do fine, and make us proud.  I only wish that your grandfather could be here to see you into school.  Do you have any questions?  Anything you’re wondering about, anything I can tell you?”

I wanted to say tell me it’s all a cruel joke, tell me I don’t have to go... but all I could muster was “No.”

“No sir,” said Pa.  “You might as well get used to saying sir a lot.”  He squeezed my neck once softly and then removed his hand.  “Your mother agrees with this approach,” he said, “despite what you hear from inside the house.  I need to go and speak with her.”

He got up and walked inside.  I sat on the steps, staring across the parade field, and filling the gaping holes in my knowledge with the most horrific of thoughts of what was to become of me.

****

On the appointed day, a Friday in early September, 1968, Pa hauled his old leather suitcase down the stairs from my bedroom, out the front door and into the back of our 1964 Ford Country Squire station wagon.  The suitcase was filled with 10 pairs each of black socks, white briefs, and white t-shirts, plus three pairs of blue jeans (which Pa still called dungarees), three pairs of white socks, my sneakers, assorted toiletries, and the few personal possessions a freshman is allowed to bring to Burgoyne.  He tossed the suitcase into the back seat of the Country Squire, then he got in the driver’s seat, and I got in the passenger’s.  Mother stood on the porch of the yellow house by the arch and waved to me as we pulled away.  We drove halfway around the parade field, and Pa parked in front of Loftin Hall.  Loftin was the residence for freshmen on its first two floors, and sophomores on its third and fourth.  It was still early in the day, but a few similar parents were parking similar station wagons on both sides of the road, and unloading similar students with similar suitcases.  I had watched it happen every year, but I had never been this close to it.  This time, I was in it.

Leaning sideways against its weight, I carried the suitcase as I followed Pa up the broad sidewalk and through the front door of Loftin.  We entered a marble-walled vestibule, and at its far end two empty suits of medieval armor flanked an arched portal.  Under the arch was a white-haired man with black-framed reading glasses propped on the very tip of his long, thin nose.  He was intently studying the clipboard in his left hand.  With the pen in his right hand, he checked a box with a flourish and looked up at us.

“Dr. Wiggins!  A pleasure sir, a real pleasure, and I see you’ve brought the new freshman!  I’m seein’ a few o’ those today, don’tcha know.” 

“Good morning Mr. Flannigan.  You’re certainly sounding the Irish today.  How are you?” Pa offered his hand.

“Sure n’ I am, Dr. Wiggins, on this finest o’ marnin’s to come by since the Saint himself drove the slitherers outta the Green.”

Pa laughed.  I had no idea what this old man was talking about.

“You’ll be wantin’ a room, I’ll wager.  Let’s see what we have.”  He began flipping the pages on his clipboard.  “Now Wiggins, that begins with a ‘W’, I’m guessin’, aye, ‘W’ it is, all the way to the end of the line, the last of the list, but not the least of the last, not likely so!”

He ran the index finger of his right hand down the left side of the last page on the clipboard, muttering the first syllable or two of every name he passed, until he landed on mine.

“Wiggins!” he exclaimed, “Wiggins, Walden W.!  One forty-five it is, and the finest of accommodations I might add, space and luxury deservin’ of the Queen herself!” he grinned.  “To your left, good sirs, and mind the loo.  It’s right next door so no long walks for this young freshman in the middle of the night!”

“Thank you, Mr. Flannigan, you’re too kind,” said Pa.  We moved through the arched portal and to our left.

“Oh yes!” Flannigan exclaimed again, “and the roommate, the roommate is,” he glanced again at his clipboard while we paused, “the roommate is… Harding, Jackson B., from Washington DC, not here yet, but sure to be soon!  And Dr. Wiggins, please tell the young freshman, we’ll be havin’ the heads out at four o’clock.”

“Thank you again, Mr. Flannigan, and good day to you, sir!” Pa waved over his shoulder as we walked down the hall, passing open dormitory rooms right and left.

When we had left the old man far enough behind I asked Pa, “Who was that?”

“Mr. Flannigan is Dean of Students.  That means he takes care of a variety of administrative duties, and he is the school’s disciplinarian.  He is also a resident master in this dormitory.  He and his wife live in one of the apartments on the other end.”  He gestured over his shoulder toward the end of the building behind us.

“Is he from Ireland?” I asked.

“No,” said Pa, “but one of his ancestors was, generations ago.  Mr. Flannigan usually speaks quite normal American English.  He just puts on the Irish occasionally for fun.”

A few other freshmen and their parents were coming and going at the far end of the hall, but Pa and I were pretty much alone together.  We walked to Room 145.  There was a paper card in a metal frame on the door jam with HARDING typewritten on it, and WIGGINS below that.  Pa knocked on the door, and hearing nothing from inside, opened it.

I had a feeling that Flannigan guy was joking when he said something about great accommodations, and what I saw as we walked into my new home confirmed my suspicion.  

I went to the middle of the room, set the suitcase down and turned around to see Pa close the door behind him.  On either side of him, and no farther apart than the width of the door we just walked through, were small closets with no doors, about 3 feet wide with a single shelf above a single, two-inch thick wooden dowel for hanging clothes – and clothes there were in each, the same grayish blue uniforms that I had seen on hundreds of cadets before me.

The sides of the room were mirror images of each other.  Where the room broadened out after passing the closets, two identical 3-drawer wooden dressers with attached mirrors faced each other.  Likewise two identical beds – metal-framed army cots, about 4 feet wide and 7 feet long, stood with one long side up against each wall.   They each had four-inch-thick mattresses laying on a latticework of flat metal strips that were stretched across the frame by long-ago-fatigued springs, giving each bed a sunken-in-the-middle hammock-like appearance, not nearly as inviting as the bed I slept in last night in our yellow house by the arch.  At the head of each cot, two heavy wool blankets, one olive drab and the other a slightly lighter shade of green, were folded, along with two folded white cotton sheets and a pillowcase, on top of  a goose-down pillow that had long ago lost most of its feathers.

Beyond the beds and up against each wall were two identical dark wooden desks, really nothing more than small tables with single drawers in each, and each with wooden captain’s chairs slid underneath them , facing the walls. 

The room’s two double-hung sash windows were beside each other in the far wall opposite the door.  Although we were on the first floor we were actually one and a half stories up, owing to the building’s being built with windows looking out of its half-story basement.  From where I stood in the middle of the room I could see only an open space through the windows, and across it, trees – nothing but trees, a full forest.  I recognized a small stand of birch deep within the oaks, maples and elms.  In the past I stood next to those white-barked trees and stared at the back of this very dorm.  Now I was on the inside, looking out at them.
Under the windows stood a silver-painted steam radiator, about 4 feet wide, the same width as the space between the two beds.  The floor was dark-stained tongue-and-groove hardwood, and the bare plaster walls were painted a very light, almost imperceptible shade of institutional green.  A single milk-glass-covered light fixture hung in the center of the white ceiling.  There was a thin, dark wood molding all around the room where the ceiling met the walls, and foot-high baseboards where the walls met the floor.  The baseboards were scarred from decades of feet and furniture banging against them.   

What a tiny place this is, I thought to myself, and only half of it belongs to me.
“This one’s yours,” I heard Pa say, and I turned to see him looking into the closet on his right.  I walked three steps to that end of the room and looked up to see WIGGINS typewritten on yet another card in yet another metal frame, this one attached to the side of my closet.

Inside the closet on the two-inch dowel, evenly spaced and all facing to the left, my uniform shirts and trousers hung from wire hangers.  At the right hung a waist-length navy blue jacket with a snap front, and next to it, against the closet wall, hung a formal uniform jacket with brass buttons and epaulets.  On the shelf above lay a black-patent-leather-billed formal uniform hat that looked like the ones airline pilots wore, except this one had the school’s shield on its peaked front – and next to that, laying flat on the shelf so that only its edge could be seen, was an overseas cap, the kind that makes you look like somebody pitched a pup tent on your head.   A single black necktie hung on a hook on the left closet wall, and on the floor, toes pointing out, sat a pair of lace-up black oxford shoes.  

All of this was placed in my closet by who knows who, from measurements supplied to the school by my parents weeks before – inseam, sleeve length, waist, chest, neck & head circumference, shoe size.  In the closet opposite, where the card in the frame read HARDING, the exact same articles were arrayed in exactly the same way.

“Well Walden, the time has come,” said Pa.  “There’s not much sense in dragging this out.  I’m sure you don’t want that either.  The men’s room is right next door.  The rest you will learn from your floor proctors and officers.”

“What’s a floor proctor?” I asked.

“A senior student,” Pa said.  “On each floor in each dorm two seniors share a room.  In the case of the freshman floors, they are responsible for seeing that all the boys on their floor learn their way around, learn the rules, learn how to wear and care for their uniforms, things like that.  Your proctors will see to it that you get up in the morning and get to bed at night, and they will see to a lot of other things in between.  You and the boys on this floor will have a rather unique pair of proctors, too.”

“How do you mean?”

“Well, they’re … Negroes.  Of course it is the sixties now, almost the seventies, and after all the civil rights marching and rioting and so on, I imagine they prefer to be called ‘black’ instead of ‘Negro.’  That shouldn’t matter to you, because the only thing you will call them is sir and mister, as you would address any other senior.  They are first two Ne… er, blacks to ever come to Burgoyne.  They came last year as newboy juniors.  Of course, they’re on scholarships.” 

It had never occurred to me to notice, but every single student that I had ever seen at Burgoyne was white.  I stopped to think for a moment, and realized that I didn’t know any black people.  I had seen some when we lived in our little apartment outside DC, but I had never spoken to one.  I wasn’t so sure I had seen even one in all the time since we moved to Burgoyne.  My grandmother – Pa’s mother – called them “darkies.”

“Are they different?” I asked Pa.

“Well I think only in the obvious ways, Walden.  Many things in this country are changing for the better and I believe relations between the races is one.  It is important that everyone be given the opportunity to show through on their own merits.”

I was trying to think of more questions, but not so much because I wanted answers.  I was just trying to keep Pa in the room.  He was always distant and never really what you would call affectionate, but at that moment he was my last connection to the outside world and the life I was leaving behind.  I think he sensed my fear.  Maybe it was written on my face.

“Best get on with it, Walden. I’m sure all your questions will be answered in time.”  He extended his hand.  I was shocked to realize that I had never shaken my father’s hand until now, as we said our first real goodbye.  “You take care of yourself,” he said.  “I’ll see you at home at the fall break.”

I shook his hand.  “Should I put my things away?” I asked.

“No,” he said, and released my hand.  “If you do that now, you’ll just have to do it over again the right way.  Just slide your suitcase under your bed for now, go explore if you like, and don’t forget what Mr. Flannigan said about heads out -- be here in your room at four o’clock.”

I turned to the suitcase, took it by the handle, laid it down and slid it under the bed.  When I stood and turned to say goodbye to Pa, he was already out the door, and closing it behind him.  It was 10:30 in the morning, and I was alone.  

I sat on the bed for a bit, staring at the opposite wall, wondering what would happen to me.  Muffled noises out in the hall told of doors opening and closing and goodbyes being said in one way or another.  I opened the drawer of the desk on my side of the room and discovered a navy blue military belt with brass buckle, and a half dozen brass pins, or badges, or insignia, or whatever they were called, together with a flip-top white and blue-striped container labeled “Brasso,” a can of black Kiwi shoe polish, and a pin-on nametag that said WIGGINS in white block letters engraved on a dark gray plastic background.  I shut the drawer without touching any of it, thinking some alarm would go off if I disturbed the order of the drawer’s contents. Standing by the radiator and looking through the glass I could see the road behind the dorm, and the trees beyond the road.  I wanted to open the window, but I wasn’t sure if getting some fresh air in the room was against the rules or not.  Best to play it safe.  I sat on my new bed.
After a few minutes, I decided I could not stay in that little closet of a room and stare at the walls any longer, but I was unwilling to go anyplace else indoors for fear of crossing the wrong line, or breaking some rule I didn’t know existed.  So I went to the only place I could go that was familiar -- I walked out of the dorm and into the woods.

****

The rest of that Friday and Saturday passed in a rapid, fearsome blur.  Out in the woods Friday afternoon I realized around two o’clock that I had not eaten anything since early in the morning, but I was afraid to return to the dorm and ask for food.  Instead I stopped at a little stream that ran through a ravine.  There I drank as much water as I could stomach, and then walked to one of my favorite spots, where I spent the rest of my time sitting against the base of an old, shaggy-barked hickory tree and looking out over the river at Harpers Ferry and the hills beyond.

I made it back to Loftin Hall about 3:45, just before the 4:00 heads out, whatever that would turn out to be.  I came up out of the woods and through the back basement door, where the football team’s locker room and showers were.  There were purple and gold banners all over the locker room and hallway that said “Burgoyne Badgers” and “Badger Power” on them, along with suitable renderings of that snarling, vicious animal.

I went upstairs and realized that there were lots more guys in the dorm than before I left.  They were coming and going all over the floor.   

When I walked into my little room, my roommate was there but his parents were already gone.  He was the same height as me, but a little heavier.  That is not to say he was fat; it is to say I was skinny – scrawny, even.  At 13, I was still two inches from my adult height of five-foot-ten, but I only weighed about 130 pounds – the typical gangly, uncoordinated early teen-ager.

Jackson B. Harding, my roommate, hailed from right down in the middle of Washington, DC, where his father presided over a shoe business that had retail outlets all up and down the east coast.  Harding had very light brown hair, almost blond, and a mild but perpetual case of acne.  Also I noticed right away that his feet were huge, easily an inch broader and two inches longer than mine.  It seemed as if they came off of someone else’s body.

We had barely enough time to exchange basic information like what’s your name and where are you from – I told him I lived in Harpers Ferry – before a loud metallic banging began out in the hallway, with shouts of “HEADS OUT!  Out of your ROOMS, let’s GO, heads OUT!” coming from two distinctively different voices.

Harding and I glanced at each other, bewildered and scared, and started for the door.  He got there first and opened it just as a black guy in a Burgoyne uniform walked past.  He looked to be a little shorter than me but older.  He had a mean fire in his eyes and a scowl on his face, and he was smacking a small metal trash can that he held in one hand with a sawed-off hockey goalie’s stick.  

“HEADS OUT!” he yelled.  YOU WILL STAND AT ATTENTION ON EITHER SIDE OF YOUR DOOR!  Heads OUT!  Doors stay OPEN!  TOP MAN ON THE LEFT, BOTTOM MAN ON THE RIGHT!  Read your CARD, top man LEFT” – and a bang on the trash can – “bottom man RIGHT!” – and another bang on the can.  “HEADS OUT!”

Other guys who looked just as bewildered and scared as Harding and me were coming out of their rooms and standing on either side of their doors at what looked like attention.  Harding and I did the same.  Farther down the hall another black guy – this one seemingly as big as a house, even at that distance, was yelling the same thing, but he had nothing to bang on.  This went on for another 30 seconds until each doorway had one scared-shitless little boy standing on each side of it.

“Very GOOD!” yelled the little black guy.  The big one stopped yelling and stood with his fists on his hips in the middle of the hall.  From the open stairwell a few doors down the hallway I could hear a similar commotion dying down one floor up.  

The little black guy continued.  “My name is Pickering.  You will address me as MISTER Pickering or SIR.  That gentleman there,” he pointed with his hockey stick to the big black guy, “is Hillman.  You will address him as MISTER Hillman, or SIR.  We are your floor proctors.  This means we OWN your scrawny asses for the next nine MONTHS.”

As he spoke he strolled back and forth, seeming to average his U-turns with Harding and me, and the two guys directly across the hall, at the center of his path.  As he said the word “MONTHS” he stopped, directly in front of Harding, and turned to face him.

“What is your NAME?” he barked.

Harding thought he was prepared.  “Harding MISTER PICKERING SIR!” he barked back.

Pickering turned to address the hallway broadly.  “Harding is an IDIOT.  He is standing on the WRONG side of his door.  I will now demonstrate what happens to IDIOTS at Burgoyne.  Harding, take one large step forward!”  Harding did.  “Now turn to your right.”  Flustered and petrified, he started toward his left.  “Your OTHER right, you IDIOT.”  Harding turned.  “ASSUME THE POSITION!” Pickering barked again.

Harding had no idea what he meant.  Neither did the rest of us.

“Spread your feet apart, Harding.  Farther.”  Pickering set his trash-can-drum on the floor.  “Now bend over and grab your ankles.”  Harding did as ordered, and Pickering addressed the hallway again.  “This is the POSITION.  When a senior orders you to assume the POSITION, you will do so immediately and without question.  You will then receive a hack.  Afterward you will immediately rise to attention and say ‘Thank you SIR, may I have another?’  In case you were wondering, THIS… is a HACK.”

With no further warning, Pickering swung his sawed-off goalie stick like a baseball bat and the flat of it connected squarely with Harding’s buttocks with a thwack.  The blow was hard enough to send Harding sprawling forward first to his hands, then down to one knee.

“Stand up!” Pickering ordered.  Harding did.  “What do you SAY?” Pickering barked.

Harding was fighting back tears of sudden, shocking pain brought on by the viciousness of the attack.  “Thank you sir, may I have another?” he choked.

“No,” said Pickering flatly.  He grabbed Harding by his collar and jerked him back to the place beside the door where he had stood before, and again he said to everyone but no one in particular, “Read the cards on your doors.  If your name is on TOP, at heads out you will stand on the LEFT side of your door as I come to face you.  If your name is on the BOTTOM, you will stand on the RIGHT.  You will notice this corresponds to the side of your room that was assigned to you before you arrived.  Now do it right, do it NOW.”  Several pairs of guys, including me and Harding, looked at the cards on our doors and switched places.

I wondered why Pickering didn’t beat me too.  If Harding was wrong about the side of the door on which he stood, then I was just as wrong. 

The rest of the weekend -- that Friday night, and all day Saturday – was a continuous flow of terrified missteps and second tries, punctuated by Pickering’s commands to assume the position, as punishment for even the slightest deviation from the proper order of things.  When he didn’t have his paddle handy, he would order 10 or 20 pushups, or a wall sit, where we sat without a chair, back against a wall, thighs parallel to the floor and arms outstretched in front, until the muscles above our knees burned and finally gave way, failing to hold us against the wall any longer.  

On Saturday morning Pickering and Hillman herded us over to the basement of Scheisswetter Hall to stand in line waiting for our turn under the hand of the school barber, a guy named Sven with a Swedish accent and a dangerous set of electric clippers.  One by one we sat in his chair.  Each haircut took about 3 minutes to complete, and came out looking exactly the same: around our ears, a strip of nearly bare skin that was exactly as wide as Sven’s electric clippers; the rest of our hair gradually tapering out from there to about a half-inch in length; and in front, above our foreheads, a luxurious inch-long shock that was the only part of the whole affair long enough to respond to a comb.  Everybody called this haircut the Sven Chop.  Pa never had let me have really long hair, but after my turn in Sven’s chair, I had never before seen so much airspace between my ears and the sides of my head.  The Sven Chop made our ears look half again as big, and from that day forward we did everything we could to avoid going back and getting another one.  Finally, after the last guy was chopped, Pickering and Hillman herded us back to the dorm for more instruction. 

In contrast to Pickering, his roommate, big-as-a-house Hillman, never carried a paddle and rarely ordered punishment.  Aside from yelling HEADS OUT when it was time, he was very soft-spoken and patient.   Between the two of them, Pickering and Hillman taught us a lot.

We learned that standing at attention means heels together, toes pointed outward at a 45-degree angle, fingers curled and thumbs along the seams of the trousers, with a stare calculated to look through whatever – or whoever -- might be in front of you, toward some distant imagined horizon.

We learned to hit the wall – that is, slam our backs up against any hallway wall where an oncoming senior was about to pass – and stand there at attention until he passed.  Of course that meant we had to recognize seniors on sight, which took some learning.  When we failed to hit the wall with sufficient speed, we got hacks. 

We learned that when any senior anywhere yelled “NEWBOY!” we were to come running as if we were being addressed directly, and stand at attention until we were dismissed, with or without the privilege of running downstairs to get the senior a Coke, or carry his dress uniform to the tailor shop, or make his bed, or any number of other menial tasks.

We learned to remove the lacquer from new brass belt buckles and insignia by placing them one at a time in the upturned lid of a shoe polish can and saturating them with Right Guard deodorant spray, then putting a match to them and, after the flames died down, removing the charred and crackled lacquer from the brass with repeated rubbings of Brasso.  We learned to shine our black oxford uniform shoes so that the toe caps were glassy and the sides were almost so.  We used repeated applications of Kiwi to develop a base, followed by drops of cold water, mixed with lighter amounts of polish and rubbed into the leather in circles no bigger than the diameter of our index fingers.  For all of this rubbing and polishing we sacrificed one of the white t-shirts we had been told to bring to school.  One side of the shirt was for our brass, the other for our shoes.

We learned the different degrees of dress in our uniforms.  Class A was fully formal, with the grayish blue, brass-buttoned, heavy wool “blouse,” as they called it (though it looked more like a four-button, single-breasted suit coat to me), brass insignia on lapels and epaulets, nametag over the left flap pocket, the black-billed airline pilot’s cap, heavy wool pants that matched the blouse, and our standard dull gray-blue shirt with black necktie.  Class A was reserved for the Sunday parade and chapel service, and for certain formal occasions.

Class B was everyday wear for classes, meals, study hours and the like.  We kept the same heavy wool pants, which were so abrasive that in a short while they wore all the hair off the backs of our calves simply by the action of walking.   Class B included the same shirt as Class A too, but we were required to tuck the necktie inside our shirt, between the second and third buttons from the collar.  The overseas cap took the place of the black-billed Class A hat, and we wore brass insignia on the collar points of our shirts.  Basically, Class B was Class A without the formal blouse and pilot’s hat.  When it got cold in Class B, we could add the navy blue snap-front jacket.

Class C was just jeans and a t-shirt, for running the obstacle course or doing work squad or anything else involving dirt.  We were also allowed to hang out in Class C during what little free time we had in the evenings, or for a few hours on the weekends.  At all other times, whether on campus or off, we were in uniform.

We learned how to make a bed, which was a first for a lot of guys because they came from homes with maids.  We were taught to make square corners – some call them hospital corners – in the sheets and at the foot of the olive drab blanket, which was tucked in all around and pulled tight like a drum skin over the sagging mattress, so that a quarter would bounce off it.  Our pillows were folded into a pocket made from the second blanket, which was also square-cornered and tucked in.

We learned to cut white drawer paper to fit precisely the width and depth of our dresser drawers, to roll socks and t-shirts and fold briefs and jeans and place them in the drawers in the prescribed order.

Before ever being assigned to our military units, we were called to heads out and learned the proper way to face left, right, and about, this last maneuver presenting a challenge to some guys who couldn’t get the hang of placing their right toe on the floor behind their left foot, then pivoting to their right on their left heel, so that they turn about and their feet end up heels-together and toes at 45 degrees, the prescribed placement for standing at attention.  We also learned that the difference between parade rest and at ease wasn’t much, for a freshman anyway.  We were not allowed to speak in either position, unless spoken to.

In the dining hall we learned to sit with two of us at the foot of a table, crammed into the space normally meant for one, and navigate through our meals without allowing a single part of our hands or arms to ever even graze the table top, much less rest upon it.  We ate square corners at every meal, for the entire meal, and served drinks to the others at the table from the dented metal pitchers on the tray in front of us.  Seniors, who sat near the head of the table next to the master, or at the head in the master’s absence, had the prerogative of banging their empty glass on the table and then throwing it in our general direction.  At first they were kind enough to pause between the banging and the throwing, to make sure they had our attention.  After the third or fourth meal, that kindness ceased.

On Saturday afternoon the entire freshman class, plus the newboy sophomores, juniors and even a couple newboy seniors, reported to the base of the flagpole on the parade field for basic marching instruction preparatory to the year’s first parade and march to chapel, which would happen on the coming Sunday morning.  Left face, right face, about face, column right and left, left and right flank, and the treacherous to the rear, march all conspired to make us the laughingstock of the old boys who came out to watch our mass comedy of errors.  To our relief, physical hazing was not allowed on the parade field where the public might accidentally see it, so the student officers – seniors all – were reduced to yelling at us when we screwed up, and yelling at us even louder when they screwed up.  While it was certainly our first time to march, it was also their first time to command a unit on the parade field, and they had a much harder time enduring the oldboys’ laughter than we freshmen did.  After little more than 24 hours at Burgoyne we realized it was our lot to be humiliated and laughed at, but for our officers on the parade field that first day, it was a matter of pride and ego.  They seemed as nervous as we were.

That first Saturday night we were left to our own devices, permitted to go anywhere on campus but not to leave it.  Our proctors Pickering and Hillman dressed up in their Class A’s and headed for Harpers Ferry right after dinner.  That Saturday night was the first time we were allowed to breathe freely, to do or say things that were not in unison with every other guy.  

Not knowing anyplace else to go, we stayed in our dorm, coming and going from each other’s rooms, talking, joking a little if it seemed safe.  It was the beginning of our getting to know each other.  It was not a very sophisticated process.  After all, most of us were only 13 years old, others 14 at the most, juvenile innocents thrown into a tremendously fearsome and regimented environment, and searching for one or another means of survival.

Most would not survive, socially anyway.  There were 86 freshmen in the class of ’72, and only 13 made it to graduation four years later.  Two disappeared before that first weekend was over, plucked out of our midst by parents who responded to their tearful pleas over the telephone.  A half-dozen more never returned after the Christmas break.  By the time our class picture was taken for the yearbook in March of 1969, there were only 62 of us, and by the fall of the following year, the beginning of our sophomore year, less than half of the original 86 returned as sophomores.

That freshman year was a year of terror for us all -- terror not just at the hands of the seniors and their school-sanctioned abuse, but terror at each other’s hands as well.   As freshmen we represented the deepest depths of the pecking order.  In our desperate personal struggles to survive that first year, we fed off of each other like juvenile cannibals.  The quick witted, the pretty and the strong allied against the slow, the ugly and the weak.  Neither side, it seemed, had a choice in the matter.  It just happened that way, like a perverse form of forced social evolution.

That year left us all with stories we would rather not tell – stories about the heights of our dominance, and the depths of our submission. 
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