Guns, dirt, indoctrination, freedom: Scouting in a long-gone era 


BYLINE: PHIL GARLINGTON,\


 I've always felt that the Boy Scouts of America raised me. 


I was born in 1943 and spent the first 15 years in Stockton, in the San Joaquin Valley. Although hard to comprehend now, in those simpler days, in a small agricultural town, it was not merely acceptable, it was almost mandatory to be a Boy Scout. Every boy I knew was in Scouting. We wore our uniforms to school, and the Scout meetings were held in the school cafeteria. I joined the Cub Scouts on my eighth birthday, and stayed in Scouting until I enlisted in the Navy at 17. 


I remember being sworn in. I walked up onto the stage in the school auditorium, with a dozen other boys, and before a gathered audience of parents, solemnly intoned the scout pledge: "On my honor I will do my best to do my duty to God and my country. To be square. And to obey the law of the pack. " Be square. Obey the law of the pack. Nobody even snickered. Every Wednesday night thereafter I went to a Scout meeting. During Cub Scouts, a mom was in charge, which meant, mainly, crafts. We built model airplanes and coffee-can stoves. 


That was OK, but Scouting really didn't begin until age 12, when one donned the khaki paramilitary uniform of the true Boy Scout. A couple of the dads were Scoutmasters. I far as I know there was absolutely nothing weird about them. Dads were Scoutmasters because it gave them an excuse to get out of the house. All the boys in my troop were completely normal prepubescents: that is, dirty-minded and profane. 


We speculated about sex constantly. But as for the notion that any of these neighborhood dads were weird: It never crossed anybody's mind. Besides, these dad-Scoutmasters never figured much in Scouting, as I knew it. Sometimes at summer camp we'd see an ambitious kid who wanted to accumulate merit badges and become an Eagle Scout. But no kid in my troop gave a damn. 


So there was no reason to pay much attention to Scoutmasters. Most of us made it to First Class and thought it enough. At summer camp I picked up the usual four merit badges that everybody got: swimming, lifesaving, canoeing, rowing -- the ones that involved water and that were fun. But badges didn't mean much to us. Scouting first of all was the Wednesday-night meeting, a sanctioned getaway from chores and homework. We rode our Schwinns to the schoolyard and horsed around in front until we were called into the cafeteria, which always smelled like fried fish. 


The program, pretty much, was to learn how to Be Prepared. Knots were important. Bowline, bowline on a bight, rolling hitch, square knot, sheepshank, timber hitch, half hitch, mule hitch, figure-eight knot. A cardboard box of rope ends came out. A varnished square of plywood was set up against the wall, tacked to which were various examples. One of the older boys came around to demonstrate. To make a bowline, "the rabbit comes out of the hole, around the tree, back into the hole. 


To this day I can tie a dozen knots, and this undoubtedly is the most useful thing I learned as a Scout. The other thing we learned was first aid. Almost everything they taught us was wrong. We spent hours practicing a bogus method of artificial respiration, pressing on the lower back, pulling on the elbows. All wrong. Tourniquets. Wrap the Scout scarf around the injured arm, insert a stick, twist and hold until the victim's bloodless arm has to be amputated. We knuckled our brows, struggling to learn the 12 pressure points to control arterial bleeding. And snake bites! 


All of us had little gray rubber cylinders, inside of which were a razor blade and a tourniquet string. If a rattler bit a fellow Scout on the foot you were supposed to cut an X and suck out the venom. There was always some kid: "What if he gets a snakebite on his ? Would you? " 


The other big deal during the school year was the weekend outing, the camping trip. We were issued an Army surplus shelter half. We rolled our gear inside and tied it to a wooden pack frame. We had L-shaped official Scout flashlights that clipped on the belt, Scout pocketknives, and flat Scout canteens carried over the shoulder on a strap. We had the Scout compass and the Scout aluminum mess kit. On Saturday morning we lugged our packs over to the school where the Scout dads had brought their cars. 


The packs were tossed in the back of a pickup truck and we were driven for two or three hours to a woodsy locale. It seems to me now that once we got there we had no supervision. Maybe the Scoutmaster dad gave a few general orders about digging pit latrines and keeping a bucket of water next to the fire. But that was it. The dads went off and built their own campfire, lounged around, talked about deer hunting, and, I'm pretty sure, drank. The Scouts were on their own. 


OK by us. The main question of course: Who had the cigarettes? Other than that, the rest of Saturday was devoted to fixing something to eat. First we ate all the candy bars and a kind of half-dome devil's food cupcake popular back then that I think was called a Sno-ball. Then we cooked the eggs and bacon. We tried to make pancakes, which turned to charcoal on the outside, goop inside. Summer Scout camp was a lot more organized. It was set up along the paramilitary lines envisioned by Scouting's English founder, Gen. Robert Baden-Powell. 


All of us in my troop assumed that military service followed high school. And in fact, thanks to Boy Scouts, when we finally landed in recruit training we had been preprogrammed to march, salute, set up a tent, care for a uniform, police the area, do KP. And we could all shoot. That was because the National Rifle Association donated .22s and ammunition and provided volunteer instructors for the camp rifle range. I learned to squeeeeze the trigger at Boy Scout camp, and even as I think about it I can smell the cordite and bore cleaner mixing with the scent of pine needles, and see the metal silhouettes of squirrels and deer. 


In the afternoon, we took five-mile "survival hikes," in which some well-meaning adult tried to persuade us not to drink all our water at once or that there was intrinsic value in knowing one tree from another. But the really big deal was the nightly campfire program. Whoever ran the camp tried to make these gatherings entertaining. It was a tough proposition, getting the attention of hundreds of semiferal adolescents in dirty khaki uniforms. The answer was fire. First, some Scout personage, an elder, wearing a Smokey hat and shorts revealing pink kneecaps, droned a few improving homilies, none of which quieted the hubbub in the bleachers. Then some young guy came on. I think that in civilian life he was a cop. 


He told the "Indian story," which was always the same. But we all shut up and listened to it anyway. Once, these very woods were inhabited by a warrior tribe. Because of their bravery in battle, the spirits of the sky favored them. But then (for this or that reason) they angered the gods. And then We knew what was coming and were absolutely still. Way off in the dark woods, high in the trees, a fireball suddenly appeared. Then the fireball came screaming out of the trees seemingly straight for the bleachers. It headed like a fiery meteor straight at us. 


But, at the last second, it didn't plow into the stands. Instead it struck and ignited the kerosene-soaked pyramid of logs in the campfire pit, sending flames high, revealing the stark trees all around. In retrospect, this nightly lighting of the campfire was fraught with risk and opportunity for litigation. The kid lighting the fireball, on a platform in the trees, could have fallen and broken his neck. The fireball somehow could have detached from the wire runner and barreled into bleachers crowded with adolescents. Or the fireball might have fizzled out before it could ignite the waiting stack of logs, causing an embarrassing letdown. 


I'm sure no prudent authority would allow anything like this to be staged today. But Scouts back in the '50s was a different thing, I think. Parents obligingly turned over their young males for paramilitary conditioning without a pause. "Liability" hadn't really entered the language. Parents trusted the Scouts, and boys gladly joined up and more or less took the program. Being a Scout was a given, like school and a paper route. Now, many suburban adolescents regard Scouting with disdain, as weak, lame and pathetic compared with the MTV ethos of hedonism and cool music. 


I'm still conflicted. I'm glad I can tie knots, and I don't really regret the hours wasted studying the 12 pressure points. I enjoyed the camaraderie of Scouting, and although it's corny I've always believed in the wisdom of the Scout motto. There have been too many unhappy days since when I wasn't prepared. On the other hand, I can see why kids today might look askance at Scouting and wonder about a hidden agenda to lure youths into the military maw. It never entered my 12-year-old noggin that I was on an assembly line headed for further processing. Despite the perhaps-justified jaundice of contemporary youth, I'm not sad that the Boy Scouts raised me. 


Television is raising them. 





