It was rough, but | knew | could handle it’

by Barbars Crane
P dbe Tumides Tlmes

FORT BENNING, GA. — Gradua:
ton Day: The day they "d boen pray-
ing for; the day they sometunes
thought would never come

For 1} weeks they d sweated mivd
struggled and dose more than they 'd
thought humanly possible, But now
wis the time o celebirate what they '
sccomplished

With their hardships temporarily
forgotten, 40 Alaska Notves prowdly
mirched onto Fort Benming's parnde
held Aped 13 Tor geaduation exgmcises
homming ther sucdessiul completion
of the US. Army's basic infamry
trning course

The men, members ol the Alaska
Armiy National Guard's Buddy Pla-
on, had come from villages all
across Northern and Western Alaskn
e mect in Anchorage last Junoary

There they got 0 know each other
url practice some of the skills they
wiiild need for basic raimng. They
also got advice on what o expect ol
For Benning to help make thenr abougd
Lransation from village life to Aoy Life
a little casier

I was rough, butl | knew 1 ool
handle o, and | did,"" smd Pyt 2
Crernsim Mercube! of St Paul

Merculiel  wis  pnamed  the
Dhistinpuished Honor Graduate at the
graduation coremeny . The Buddy Pla
oo was also named the Honor Pl
toon wmong oll the others whi were
grochuatmg, and they ok top honors
im Hasic Rifle Marksmanship, Hand
Grrenmades, Barracks Inspection s
Army Physical Readiness

1 see o lot of changes i the pla
towm members, " Merculiel  said
“They had o iy things they never had
o do belore, like taking care ol
themselves and king orders. ™
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A8 o grudumte of Mt Edgecumbe
High School, Merculief said he was
used to dormitory living, but he knew
others hid & hard time getting wsed 1o
life in the huge 56 l‘lt!j burracks.

The Army Guard members ook the
same demanding course as regular Ar-
my soldiers would, Physical fitness
wias stressed, as well as  rifle
muarksmanship, map reading, hand
grepades, camoullage techmgues and
nuclear and chemical weapons
decontamination

“The hardest thing was the |5-mile
march with our packs on,"" said Pvt
Peter Elachik Jr. of Kotik. “*1 though
that would take lorever.™

The men reported having o hard
pme adjusting w0 Georgin's  high
humidity and warmn lempersturcs.

“Our 13-week mission 15 W produce
infunteymen who are proud, highly
disciplined and motivated, physically
fit and techmically and tacucally pro-
frcient,” wid L1 Col, Bobby Hoffrmun
ol the Infantry Trmming Center

To be able 1o accomplish so much
i only 13 weeks, o typical day st Font
Benming begins at 4 a.m., and the men
put in 15- or 16-hour days, six days o
week, The pressure is nlways on

“When we first got here, the drill
sergeants were always on us, making
us do pushups and siops a lor,™
Eluchik recalled

Elnchik was overwhelmed ot firsi by
all he was expected 1o learn

“Hut the dodl sergeants kept going
aver mid over everything until it got
casy, " he smd. "By the end.
everybaody got to love our semor drill
sergeant, Sgt. st Class Lewis
Collins. ™

Colling remembered that the Bud-
dy Platoon members did have a rough
tme ot first

"It wus hard for them (o adapt 1o
the training, everything was new (o
them,'" Collins said. “*But by about

the fourth week, they were doing
great.”

Collins said he saw g lol more
matunity in the soldiers than when he
first met them

“When they get home,”" he said,
“they will be ready to assume more
responsibilities in their commumities. '

Maj. Gen. John Schaelier, adjutant
peneral of the Alaska Army National
Guard, was the reviewing officer and
graduation speaker. He talked aboul
some of the opportunities and respe
sibilines the young men would he
ussuImIng.

"As you get older und grow in your
career, you' re going to find that one
of the most important opportunities
you have in life is the opporunity w
lean, " Schaefier said. *'li is by leamn-
ing that you are able o grow."'

Schueiler noted that the graduntes
haed just proven to themselves that they
were capable of learning and achiev-
ing & lot more than they thought they
could.

“"You ulso have the riunity o
serve your fellow man and your coun-
iry,"" he said. ““There is nothing tha
can give you more satisfaction in life
than serving others.”

“Of course,”” he added, *‘along
with these opportunities comes the
responsibility of doing the best joby you
possibly can for your country.”*

The groduntes left immedintely after
the ceremony 10 begin theyr long np
back tw Alaska. They were anxious 1o
W I':unitf' undd Friends after ther three
wnd-a-half-month absence

“1'meglad | went through it, but |
wirilan 't winnt o it aggakn night away "
Merculiel said, “'It was hard saying
away from my fwmly for so long."

Anxious to resume his civilian life,
Elachik had big plans for his retumn 1o
Kotlik

“First thing 'm going to do,” he
announced, 15 grow my hmr back!"

Alaxka Narveeal Chiarel soliiers xpeni 3 weeks iraimng in
Creorwia and finally celebrated completion of the UN. Ar
mv s bgxic anfantry fraimnge course, Al feft, top. they raise
i Mg Center left, Py, Melvin Andresw of Moandkoek takes
a break, and fower tefr, Mg, Gen. John Schaeffer con
pratwlates Pw, 2 Gerasim Merculief, who was  named
Ihsginguished Honer Graduate. At top right, the Buddy Pla
toww posex for g photo, Other photos at right, moving
clovkwise, iiclisde Ceeraxim a't:l'-:'rt'rdr::‘l!. seldiers in camouflage,

and, from left, Command Sgr May.

trilfred Mandlook, Com-

el Sgi. May, Leve Cleveland, Maj. Gen. John Schaeffer

ird Merculief

‘As you get older and
grow In your career, you're
going to find that one of the
most important opportun-
ities you have in life is the
opportunity to learn.’

—NMaj. Gen. John Schaeffer




