
My short experience in Military School 
 
"Straighten up or we'll send you to military school" was a common threat in the relatively 
well off Philadelphia suburb where I hail from. I'd heard my parents mention it regarding 
my older brother, who was often in trouble for weed, running away and other assorted 
60's rule breaking. However, I was still only 13 years old, and the idea that I would be 
dragged away to put on a uniform and parade around with a rifle seemed near 
impossible. 
 
At the time I was hanging out with a crowd of guy friends who I suppose were 
somewhat typical of the time - at least typical in the upper middle class environs where I 
lived and went to school. Some were semi-greasers, who liked fast cars and mooning 
out the window of cars driven by their older brothers. Others were rich kids with 
divorced parents, who had too much freedom and too much money....or, maybe just 
enough to get in a LOT of trouble! 
 
We were slightly under the age of drinking and drugs, and also not yet very interested 
with girls, so we came up with our own entertainment, which was usually vandalism. 
This involved "cool" BB and Pellet guns which we would use to shoot out everything 
from street lights to car headlights to picture windows. Sure, this behavior was most 
definitely wrong, yet the adrenaline rush we got was amazing! It was a high it itself when 
a streetlight broke and we went running.  
 
As time went by, we improved our weapons as well as our stealth. After all, the police 
were onto us and walking the streets with a Crossman pump-up air rifle tucked under 
our coats was difficult to conceal. Our first innovations were sawed off barrels and CO2 
pistols, but some of us got caught with those - end of story! We figured that there must 
be a better way - and there was!  
 
Through trial and error, we discovered that very heavy rubber bands, found in certain 
stationary stores, could propel BB's at nearly the same rate as a rifle could. We honed 
our accuracy and were once again in business - but without any evidence for the police 
to find when they stopped and searched us.  
 
This went on for a few months until one night when I took a dare and threw a brick 
through the window of a local Hebrew Academy - in fact, it was one that I had attended 
as a child. Someone must have dropped the dime on me because, next thing I knew, 
the police were at my house and fingering me for the crime! 
 



"Your choice, Craig, Juvenile Hall or Valley Forge Military Academy" was the 
declaration from my parents....and this time they were dead serious. I remember crying 
intensely but could not sway their resolve. I had heard stories about Montgomery Hall, 
the local juvy facility, and they were not good. So I made the fateful choice to go to 
Valley Forge Military Academy and start in the mid-term (January). I turned 14 years old 
a few weeks prior to my arrival at VFMA. 
 
I cannot recall my frame of mind as I arrived. The easiest way to describe it was that I 
felt as if I had been transported to another universe and was in a dream. I remember 
being fitted for my uniforms, assigned a dorm and then having to assemble in the main 
square and line up in military fashion. It was, of course, the middle of winter and I 
remember feeling as if I were inside a giant fog - both literally and figuratively.  
 
After the lineup, we went to the mess hall where we were told we were lowly plebes and 
therefore had to eat "square meals" for the first week. A square meal, in this case, 
means each action you perform must be either horizontal or vertical. Your fork had to 
grab some food, be lifted straight up, then back to your mouth, and so on. Truthfully, this 
was not really a problem.....I don't remember caring much about it. In any case, after a 
week of that we were allowed to eat meals in the same way as the others. 
 
The name of the game at Military School is Discipline, with a capital D. Every moment of 
our days and nights was spoken for, from revile in the morning to taps at night. On the 
positive end, our small amounts of free time (15 and 30 minute breaks after lunch, etc.) 
were completely free...including allowing us to smoke cigarettes! That was pretty cool 
for 14 year old boys - we had smoking pavilions and were able to buy all major brands 
in our PX" exchange, which was called a Canteen.  
 
VFMA has both a high school, which I attended, and a junior college. In fact, those 
graduating from the junior college could automatically enter the REAL military as a 
officer! Of course, at the time you would be instantly shipped to Vietnam where your 
situation might be a bit dangerous.  
 
Rather than bore my dear readers with every memory, let me give a seriers of vignettes 
which will hopefully shine some light on the good...and the bad....and some lessons 
learned. I'll start with some of the positives. 
 
The Good - VFMA made a man outa me! 



 
1967 - in Uniform 
 
I learned a LOT about myself at VFMA. The most important was my ability to "fit in" 
without causing too many waves. This is necessary for survival in any military ranks and 
also in many other aspects of life. I also learned that I take very well to discipline - in 
fact, I thrive in it. I was never late for lineups, never faulted in my duties and was able to 
take whatever the officers or others dished out. I also did very well in the academics 
there - probably because the environment lacked the distractions of the outside world.  
 
VFMA has a very strong gymnastics programs and EVERYONE must participate. I was 
a somewhat chubby and out-of-shape teen, but they allowed no excuses. In lieu of 
excuses, they provided a path whereby you could slowly work your way into the harder 
moves. I remember starting out and they told us "everyone here will be able to do 
headstands, handstands, walk on their hands, and do forward handsprings when the 
semester is over. I considered this impossible - especially in my case. They started me 
out leaning against a wall and standing on my head with the instructor holding me as 
needed - and, lo and behold, three months later I was working ALL the gym equipments 
(ropes, horses, etc.) and walking on my hands. The combination of the diet, discipline 
and exercise had transformed this chubby to a very capable gymnast! I also won 
medals on the rifle range, probably due to my experience with rifles at camp and with 
BB guns as a vandal. Suffice it to say that my self-confidence took quite a leap! 
 
The Not-So-Good - Rank has it's privilege, but also it's problems 
 



Whenever one person is given power over others, dangers lurk. We see this in the Aru 
Gharib prison debacle as well as many other situations, the most famous being the 
Stanford Prison Experiment. In many ways, VFMA was a similar setup. You see, ALL of 
the so-called "officers" were fake. That is, our captain was in Junior College and our 1st 
and 2nd Lieutenants were seniors in high school. Yet, they had complete power over us 
- to the point of being able to heap physical and mental abuse (torture!) on us to their 
hearts content.  
 
The first example of this I saw was when our officers forced some of my cohorts to put 
on 4 layers of uniform and stand at strict attention for HOURS in the hall outside their 
rooms. The officers would stand in front of them screaming to tuck their chin further in, 
stand straighter and to not allow their eyes to wander. Some actually fainted. Others did 
not hold in perfect position so were assigned further discipline such as 25 hours of 
marching back and forth, in any weather, on the outside quad. While I am certain 
discipline is needed to maintain a high standard, torture seemed to be going too far - 
especially when such abuse was decided on by high school seniors.  



 
My roommate (right) and I.  
 
C Company, of which I was a part, had three officers - one captain and two Lieutenants. 
Two of them were fine gentleman, but one was a regular Aryan youth! This fella was a 
Storm Trooper right out of central casting - about 6 feet tall, blonde hair, strong frame 
and a name like "Stul". He never smiled and I made sure to avoid him whenever 
possible.  
 
One day, a rumor went though the ranks like wildfire. The story went that my roommate 
and another cadet had a gay encounter at an hidden location - and apparently left some 
evidence in the form of underpants with a name tag. The chitchat grew louder for a 
couple hours until Lt. Stul stormed into our room and said "Issod, stand at attention 
outside the door". I did as instructed and the Lt. closed the heavy steel door to our 



room. Shortly thereafter I heard a large object, presumably my roommate, bouncing off 
the walls and floors as the Lt. made mincemeat of this small and ignorant farm boy. 
Yes, corporal punishment, torture and abuse was expressly allowed and probably 
encouraged, as I never heard of any trouble for those doling out the punishments.  
 
I learned a valuable life lesson from this - Fake rank and real rank are one and the 
same. Give one person absolute power over another and abuse is very likely to be the 
result. This, along with other experiences, has resulted in my strong anti-authoritarian 
views. Very few people are truly good enough to wield great power without themselves 
being corrupted in the process.  
 
Other Memories 
 
Chapel attendance was mandatory - even for folks raised as Reformed Jewish as I was. 
I remember singing "Onward Christian Soldiers" many a time, thinking even then that 
the mixing of war and religion might just be a dangerous thing. 
 
We had no females at the school, nor any chance to meet any. Even when I had 
weekend leave, it was difficult to find friends of the opposite sex due to my close 
cropped hair and military bearing. After all, this was 1968 - not exactly the time when 
soldiers were being held in high esteem in America. I do remember one fancy ball that 
we had at the school. We were set up on blind dates with an all-girls school and 
attended in full dress uniforms. It was quite formal and was certainly not a memorable 
evening....other than my remembering feeling shy.  
 
During the first few weeks of my attendance, neither leave nor parental visits were 
allowed. This was so that new attendees could adjust to the surroundings without being 
reminded of what they had left. I remember when my parents first came to visit. I was 
not angry with them, probably having the sense that something had needed to be done 
to get me on the right track. As the weeks and months went by, I even considered 
staying at VFMA for additional years - a decision that my parents said was mine alone. 
In the end, I decided to go back to regular civilization, although that was not without it's 
attendant problems. This was, after all, the height of the counterculture revolution and 
my teen years would bring many more trials and tribulations.  
 
My roommate, previously mentioned as the guy at the receiving end of the Storm 
Troopers rage, was a quiet guy from a farm somewhere out in the middle of 
Pennsylvania. He was about 5'5" and had a bad case of acne. We got along just fine, 
but despite living in the same room (in bunk beds) never really talked much. I can't 



imagine much that we could have talked about - he was from a completely different 
world. If it was true about the gay encounter, I don't suppose it was anything more than 
normal sexual experimentation. I can assure my dear readers that neither he nor I had 
the young teen girls jumping on us, so perhaps whatever was available suited him. I do 
wonder what became of him - whether that episode of being beaten imprinted heavily 
onto his life. Perhaps one day when I have time, I will see if VFMA has any records from 
back then so I can look him up.  
 
The 60's invades VFMA 
 
The spring of 1968 was probably a peak time for the "tune in -drop out" message of Tim 
Leary, the Hippies and the counterculture in general. It was also my own introduction to 
the elixirs of that time, those being pot and LSD. My first experiences with pot and acid 
were during the weekend leaves that spring - turned on by my brothers friends, who 
were nice enough to let me come along on some of their outings. My first LSD "trip", in 
fact, was during a beautiful outing at Valley Forge National Park. I don't remember much 
of the experience, just that when I got into the car and heard "Gimme a ticket for an 
aeroplane" by The Lettermen, it sounded like no other music I had ever heard before. 



 
(at home on weekend leave) 
 
Soon myself and others were smuggling small amounts of pot into the academy, well 
hidden inside our talcum powder can or other personal items. I remember once getting 
fingered by a fellow cadet named Smith and the authorities came into my room and 
searched high and low without finding my stash. I was pissed at Smith, so we got into a 
little scuffle afterwards - the cad cheated and pulled off his name tag and sliced me 
across the hand with it, causing a scar which I still bear today. Hey, Smith, if you are 
reading this - I forgive you! Maybe I'll look you up if you didn't get fragged in Vietnam! 
(grin). 
 
Somehow, I befriended my 1st Lt. who was also a druggie and we became very close 
and shared some of our stash. Opps.....well, it's been a long time, so if he became a 
General by now I suppose he needn't worry. He was a good person and a fine officer. 
 
However, drugs were really a sideline to my VFMA experience - this part of current 
history was just starting. The next couple of years, when I was no longer attending, 



were very troublesome for the Academy. I heard many stories from my cousin, who was 
also a cadet continued to attend. Drugs became pervasive and there was even an 
actual revolution in one of the dorms - something I believe was later enshrined in a 
fictional movie.  
 
So there you have it - the good, the bad, the ugly and the plain old story telling. I look 
back on the experience as helpful to my character. It not only helped me understand my 
possibilities, but also gave me a new respect for those able to "cut it" and deal with 
military life.  
 
It would be hard, however, for me to advise parents on the wisdom of forcing their 
children into such a situation. One one hand, you may have partial success stories like 
mine - on the other, you have folks like my roommate, who may have their lives affected 
forever by the abuse, torture, embarrassments or other trials. For this reason, I'll stop at 
the storytelling and allow others to dispense wisdom.  
 


