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Some Can Do No Wrong 

By Jon Holman, June 20, 2020 
 

I was in AFROTC for two years.  Not a terrible experience, but like others I did it because my 

father didn't want me drafted into the Army as an enlisted man.  I even got a waiver for my 

terrible eyes, though not as a pilot.  But along the way I got to fly a jet trainer.  When I realized 

that my eyes likely would disqualify me for all military service, I dropped out.  Though the 

officer who ran the program, Major Stan Adelson, was much beloved, and retired in Princeton. 

 

But, while in, I joined the competition drill team.  Other '66 members were Jay West, Frank 

Ward, George Miner, maybe Owen Mathieu.  Michael Burrill, Ken Boudwin, and I think Wayne 

Hewitt were in AFROTC but I don't think on the drill team.  What the drill team did was march 

in tight orchestrated formations while spinning a rifle with a sharp bayonet on the end, some 

element of danger because we were spinning and throwing the rifles around.  Typically, a two-

minute exercise, practiced hundreds of times for competitions against other ROTC units on 

campus and at other universities.  (aside: the ditty chanted many times was, "This is your rifle, 

this is your gun [grab crotch], one is for fighting, the other's for fun").  What can I say?  It was 

the 1960s. 

 

Anyway, we had a good drill team.  Usually won.  One very cold day, I think it was at Drexel 

outside, we marched onto the field to compete and somehow came in at an oblique angle, i.e., 

we weren't squared up to the judges.  We didn't realize this.  Part way into our exercise, George 

Miner spun his rifle a bit too close to the ground and sliced open the toe of one shoe with the 

bayonet (hard toe military shoes).  The good news is that he didn't slice his foot open, but we 

all heard a "thwack" and all could see his shoe toe flapping as he marched.  So already we 

figured we were screwed and were trying not to laugh.  Then we completed our routine only to 

learn that we were crooked the whole time.  So we figured it was a fiasco.  Until we learned 

that the judges thought we had done our routine obliquely on purpose, and that we were 

marching in a diamond formation rather than square, which would be crazily hard to do, and 

they loved it. 

 

Fast forward to 1968 when I was getting out of graduate school.  I was called for my Army 

physical about 37 seconds after I got my degree.  I still knew my eyes probably would keep me 

out, but this was a high-risk strategy.  So I went to my physical in Oakland, California.  Marched 

through it just fine, all systems go, young man in fine fettle (or at least fettle fine enough for the 

Army).  Literally the last test was vision.  The tester was a young army Captain (see Nelson 

Hendler's story; all MDs went in as Captains).  He asked me to read the chart with my glasses 

on.  I did.  Then he asked me to read it with my glasses off.  I told him I couldn't read 

anything.  "Not even the big E on the top?"  "Well, I know it's an E because I just read it, and it's 
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always an E, but I can't see it."  "How about if you squint?"  "No."  And I was telling the truth, 

but you can imagine what he was thinking.  So he took my glasses over to the lensometer, 

which measures the strength of the prescription ground into the lenses. 

 

When he came back, he said: "I have two choices.  One is to flunk you and send you home.  The 

other is to pass you and put a notation in your chart saying that you need to carry two Coca-

Cola bottles in your backpack at all times, and if you lose your glasses, you can break out the 

bottoms and hold them up to your eyes."  Having gotten a 1+ in Wiseass and High Risk Behavior 

during senior year, I asked him if I had a vote.  He flunked me and sent me home. 


